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  WILLIAM PETER MCGIVERN was born in Chicago, Illinois, but grew up in Mobile, Alabama. After serving in the Army in World War II and studying at the University of Birmingham, McGivern returned to the US and worked for two years as a police reporter for the Philadelphia Bulletin and later as a writer for the Evening Bulletin in Philadelphia.


  In 1947 he married Maureen Daly one of four sisters Time Magazine referred to as “the celebrated Daly sisters,” who were known for their writing and work in, journalism, fashion and advertising. McGivern and his wife co-wrote Mention My Name in Mombasa: the Unscheduled Adventures of an American Family Abroad, which covered their times and adventures living oversees, including Africa, Torremolinos, Spain and Ireland.


  His first hardboiled novel appeared in 1948. He published more than 20 novels, mostly mysteries and crime thrillers, some under the pseudonym Bill Peters. His novels were adapted for a number of films, among them Odds Against Tomorrow (1959), a noir tale of three losers, The Big Heat (1953), starring Glenn Ford as a cop that will do anything to get his man, and Rogue Cop (1954), a film noir directed by Roy Rowland. The Big Heat received an Edgar Award in 1954 as Best Motion Picture, which McGivern shared as author of the original novel.


  While a successful novelist, McGivern moved to Los Angeles in the early 1960s to write for television and film. His credits include the TV series Ben Casey, Adam-12, and Kojak and the William Castle film I Saw What You Did (1965).


  William P. McGivern died in Palm Desert, California in 1982.
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  JOHN BROWN’S BODY


  First published in the May 1940 issue of Amazing Stories.


  A strange thing happened when John Brown and his boss fell into the giant washer—a very strange thing indeed . . .


  “THROCKMORTON making an inspection—this morning!” John Brown uttered the words in a horrified tone. His hands fluttered nervously. He looked helplessly around the washing machine department of Throckmorton’s Department Store, then back at his fellow salesman, suddenly trembling.


  “Oh, dear,” he gasped, “I just know something will go wrong. I never was lucky on Mondays.”


  Thaddeus Throckmorton, owner and president of the store, would make one of his surprise tours of inspection this morning, and when Thaddeus Throckmorton “toured” there wasn’t a department, section, or counter that was safe from his pompous, if none too nimble-witted, speeches and suggestions.


  Mr. Brown had reason to tremble. For he had worries. Overdue payments to the Acme Loan Company, the interdepartment sales contest, and now, to top it all off, the visit from President Throckmorton himself. John Brown prayed fervently that the collector from the loan company wouldn’t come barging into the store while the Boss was around.


  As he heard Mr. Throckmorton’s booming voice coming down the aisle, he even thought of running madly from the store. But instead his watery blue eyes darted nervously over the familiar shining line of washers, swung to the middle of the floor, and rested I on the giant model washing machine I that had just been installed for advertising purposes.


  A huge affair—six feet high and six feet wide—it had been the result of a brainstorm by Thaddeus Throckmorton himself. On his last visit to John Brown’s department, Mr. Throckmorton, after “tsking” at the lamentable lack of sales, hit upon the idea of a colossal, glorified washer to lure customers closer to John Brown’s wares.


  Even John Brown was forced to admit the idea was a honey. And as the sounds of Mr. Throckmorton’s voice grew closer, the little washing machine salesman stepped closer to the gigantic display machine and with his handkerchief flicked a microscopic atom of dust from one of the steel braces.


  Exactly three seconds later John Brown’s heart plummeted to his heels, then promptly shot upward to catch somewhere in the region of his throat. Mr. Throckmorton had arrived!


  The president and owner of Throckmorton’s Department Store did not enter the washing machine sector—he invaded it. A general at the head of his legions could not have impressed John Brown more than the portly Mr. Throckmorton, followed by subalterns, did at that moment.


  John Brown coughed, almost strangling, then blurted a squeaky “Good morning.” Then, hastily in afterthought; “—sir!”


  Mr. Throckmorton’s large, expensively clad body turned to face the stooped, drab little salesman. The president was dignified, pompous, and impressive. But no one could say he was not democratic. He said, “Good morning, Brown.”


  Then, with a firm, searching, uncompromising eye, Mr. Throckmorton surveyed the section in which he stood. An almost paternal gleam shot into his eye as he spied the colossal display machine.


  “Sales improved any since this has been installed, Brown?” inquired Mr. Throckmorton in a tone of voice which implied that sales damned well should have improved.


  “Yes,” said the breathless Mr. Brown. “Yes, sir.”


  “Harrumph,” the owner made a pleasurable noise in his throat. “Harrumph, quite naturally.” He strode to where the machine stood in the center of the section and, raising himself on tip-toe, peered into its depths.


  “Pardon me, sir,” ventured Mr. Brown. “Pardon me, but you can obtain a much more satisfactory view of the inner workings from the special platform on the other side.”


  “Capital,” said Mr. Throckmorton. “Very interesting exhibit. My own idea, I might add.”


  Mr. Brown led his employer to the other side of the machine where they ascended a series of wooden steps leading to an elevated platform from which they could gaze comfortably down into the bowels of the machine.


  “Big, isn’t it?” said John Brown, peering over his employer’s shoulder.


  “Quite,” said Mr. Throckmorton proudly. “Biggest of its kind. Turn it on, please.”


  John Brown bent over and his hand found the switch that started the huge machine revolving. As the noise of the motor picked up momentum he stared in rapt fascination at the giddying whirl of paddles and discs inside the spacious stomach of the washer. By the time he straightened up the humming had grown to a smooth roar. He stepped forward to gaze downward. Then, like a bursting bomb insofar as results were concerned, the terrible thing happened.


  His feet tangled with the electric cord that ran along the platform, and in the next instant he lost his balance and lunged forward. His bony shoulder drove into Mr. Throckmorton’s wide back, and for an awful minute they staggered on the brink of the machine.


  And the next instant, with a hoarse bass bellow from Mr. Throckmorton and a shrill soprano scream from John Brown, they tumbled into the whirring machine.


  THE screaming whistle of the revolving demonstrator, the roar of the motor, the wild shrieks and shouts that issued from the washer all blended together in a weird crescendo, instantly creating a commotion in the store.


  Salesmen and clerks, floorwalkers and customers, all raced to the spot. Mr. Darnell, of neckties and ribbons, arrived first. He ran up the steps in back of the machine and yelled over his shoulder, “Get a stretcher. Somebody fell into the big washer.” He threw off the switch and stared with anticipatory horror as the huge disc began to slow down, expecting to find a tangled mass of arms and legs. But instead, as the revolutions decreased, he was amazed to see both occupants unscathed and unharmed.


  It was a further shock when he recognized the portly frock-coated figure of the store’s president. Mr. Throckmorton seemed to be all right and was making a ludicrous attempt to rise to his feet in spite of the rotating machine. The other figure in the machine was sitting up with his hand pressed tightly over his eyes.


  The frock-coated figure of Mr. Throckmorton staggered a little and then collapsed in a very undignified heap. He stared wildly about, then threw an arm about his face.


  “Please,” he wailed, “it was an accident. I couldn’t help it. I stumbled. Please forgive me,” Mr. Throckmorton said. “Please, don’t fire me!”


  The small figure in the sack-like brown suit sat up with a jerk, shaking his head. “You stupid clumsy fool,” he bellowed. “You damned near killed me. I’ll have you fired so fast it’ll take your breath away!”


  Mr. Darnell, of neckties and ribbons, opened and closed his mouth like a gaping fish. Was he crazy, or was Brown really giving Throckmorton hell? And was Throckmorton begging Brown not to fire him? It was incredible.


  The large impressive figure in the frock-coat was on his knees almost crying over the rumpled little man in the baggy brown suit.


  “Oh please,” Mr. Throckmorton begged, “give me another chance.” He fumbled in his pocket for a handkerchief, wiping a tear from his eye. “I couldn’t help it,” he wailed again. “It was an acrid—” His voice broke, faltered and stopped in his throat.


  He stared incredulously at the large diamond cuff links that were attached to his shirt. Like a man in a dream his eyes traveled up his fat arms and down his expansive front. Diamond stickpin, figured cravat, silk shirt, expensive English suit. Horror-stricken, he felt his face. Soft smooth skin, double chin, fat bulging jowls. Panic-stricken he climbed to his feet.


  “What’s happened to me? My body . . .!” cried the frock-coated figure wildly.


  “Everything’s all right, Mr. Throckmorton,” Mr. Darnell said, his face pale with anxiety. “I’ve sent for a ladder. It’s coming directly.”


  “But I’m not Mr. Throckmorton,” he protested wildly. “I’m John Brown.” Mr. Darnell tried to smile understandingly, but only succeeded in looking very bewildered. “Of course, Mr. Throckmorton. You’re a little shocked. Terrible experience to go through.”


  “Stop calling me Throckmorton,” John Brown said hysterically. “I just look like him. This is his body, but I’m really me.”


  “Of course,” said Mr. Darnell, “you’re you. You’re Mr. Throckmorton.” He pointed to the machine. “There’s Mr. Brown.”


  JOHN BROWN looked and found himself looking at himself. Not as he was now, but as he should be. Baggy brown suit. Thin brown hair. Weak blue eyes. John Brown closed his eyes and counted to ten. It didn’t help. And John Brown abruptly realized the truth.


  “We’ve changed bodies—somehow!” he said to himself in an amazed, hoarse whisper.


  The figure on the floor was still rubbing his eyes and shaking his head. “Help me up,” he shouted. “Try and kill a man and then refuse to help him, eh? I tell you, Brown, you’ll regret this day as long as you live. You can’t trifle with a Throckmorton and get away scot free.”


  John Brown stooped over and helped him to his feet. “I’m sorry,” he began, breathless with unaccustomed effort, but the other cut him off.


  “Sorry!” he exploded. “A fine thing to tell a man after you’ve nearly killed him. I. . .” His mouth fell open. His eyes bulged out until they looked like huge marbles. He opened and closed his mouth soundlessly once—twice—then fainted quietly away.


  Someone was sliding a ladder into the machine and in a few seconds Mr. Darnell and two of the uniformed maintenance men were descending into the washer.


  “Terrible experience,” said Mr. Darnell. “But everything’s all right now.”


  John Brown stared at his strange fat body and heaved a terrified sigh. As the brisk men in uniform picked up his limp and sagging body, he felt like crying.


  “Everything is all wrong,” he said unhappily.


  “Terrible experience,” said Mr. Darnell for the third time. “Mr. Brown will be all right I’m sure. They’re taking him to the employees’ washroom for first aid.”


  “They can’t do that,” John Brown cried, suddenly horrified.


  “It’s a pleasant enough washroom,” Mr. Darnell said timidly. “Couch, first aid—”


  “You’d better take him to his office.”


  “But, Mr. Throckmorton, Mr. Brown has no office.”


  John Brown stared strangely at his new body again, then made a sudden decision.


  “But of course,” he amended. “For a moment I didn’t think. Have Mr. Brown brought to my office.”


  “Yes, sir. Anything else?”


  In all of John Brown’s drab, colorless forty-three years of existence no one had ever called him “sir” and waited expectantly and diffidently for another order. It was a heady intoxicating feeling. Like strong wine. John Brown took a deep breath, fingered his heavy gold watch chain.


  “One more thing.”


  “Yes.”


  “Be quick about it.”


  “Oh yes, sir.” Mr. Darnell bobbed his head and ducked off down the aisle.


  JOHN BROWN watched him hurry off and there was a strange speculative light in his eye. It was the first time in his life that he had ever known the thrill of power.


  In spite of the delightful feeling of importance that his new presence gave him John Brown was glad to see his old body being carried into Mr. Throckmorton’s office. He turned to the curious crowd in the doorway and fixed them with a cold stare.


  They melted away.


  He instructed the attendants to stretch their burden on a comfortable daybed that was placed against the wall and then dismissed them.


  He surveyed the luxurious surroundings with satisfaction. Not half bad. He seated himself at Mr. Throckmorton’s gleaming mahogany desk and waited for the president to come around. It was a very odd situation. It was more than odd. It was unbelievable, incredible, amazing and unimaginable. Still it had happened.


  He, John Brown, was J. Thaddeus Throckmorton and the pompous department store head was now an ordinary wash machine salesman. Poetic justice, that’s what it was!


  John Brown opened a teak wood humidor and selected a fat perfecto cigar. He was just touching the flame from the silver desk lighter to it, when the figure on the couch groaned, and struggled to a sitting position. Throckmorton, in John Brown’s body, stared blankly about the room for an instant, then leaped to his feet. He looked down at himself, felt his face and then rushed to the desk.


  “It’s some kind of a trick,” he shouted. “Get away from my desk, you impostor.”


  “It’s no trick,” John Brown said. “Something happened to us in the washer. We switched bodies.”


  “That doesn’t give you any right to sit there smoking my dollar cigars. I am J. Thaddeus Throckmorton. Nothing can change that.”


  “Sure,” John Brown admitted. “You’re Throckmorton. I’m Brown. But only two people in the world know that. If I wanted to I could call the building police and have you thrown out of my office. If you kept insisting that you were me they’d lock you up in the booby hatch. I don’t like this any better than you do, but we’ll have to make the best of it until something straightens us out.”


  Throckmorton collapsed in a chair as if his legs were suddenly filled with water. “But what am I going to do?” John Brown blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling before answering. “There’s a job in the washing machine department that needs a good man. You can have that. You see, I don’t need it any more.” He leaned back in the cushioned swivel chair and smiled complacently. “I seem to have been promoted a little.”


  Mr. Throckmorton was gazing at John Brown with a sort of dawning apprehension. When at last he found his voice he spoke in a husky whisper. “You, you mean you’re going to let this continue?” he gasped.


  JOHN BROWN folded his thick hands over his new stomach and gazed benignly at the figure he used to be.


  “Why not?” he inquired with cold matter-of-factness. “What is there that we can possibly do about it?” Then he smiled thoughtfully. “Besides, with the exception of my rather absurd new body, I think I rather like what has happened. I’m a lot wealthier, have a lot more power at this minute than I had fifteen minutes ago.”


  Mr. Throckmorton, from his new but very drab body, could only sputter in futile rage. “What,” he managed to blurt after a moment, “is wrong with my body?”


  “Which,” asked John Brown with devilish amusement, “your new body, or the one I’m wearing at present?”


  “My own, my honest-to-goodness, genuine body!” spat Mr. Throckmorton. “What’s wrong with it, I say?” Mr. John Brown looked thoughtfully at his portly new figure. “Well,” he said after a moment, “it’s horribly fat to begin with. Then, you’re not the handsomest devil in the world, y’know.” He held up a warning hand as Mr. Throckmorton began to protest. “And your taste in clothes is much too loud, too pretentious. You dress, if you’ll pardon my candor, in a more or less hideous fashion.”


  “Damn you, Brown,” snarled the store owner, “I resent your remarks. I ought to fire you!”


  “Tsk,” admonished John Brown. “Remember your new station, Mr. Throckmorton. You are now a washing machine salesman. If there’s any firing to be done, I’ll take care of it. I’m president, remember.”


  Thaddeus Throckmorton, speechless with rage, could only glare helplessly at John Brown as he continued.


  “Yes,” said Brown reflectively. “I am going to outfit you—that is, myself, in some decent raiment. Something less ridiculous than what I’m wearing at present.”


  “Leave my body alone,” shrieked Thaddeus Throckmorton. “It’s dressed in the best of taste, and I won’t have it looking foolish! Leave those clothes exactly as they are, do you understand me?”


  “It’s my body, now,” declared John Brown. “At least my personality is inhabiting it at the moment. I refuse to have my personality dashing about in such ludicrous garments. The body is bad enough, Lord knows, but I don’t have to look like a circus clown on top of it.”


  Mr. Throckmorton turned the matter over to the gods, and once his choice selection of epithets was concluded he buried his face—or rather, John Brown’s face—in his hands. “Ohhhhh,” moaned the president of Throckmorton’s Department Store, “oooooohhh!”


  “Come, come,” demanded John Brown after several minutes of this, “stop all that carrying on. You don’t hear me complaining, do you? After all, I haven’t got the best bargain in the world from this. There isn’t any sense in crying over spilled personalities.”


  Mr. Throckmorton gave him the benefit of an anguished glance. “It’s easy for you to talk,” he sobbed. “But I’m the one to get the worst of this deal!”


  “Tush,” cried John Brown. “I think you’ll do well selling washing machines, once you get the knack of it. They’re a lot of fun. Besides, think of the twenty percent commission you’re working on. A man can do a lot on twenty percent commission. In no time at all you ought to be department head.”


  “Yes?” said Mr. Throckmorton dubiously.


  “Absolutely,” John Brown assured him. “There is plenty of room for promotion in Throckmorton’s. It’s a sort of a slogan, y’know. So you shouldn’t feel amiss starting as a washing machine salesman. There’s plenty of room for promotion.”


  “Fluuumph,” said Mr. Throckmorton. “I’d almost forgotten that slogan.”


  “I’ve never forgotten it,” said John Brown casually. “I remember hearing it eighteen years ago when I started selling washing machines here.”


  Mr. Throckmorton broke out in a new series of groans, and John Brown, smiling quietly to himself, exhaled expensive blue clouds of smoke thoughtfully at the ceiling.


  Quite suddenly, Mr. Throckmorton seemed to calm down. Noticing the swift transition of manner, John Brown looked at him in perplexity. Something was wrong somewhere. Throckmorton, in Brown’s body of course, was almost looking pleased. He was whistling a half-tune through his teeth, an old habit of John Brown’s when secretly happy about something.


  “Remind me,” John Brown told Mr. Throckmorton, “to discard that irritating whistle when I get my own body back. It’s extremely annoying.”


  “I’m very pleased,” smirked Mr. Throckmorton. “Very, very pleased at what I have just remembered.”


  “So I gather,” John Brown acknowledged dryly. “I seem to remember my own face well enough to know when it is registering signs of pleasure. Might I ask what it is that makes you look like a cat at a banquet of canaries?”


  Mr. Throckmorton rose swiftly. “Nothing,” he lied easily. “I was just thinking, that’s all. Just thinking.” With that, Mr. Throckmorton crossed to the door and turned momentarily to face John Brown. “Have to be getting downstairs, I suppose. Washing machines to sell, and all that,” he smirked. “Toodle-oo!”


  FOR three minutes John Brown, in his new body, sat staring thoughtfully at the door. Mr. Throckmorton’s exit had left him rather bewildered and vaguely uneasy. What was the expresident so damned pleased about? Why had the sudden change come over him? John Brown was not long in finding out.


  There was a precise tapping on the door, startling Mr. Brown out of his mental misgivings. “Come in,” he snapped. “Come in and stop that damned rat-tat-tat.”


  A short, thin, bespectacled young man whom Mr. Brown remembered as being secretary and aide-de-camp to Mr. Throckmorton, stepped into the room. John Brown remembered that his name was Quaggle and that he was a sort of junior executive in the store.


  “Well, Quaggle?” Mr. Brown forced his voice to carry the coolness commonly associated with authority.


  Quaggle cleared his throat noisily, inserting a thin finger beneath his stiff collar. “Frankly, sir, I’m worried,” he declared throatily. “The situation is serious.”


  “What situation?” Brown asked blankly.


  Quaggle choked back his amazement, and with reproach dripping from his every word, replied, “Why, THE situation, sir, concerning the bank’s refusal to extend your loan.”


  If John Brown had been sitting in an electric chair, he couldn’t have been more shocked. Loans, Debts, Trouble, the Three Musketeers of Mr. Brown’s past life, were once more cropping up to plague him in his new existence!


  Quaggle continued, apparently unaware of the hunted look that had suddenly crept into the other’s eyes. “What do you plan to do about it, Mr. Throckmorton?”


  John Brown realized that a reply was expected—swift, sure, and decisive. John Brown could think of nothing swift, sure, or decisive to say. But he tried.


  “It’s an ill wind that hasn’t got a silver lining, Quaggle,” he said reassuringly. “Remember that!”


  “Why?” Quaggle asked logically enough.


  Brown had a sudden inspiration, remembering a poem from his high school days. “Yours is not to reason why, yours is but to do and die!” he blurted triumphantly.


  Quaggle backed toward the door visibly impressed. “Yes, sir. Quite right. It is a pleasure to realize that you are ready to face them!”


  John Brown paled. “Face who?” he heard his voice saying weakly.


  “Why, the gentlemen from the bank. At the board of directors’ meeting, at two o’clock this afternoon.” He stopped to stare apprehensively at his employer. “What’s wrong? Do you feel ill, sir?” John Brown was clutching miserably at Throckmorton’s overstuffed midriff. “I have a headache,” he wailed, “and he has to pick this moment to get indigestion. Between the two of us we’re driving me mad!”


  This was too much for Quaggle. He flew from the room . . .


  WHEN J. Thaddeus Throckmorton, vested in the person of John Brown, arrived on the floor of the washing machine section he was humming happily. It was almost with a sort of fondness that he gazed at the gigantic display washer which had been the cause of his present state. There were worse fates than being a washing machine salesman. Washing machine salesmen had small worries and smaller salaries. But they were better off, far better off, than department store executives about to be thrown into bankruptcy.


  Mr. Throckmorton threw John Brown’s thin shoulders back and inflated John Brown’s chest. For the first time in many moons there was a swagger in John Brown’s manner. “Jesta minute, fella!”


  Mr. Throckmorton felt a hand jab him forcefully between the shoulder blades, and he turned to face a thin, sharp-nosed, moustached individual wearing a belligerent smile.


  “Yuh’re John Brown, ain’t yuh?” Mr. Throckmorton hesitated only a moment. “Yes,” he acknowledged.


  “Well, Brown,” the thin man’s beady eyes gleamed triumphantly and he pulled a notebook from his pocket, “I’m from the Acme Loan Company.”


  “So,” said Mr. Throckmorton icily, “so?”


  The false smile faded from the crooked mouth. “Don’t git uppity, Brown. I ain’t no vassal. I’m here to see that you make yer payment fer last month, or else.”


  It occurred to Mr. Throckmorton that he had been stupid to imagine John Brown had no debts. Oh, well, probably some piddling thing. Write out a check for the fellow and clear it up. In the next instant Mr. Throckmorton recalled that he could no longer write out checks.


  “Or else what?” said Mr. Throckmorton. He rather liked that. He had heard the phrase once in a gangster movie, but had never been able to use it inasmuch as no one ever said “or else” to Thaddeus Throckmorton. He almost had a warm feeling toward the collector for giving him the opportunity. “Or else what?” he repeated.


  “Or else—” The irritating collector moved in closer and pushed his forefinger against his debtor’s chest “—we’ll have to garnishee yer wages! It might mean yer job, Brown.”


  Mr. Throckmorton wrinkled John Brown’s forehead in perplexity. He would have to find out more about this. “How much do I owe?” he asked.


  “Two hunnert bucks is the principal. Yer interest fer this month and last month is fifteen bucks.” The collector had opened the pages in his notebook and was running a grimy thumb down a column of figures.


  “Here.” Mr. Throckmorton grabbed the book from the fellow’s paws. “Let me see that.” In the next moment his jaw fell open in sheer astonishment. “Why,” he blurted, “this debt is over four years old!”


  “No foolin’,” said the leering collector.


  “And I’ve paid, that is, he’s paid—”


  “You’ve paid, Brown. Don’t give me none of that he business,” the collector corrected.


  “I’ve paid the Acme Loan Company well over four hundred dollars in that time!” finished the astounded Mr. Throckmorton.


  “So what?” said the collector, scratching his scraggly moustache nonchalantly.


  “That’s twice the amount originally borrowed! Which amounts to nothing more or less than sheer banditry!” stormed Mr. Throckmorton.


  “Look,” said the collector with feigned boredom, “are yuh gonna pay up yer installment, or aren’t yuh? Make up yer mind, Brown. If yuh don’t pay, we’ll take the matter up wit yer boss!”


  John Brown would have trembled under such circumstances. But Thaddeus Throckmorton was not used to trembling under any circumstances. Mr. Throckmorton’s personality directed. John Brown’s body acted. In the next several minutes the patrons of Throckmorton’s Department Store were amazed to see a drab, somewhat moth-eaten little salesman ushering a terrified and bewildered collector out of the premises by the scruff of the neck.


  “And if I see you around here again,” bellowed Throckmorton with a well-directed kick at the collector’s nether extremities, “I’ll have you put in jail!” Having concluded an unpleasant matter, Mr. Throckmorton rubbed John Brown’s hands together with some degree of satisfaction, turned and retraced his steps to the washing machine section.


  “Now to get down to work,” he muttered, striding onto the display floor . . .


  “NOW to get down to work,” said the small, white-haired, sour little man at the head of the gleaming conference table. John Brown, seated at the opposite end of the table, shivered apprehensively. The rasping voice of the white-haired gentleman had jerked him back to reality. For the past hour he had wandered aimlessly about the spacious offices of Thaddeus Throckmorton in a sort of semi-stupor, half-dazedly, half-frantically trying to figure out a solution to his dilemma. But only two solutions had offered themselves—one to confess the incredible body-swapping of the past hours, the other to commit suicide. The first was out of the question, and he lacked the courage for the second.


  And now, somehow, he found himself sitting at the ringside of his own Waterloo. The sour little gentleman, Pearson, president of the bank, was looking balefully at John Brown, letting the silence of the room weave into a cold blanket around him. At length he spoke.


  “Throckmorton, I, for one, have had about enough of your eternal twaddle. Your bullying, blustering stupidity, your confounded unreasonable egotism, have just about bankrupted this store.”


  “But—” protested Mr. Brown. “Never mind the ‘buts,’ ” Pearson continued acidly. “You’re not bullying us any longer. Your high-handed methods and your refusal to take advice are the reasons why we won’t trust you with another cent of our money.”


  In all of John Brown’s forty-three years of existence he had never bullied anyone. In fact it had never even occurred to him to bully anyone. He felt he was being unfairly treated. Instinct brought him to his feet, opened his mouth in protest.


  Mr. Pearson sensed the beginning of another Throckmorton tantrum. He was determined to nip it in the bud. “Sit down,” he bellowed. “I have the floor!”


  Everyone in the room, including Mr. Pearson, was amazed to see the portly, frock-coated figure slump meekly into his chair. Mr. Pearson was surprised and gratified by the easy victory. In a kindlier tone he continued:


  “After all, Thaddeus, you’ve no one to blame but yourself. If you had taken our advice, as well as our loans, the last two times, you wouldn’t find yourself with your back against the wall now. Under the circumstances, we can’t renew the loan.” Mr. Pearson sat down with an air of finality.


  Everyone in the room regarded the frock-coated figure of the department store owner half-fearfully, half-expectantly. It had never been the nature of Thaddeus Throckmorton to take a blow sitting down. Seconds ticked into a minute, and still there was silence.


  Mr. Pearson cleared his throat. “Well?”


  Every eye in the room was fixed on John Brown as he rose to reply. “You are quite right,” he said simply, resuming his seat.


  IF he had ridden into the room naked on a tricycle, John Brown could not have created a greater furor. Out of the sudden tumult and babble of voices, Mr. Pearson’s thin cry for order was heard. When the room had at last quieted, the white-haired little banker spoke.


  “Did I—did I hear you rightly, Thaddeus?” There was shocked astonishment in Pearson’s voice. “Do you actually agree with us?”


  The portly figure rose again. “I not only agree with you, I might add to your statements. Thaddeus Throckmorton—that is to say the old Thaddeus Throckmorton—was also an overbearing, asinine know-nothing.” John Brown then resumed his seat, feeling a certain vicious satisfaction in having so humbled the body of the man who had been his overlord for eighteen years. Come what may, he had gotten even with Thaddeus Throckmorton,


  Mr. Pearson’s voice was unsteady as he spoke. “This is incredible. If you can stand before us, Thaddeus, and openly admit your shortcomings, you’re a better man than any of us had imagined.” There were murmurs of assent throughout the group. “It’s obvious that you’ve changed, how or why is unimportant. The fact that you have, is all that counts.”


  There was a general murmuring of assent, with only a few protesting voices breaking through. When Pearson resumed, Mr. Brown was stunned by the drastic reversal of fortune. It was so unexpected—so impossible—he couldn’t believe his ears. “We had made up our minds not to advance a nickel to the old Thaddeus Throckmorton, but the situation is drastically reversed. We’ll give you your loan!”


  There was a brief, dramatic silence, immediately followed by a wild burst of applause. Then the directors were surrounding John Brown, slapping him on the back, pumping his hand. He struggled to his feet, dazed. Out of the sea of beaming faces swimming in front of him, he saw Mr. Pearson. “Congratulations, Thaddeus. Whatever made you change so?” the banker smiled.


  “I wish I knew,” said John Brown mournfully. “I only wish I knew!”


  * * *


  THADDEUS THROCKMORTON, in the person of John Brown, stood on the floor of the washing machine department. He raked his eyes over the circle of curious customers drifting about.


  “By thunder,” he shouted, “you need washing machines and I’m going to sell ’em to you. You need washing machines more than any crowd I have ever seen.” He paused to let this sink in and then suddenly pointed dramatically to a large florid-faced gentleman who blushed painfully as Throckmorton glared at him.


  “You,” Throckmorton said bitterly, “look as if you haven’t laundered that shirt you’re wearing for two weeks. It’s a disgrace. I doubt very much if the management would allow me to sell you a machine. After all,” he said frigidly, “a Throckmorton washer has a certain position to maintain.”


  “Is that so?” the florid-faced gentleman said belligerently. “If you think I’m not good enough for your machines you’re nuts. I’ll buy a machine—I’ll buy two machines and you won’t stop me. If you try it I’ll sue you and the company for plenty.”


  “If you’re small enough to take advantage of a legal technicality,” Throckmorton said icily, “there’s nothing I can do about it. Take the machines. Both of them,” he added with a peculiar gleam in his eye.


  In a minute the florid-faced gentleman was signing the order blank which Throckmorton had thrust contemptuously into his hands.


  “I know my rights,” he said loudly. “These big stores can’t make a monkey out of me.” Holding his receipt aloft like a victory banner he struggled through the growing crowd and disappeared.


  Throckmorton paused only long enough to insert a fresh order blank in his book before singling out the next victim. His greedy eye fastened on a pale, thin young man in the front row.


  The intended victim began to cast about for an avenue of escape as Throckmorton bore down on him.


  “Young man,” Throckmorton began pleasantly enough, “you need a washing machine.”


  The prospect retreated a step. “No,” he said feebly, “I don’t.”


  “Don’t contradict me,” Throckmorton said sharply. He extended the order blank inexorably. “Right on the bottom line.”


  “We send our laundry out,” the thin young man protested.


  “Stop changing the subject,” Throckmorton said irritably. “You’re trying my patience. I warn you, don’t push me too far. No more nonsense. Sign right here.”


  “But,” the young man repeated wildly, “we send our laundry out.”


  “Oh for the Lord’s sake,” Throckmorton exploded, “will you stop drooling about what you do with your laundry? You’ve just about exhausted the possibilities of that subject.”


  “But what’ll I do with a washing machine?”


  “This is not the information desk,” Throckmorton said witheringly. “But since you are apparently incapable of thinking for yourself, I’ll tell you. You can wash the dishes in it.”


  The young man looked dubious. He also looked desperate.


  “Won’t they break?” he asked hopefully.


  “Not if you use cardboard dishes,” Throckmorton said in the tone one uses with a backward child. “Now,” he continued ominously, “any more objections?”


  The young man shook his head weakly. He signed falteringly and scuttled away shaking his head foolishly.


  CUSTOMERS, attracted by the crowd, were hurrying to the scene, jostling one another and overflowing into the aisles and adjoining sections.


  Throckmorton was in his element. He was always at his best before a large audience. And now he proceeded to go to town.


  “Take your time,” he said in a voice that would have done justice to a circus barker. “There’s one for everybody. No one will be disappointed.” He ran an eye over the crowd and at that minute a happy inspiration occurred to him. It was so simple that he wondered why he had not thought of it at once.


  “To save time,” he announced pompously, “I shall have to ask you to form a line, starting at this counter and extending back as far as necessary. In that way I won’t be bothered running about from person to person.” He clapped his hands together smartly. “Quickly now, double file. A little snap to it, please.”


  A lieutenant, perhaps even a general, would have envied the authority Mr. Throckmorton put into these last commands.


  Those on the fringes of the crowd began to melt away, but the majority, hypnotized by Mr. Throckmorton’s Napoleonic manner, filed meekly into line.


  Like a bossy traffic cop, he harangued them until an orderly procession wound snake-like out of the washing machine department and into the rest of the store. Then, pompously and importantly, Mr. Throckmorton strode to the head of the line. Rubbing his hands gloatingly he went to work.


  It was mass production for the masses. Assembly line selling. As the line filed past Mr. Throckmorton the stack of signed order blanks grew higher and higher. The few who demurred were contemptuously dismissed and subjected to a violent storm of abuse as they departed.


  Mr. Throckmorton was enjoying himself immensely. He was enjoying himself to such an extent that he didn’t feel the tap on his shoulder until it was repeated for the third time.


  He swung around, rather annoyed, to meet the stern and disapproving presence of Mr. Codger. Mr. Codger was floor manager. Mr. Codger stared at the crowd, at the apparent confusion and finally at what he thought to be Mr. Brown. He tweaked his sharp nose, a habit of his when he was not pleased.


  “We are not,” he said coldly, “conducting a rummage sale. Your sales tactics are definitely out of line with our policy. If it happens again, Brown, you’re through.”


  “To blazes with our policy,” Mr. Throckmorton bellowed. “I’m selling washing machines.”


  He picked up the thick pile of orders and shoved them into Codger’s hands. “Take these down to the stock room. Be back in an hour for more.”


  Mr. Codger leafed through the blanks with widening eyes. Then he jerked a long form blank out of his pocket and ran a finger down a column. He grabbed Mr. Throckmorton by the arm, spinning him around.


  “Don’t sell any more machines,” he hissed. “You’ve already sold more than we have in stock. It’ll be two weeks before we can get another supply. Now get these people out of here.”


  “All out, eh?” observed Mr. Throckmorton with no little regret. “And just when it was getting to be such fun.” He was turning away from Mr. Codger when a gleam leaped into his eye, caused by the sight of the huge display washer.


  “How about that one?” demanded Mr. Throckmorton. “Is it sold yet?”


  “Don’t be absurd, Brown.” Codger’s voice was scornful. “That is merely for advertising purposes.”


  “Is that so?” said Mr. Throckmorton in the tone of one who has accepted challenge. His eyes darted over the remaining line of curious customers. Then he rubbed his hands, moving off in the direction of a new victim . . .


  IT took John Brown a little while to get down to the washing machine section, and on arriving there he found bedlam.


  John Brown managed to push his way through the jamming aisles. By the time he had reached the group crowded in front of the washing machine department, he was perspiring and out of breath.


  Mr. Darnell, of neckties and ribbons, was futilely wringing his hands and fluttering around the fringes of the scene. Mr. Brown grabbed the fellow’s arm, drawing him aside from the commotion.


  “What’s going on here?” he demanded.


  Mr. Darnell was decidedly agitated. “It’s Brown,” he almost squealed. “The little fool, oh the little fool, it’s the second time today!”


  John Brown had to shake the trembling Mr. Darnell to make him continue. “Come, come,” he shouted. “What happened?”


  “Brown was trying to sell a customer the gigantic washer. He had sold out all the others—guess it went to his head—and he tripped, just like he did this morning. Now Brown and the customer are whirling around inside the machine!”


  Time hung motionless as the full import of Darnell’s words came crashing in on John Brown—Throckmorton—in his body—was whipping about in the washing machine with a strange customer. Supposing—supposing—Mr. Brown hated to think of it—SUPPOSING IT HAPPENED ONCE MORE!


  From a distance, Mr. Darnell’s terrified voice came to him. “It’s awful, sir.


  The poor customer and that crazy little salesman. The poor customer, she’s—”


  “She,” bellowed John Brown. “Did you say ‘she’ ?”


  “Yes, sir,” bleated Darnell. “It’s a lady customer.”


  But John Brown hadn’t waited to hear the last of Darnell’s statement. With a hoarse yell he was up the steps to the platform around the huge washer. His mind was made up. There was only one thing to do.


  Mr. Darnell, standing stricken and helpless in front of the excited crowd, caught a glimpse of the expansive bottom and flying coat-tails of his employer as they disappeared into the whirring machine. And as he vanished into the thick of things, Mr. Darnell thought he heard him say:


  “Everything comes out in the wash—it always does!”


  THE VISIBLE INVISIBLE MAN


  First published in the December 1940 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Hopefully Oscar poured his secret ingredient into the vat and—wham!—he had his vanishing cream. But he didn’t want the real thing!


  CHAPTER I


  OSCAR DOOLITTLE cleared his throat with a nervous, tittering cough as he stepped up to the cosmetic counter of Natz’s Nifty Drug Store.


  “I want fifty pounds of vanishing cream,” he said to the professionally pleasant-looking young man, who regarded him from behind the gleaming array of bottles. “I hope you’ve got that much,” he added anxiously, “because it’s very important that I have it today.”


  “Fifty pounds?” the clerk repeated incredulously. “Why, that—”


  He broke off suddenly and peered closely at Oscar. He saw a wispy, slight individual, dressed in a limp brown suit that hung tiredly over bony shoulders. And large brown eyes gleaming with hopeful excitement.


  The young clerk’s puzzled stare gradually changed to one of sympathetic understanding.


  “Now, now,” he said soothingly, “you just wait right here and I’ll go and see about your—er—fifty pounds of vanishing cream. I’ll be back in a jiffy and maybe you’d better fan yourself with your hat while I’m gone. It might help a little.”


  “Thank you,” Oscar said, moved by this friendly solicitude. “Thanks a lot, but I’m really quite comfortable.”


  The clerk backed away from Oscar, smiling gently.


  “Don’t go away,” he said coaxingly, turned and scurried off down the aisle.


  At the end of the aisle he jerked open a door and stumbled breathlessly into a small office where a fat, red-faced man sat smoking a thin cigar.


  “Quick, Mr. Natz,” he hissed. “Call the police! There’s a madman outside. He says he wants to buy fifty pounds of vanishing cream. He may be dangerous.”


  Mr. Natz digested this information in silence and then squinted upward through the wreaths of smoke at his trembling employee.


  “Fifty pounds,” he repeated thoughtfully. “Did he offer to pay for it?”


  “Why, gosh,” his clerk stuttered, “I didn’t think to ask him.”


  “Well,” said Mr. Natz gloomily, “if he offers to pay for it, he probably is crazy. But if we don’t take his money, we’re crazy. I’ll go out and talk to him.”


  With this he hoisted himself from his chair and waddled out of the office, followed by his fluttering clerk.


  Mr. Natz approached Oscar from the side, like a man closing in on a skittish horse. Enboldened by Oscar’s harmless appearance he stepped closer and asked:


  “Are you the gentleman who wanted the vanishing cream?”


  Oscar turned at the sound of the voice, blinking rapidly.


  “Yes. Yes, indeed,” he said, “I want fifty pounds of it.” He looked from Mr. Natz to the bulging-eyed clerk anxiously. “Why,” he said weakly, “is there something wrong about that?”


  “Not if you’ve got the money to pay for it,” Natz said hopefully.


  “Oh, is that all?” Oscar’s sigh was relieved. “Certainly I have the money. I’ve been saving it for weeks.”


  Natz shrugged resignedly. “Okay,” he said. “You got the money, we got the cream.”


  “Oh, that’s fine,” Oscar beamed. “Will you wrap it up for me right away? You see, I have to take it home before I go to work and I don’t want to be late. I haven’t been late in eleven years,” he finished proudly.


  “All right, buddy,” Natz said. “Far be it from us to interfere with a record like that. Willie,” he barked at the clerk, “get a hamper from the basement and bring up the freight scales.” Willie nodded vaguely. With a final unconvinced look at Oscar, he hurried off. Within several minutes he was back, pushing a cumbersome scale on rollers and dragging behind him a spacious wicker basket.


  He shoved the scale toward the cosmetic counter and placed the basket on its flat, wide weighing plate. Then, with the assistance of Mr. Natz, he began piling the heavy jars of white vanishing cream into the basket. Jar after jar was loaded into the basket, and Oscar hummed happily as it creaked protestingly under their weight.


  “That just about does it,” Mr. Natz said finally. He got down on his knees and peered at the indicator. “Yep, fifty pounds, six ounces. We’ll throw in the ounces for good measure.”


  “Gosh, thanks!” Oscar said gratefully. His large brown eyes beamed delightedly as Mr. Natz got out a pad of scratch paper and a stubby pencil and began figuring up the cost of the vanishing cream.


  IT was a sizable amount but Oscar counted out the money cheerfully.


  “Now, how are you goin’ to get it home?” Natz asked.


  “Well, I don’t live far,” Oscar answered, “and if you’ll help me get it on my shoulder I think I can manage.”


  “Anything you say, friend,” Natz said. Stooping, he grasped a handle of the basket and with Willie’s help, he hoisted it into the air.


  “All right,” he panted, “get under it.”


  Oscar took a deep breath and placed a narrow shoulder under the edge of the basket. He reached up and grasped the rim with determined fingers.


  “Let go,” he cried, “I’ve got it!”


  Oscar and Willie released their grip, and the weight of the basket dug suddenly and painfully into Oscar’s inadequately padded shoulders.


  His knees buckled, but with a supreme effort he managed to right himself and totter toward the revolving door, the basket swaying precariously with every step.


  He squeezed into the revolving door and, with a contortion that defied all existing laws of gravity and balance, he wriggled through the spinning portal and staggered onto the sidewalk.


  Natz mopped his perspiring brow as Oscar disappeared around the corner of the building.


  “It takes all kinds,” he muttered. “It takes all kinds to make a world.”


  BUT in spite of laboring breath and the increasing weight of the bulky basket, Oscar Doolittle stumbled along, his soul singing with elation. He was blissfully unmindful of the curious and mirthful stares of the pedestrians he encountered.


  “Let ’em laugh,” he told himself optimistically. “When I introduce my new, revolutionary face cream they won’t laugh—no, sir!”


  Even now he could envision with ecstatic anticipation the huge headlines that would blazon his discovery to a grateful world.


  DOOLITTLE DISCOVERS


  DANDY DREAM CREAM!


  It was going to be wonderful. And when the money began to pour in, he and Ann could get married right away. That was the most wonderful thing of all.


  When Oscar finally staggered into his small bedroom, he was dizzy with exhaustion. He set his burden down on the floor and sank into a chair. But not for long. There was work to be done.


  He stood up and crossed over to a strange, complicated contraption that took up almost half the space in the room.


  It was a box-like affair, sprinkled with rheostats and dials and wires leading from it to a storage battery in the corner of the room. The top of the box was grilled like an electric stove and on top of this, there stood a huge glass hopper, in which a strange dark-colored liquid bubbled noisily. Vapors and gases rose from the vial, clouding the room with a murky haze.


  Oscar peered at the dials and inspected the bubbling liquid.


  “ ’Bout ready,” he muttered. “No time to lose.”


  Turning from the odd equipment, he picked up a jar of the vanishing cream and unscrewed the metal cap. Then with feverish haste he seized a knife and began digging the pasty cream from the jar, allowing the lumpy wads to fall splashing into the boiling liquid.


  In fifteen minutes the room was littered with empty jars, and the sticky compound in the hopper had risen to a bubbling white mess that threatened to overflow onto the floor.


  “Maybe I got too much,” Oscar thought. But no, he was down to the last bottle of cream and there was still an inch of room left in the vat.


  “Good thing,” Oscar mumbled. “I’ve still got to put my special formula in.”


  WITH trembling fingers he picked up a black bottle from a work bench next to the box-like mechanism. It was filled with an oily black fluid, and as Oscar removed the cork his heart hammered with pride. It was his own formula and it was wonderful. Or, he amended, it would be wonderful.


  The gluey compound was frothing and seething as he tilted the black bottle and prepared to dump its contents into the vat. He knew suddenly how Franklin must have felt when he discovered electricity: a giddy sense of exhilaration and a throbbing pulse that sent the blood racing through his veins.


  It was great, and with a smile on his lips Oscar closed his eyes and emptied his special formula into the bubbling cauldron.


  The results were a thousand times more surprising than Oscar, in his nimblest flight of imagination, could have conceived.


  A geyser of flame shot upward from the vat and the next instant, the floor trembled with the force of a mighty explosion. Oscar was hurled to the floor and before he could move again, a sticky suffocating blanket seemed to descend upon him.


  Thrashing wildly, he beat at the cloying folds that draped about him and finally managed to struggle to his feet. He forced his eyes open, and a despairing moan broke from his lips at the sight that met his stricken gaze.


  His machine was utterly demolished. Parts of it were strewn from one end of the room to the other, and Oscar himself was covered from head to foot with the sticky paste that had bubbled in the bowels of the vat.


  “Oh,” he groaned, “something must have gone wrong.”


  And a moment later—“What are you up to in there, Oscar Doolittle?”


  The shrill voice sounded from the hallway. Oscar trembled in panic and guilt as he recognized it. His landlady!


  “It’s nothing, Mrs. Spears,” he quavered in terror. “I just blew a fuse. A big fuse.”


  “Fuse, nothing,” Mrs. Spears screamed, “I’m coming in there!”


  The words were slightly unnecessary, for by the time they had stopped echoing Mrs. Spears was standing in the middle of the room.


  “Oh,” she shrieked as her horrified gaze encountered Oscar’s bespattered figure, “what have you been up to?”


  “It was my invention—” Oscar began.


  But Mrs. Spears’ howl of anguish cut him off.


  “Inventing again! This is the last straw. I’ve warned you before but this time I’m through. Out you go! Pack your duds and clear out of here.”


  She paused to stare wildly about the wreckage of the room.


  “And remember,” she snapped, “you don’t get your trunk until this mess has been paid for.”


  With a final withering look at Oscar’s paste-daubed figure, she marched stiffly from the room, banging the door behind her.


  The slam of the door seemed to Oscar to symbolize somehow the crash of his own hopes and dreams. He slumped into a chair and stared moodily at the strewn remains of his machine. From his sorrowful eyes two large tears welled, trickled down the pasty substance that caked his cheeks, to fall with a tiny splash to the floor.


  Finally he stood up wearily. Disappointments or no, he couldn’t be late for work.


  CHAPTER II


  Oscar’s Bad Day


  FORTY-FIVE minutes later, disillusioned and disconsolate, Oscar Doolittle trudged through the portals of the Midland State Bank. Even the sight of Ann, hurrying to meet him, did not revive his spirits.


  “I’ve got some bad news for you,” he said, when she stood in front of him. “My invention is a flop. I guess what everybody has been saying about me is true. I’m a failure, a washout.”


  If Oscar was expecting sympathy and encouragement he received a rude shock. Although he might have been prepared for it, because of late Ann had been acting anything but the role of a starry-eyed bride-to-be.


  Ann Meade was a cuddly, shapely blonde, but the words that snapped from her now seemed very much out of place with her sugary appearance.


  “If that’s what people are saying,” she blazed, “they’re absolutely right!” You’re nothing but a spineless, weak-kneed jellyfish, Oscar Doolittle! A timid, helpless doormat that other men wipe their feet on. I must have been out of my mind when I accepted your ring, but thank goodness I’m sane now! Here!”


  Oscar Doolittle listened dazedly to this unflattering summary of his negative virtues, and then his incredulous eyes focused on the modest diamond ring that was thrust under his nose.


  “But darling,” he bleated hoarsely, “you can’t do this to me! We’ve been engaged for five years, we’ve worked together here at the bank. What will Mother say?”


  Ann Meade’s neat little mouth looked like a steam-rollered rosebud.


  “To be blunt about it,” she said icily, “I don’t give a darn what your mother says. Let’s call our engagement a case of mistaken identity. I thought you were a man—and what a mistake that turned out to be! If you were a man—a man like that handsome Lester Mercer, now—you’d realize that no woman can love a man she doesn’t respect.”


  WITH this withering blast as an exit line, Ann dropped the ring into Oscar’s trembling fingers and marched away, her heels clattering angrily on the marble floor.


  Oscar stared after her trim, rounded figure as it swished through the long corridor of the Midland State Bank and finally disappeared with a flash of silken legs around the corner of the incoming-cash department.


  As the realization of his loss flooded over him, a lump the size of an ostrich egg crawled up his scrawny neck, almost choking him. It was with an effort that he managed to get himself under control. He blinked rapidly and squared his thin shoulders resolutely.


  “I’ll show her,” he said. “I’ll show her, and then she’ll be sorry. “I’ll—”


  “What’s that you’re mumbling?”


  The words cracked like a pistol shot next to Oscar’s ear, dissolving his incipient daydream, jerking him about to face the horrible reality of Lester Mercer, chief efficiency expert of the Midland State Bank and chief fly in Oscar’s ointment.


  In spite of his panicky terror, Oscar experienced a jealous twinge as he goggled at the ruddy features and healthy bulk of Lester Mercer.


  This was the man responsible for Ann’s angry words. Ann had become completely captivated by Mercer’s dominating bluster, his executive belligerence. Ann thought he was wonderful.


  Lester Mercer, it may be said, quite agreed with her.


  On top of that Mercer had been taking Ann to dinner for the past month, filling her head with the idea that she was wasting herself on an insignificant little twerp like Oscar Doolittle.


  It was a situation to prompt an ordinary person to swift, drastic action. But Oscar Doolittle was far from being an ordinary person.


  “I’m sorry,” he stuttered breathlessly. “I was just clearing my throat. No offense, I trust. I’ll be getting on to work.” He started away but Mercer’s voice jerked him around again.


  “Not so fast, Doolittle,” Mercer snapped. “I can’t say that I’m satisfied with the way you’ve been handling your work. It may be necessary to make some changes, relieve you of some of your responsibility. I’ll see you about it later.”


  He flicked a glance at his expensive wrist-watch.


  “I have to discuss a few details with Miss Meade at the present. I’ll see you later.”


  He turned and strode away, head out-thrust, in the best executive tradition.


  Oscar turned sadly and tottered toward his little cubicle, his mind reeling under the double-barreled kick in the pants he had received. His invention a flop. His girl gone—the work he had done for twelve years snatched away from him. It was too much.


  There was a strange buzzing in Oscar’s ears and his head floated with a peculiar lightness, as he reeled past the long, barred row of tellers’ windows. His whole world had gone smash, turned topsy-turvy. Nothing, he was sure, could ever shock him again.


  In that he was tragically mistaken.


  For as the strange buzzing noise hummed louder in his ears, things were beginning to happen, that promised to make the preceding events as commonplace and prosaic as the rest of Oscar Doolittle’s entire existence.


  Unaware of this, Oscar slouched dolefully along, until he reached the full-length mirror that glittered magnificently from one of the imposing columns that supported the dome-like ceiling of the Midland State Bank.


  IT was Oscar’s custom to pause here, adjust his tie and comb his hair, before he entered his tiny office for the day. And in spite of his benumbed, dazed condition, the habit of fourteen years was too strong to be resisted. Automatically, he moved closer, fumbling for his comb.


  He was prepared to see reflected in the mirror his small, squinting, sandy-haired person, staring back at him. To his amazement, he saw nothing of the sort!


  Instead, the mirror reflected the wide lobby of the bank, bustling clients and employees and the revolving doors that were spinning continually as people surged in and out of the building.


  The mirror reflected everything in front of it, everything but Oscar Doolittle.


  Stunned, Oscar crowded closer to the mirror, until he was a scant six inches from its gleaming surface.


  Still he was not reflected. Reason tottered.


  “What’s happened?” Oscar cried frantically. “What’s the matter?”


  With trembling fingers he felt the surface of the smooth glass. He could see the moist impression where his hands touched the glass, feel its cool, smooth surface under his fingers.


  Suddenly, with terrifying swiftness, he realized that at the spot where his hands touched the mirror, there was nothing. Nothing at all. No hands. No reflection.


  He jerked his hands in front of his incredulous eyes, pressed them frantically into his face. His mind wavered giddily on the brink of insanity. For while he could feel his hands on his face, he couldn’t see them.


  He closed his eyes tightly and a despairing moan forced itself through his teeth. Then he opened his eyes and looked down at his feet.


  His glassy orbs encountered the small squares of marble flooring. His shiny shoes, baggy brown pants were gone. His incredulous eyes traveled up his vanished nether extremities, widening in horror as they saw nothing but empty space where his body should have been.


  Oscar Doolittle had become invisible![*]


  “My God,” he groaned, “what’s happened to me? Where am I?”


  A stout bank official who was hurrying past, paused and looked bewilderedly.


  “Thought I heard something,” he muttered. “Must be my imagination.”


  He turned and moved away, shaking his head and mumbling to himself.


  Oscar stared after him, his mind tossing about on a raging sea of despair and chaos.


  “He didn’t see me. I’m not just insane, this has actually happened,” he told himself incredulously.


  A rumbling noise grew in volume behind him. He wheeled to face a heavy refuse truck that was bearing down on him. Under the impetus of a beefy maintenance laborer it covered the distance between Oscar swiftly, menacingly.


  With a breathless squawk, he sprang from the path of the heavy refuse truck, hugging the wall as it rattled past him.


  Now that he was invisible, he wasn’t safe. Others couldn’t see him.


  Panting and harried, Oscar fled along the corridor, like a hunted thing, his breath searing his lungs. His way was finally checked by the back of a large, thick-set young man, who was built like a wrestler. Driven by a frantic impulse to flee, Oscar ducked around him, lunged ahead.


  His shoulder collided with a soft, yielding substance and a piercing scream split the air, shattering the tranquillity of the Midland State Bank.


  RECOVERING himself, Oscar stared horror-stricken at the beautiful, angry features of the young woman he had knocked to the floor. Her escort, a tall, muscular-looking fellow, wheeled about and shook a large fist under the surprised nose of the thickset young man with the wrestler-like build.


  “What’s the idea,” he shouted belligerently, “of barging around knocking people over? I ought to bust you in the jaw.”


  “Listen, chum,” the burly young man snapped, “nobody knocked your dame off her pins. She stumbled and fell, that’s all. If you still feel like busting me in the jaw, why don’tcha try it!”


  An instant later a glorious free-for-all was raging in the normally peaceful domains of the Midland State Bank.


  Shouts and catcalls filled the air as the quickly gathering crowd pressed forward hungrily to witness the spilling gore.


  Women screamed at the top of their voices. Babies wailed in a shrill, ever-increasing crescendo. Terrified, completely bereft of reason, Oscar crowded back against the wall, staring wildly at the eruption he had caused.


  A police whistle shrilled through the growing clamor. Forcing their way through the crowd, Oscar saw the grimly efficient, blue-clad bank guards. In their hands were long, vicious-looking night sticks.


  “Who started this?” one of them roared. “I’ll break the head of the man that started this!”


  Oscar trembled guiltily. With pounding heart, he slipped and wriggled his invisible body through the crowd until he reached open space.


  Then with a wild prayer of thankfulness pouring incoherently from his lips, he fled hysterically from the scene.


  AN hour later, Oscar stood dejectedly in a secluded comer, staring moodily at the people streaming by him. For the past hour since he had become invisible, he had roved from one end of the bank to the other, distractedly attempting to figure out what had happened to him.


  He sighed heavily, deeply. If only he could regain his visibility, take his place again with normal, visible people!


  His bleak musings were disrupted by a sight that made him cringe back against the wall, his heart leaping to his mouth like a startled rabbit.


  Two girls were heading toward him, toward the corner in which he had taken refuge. And one of them was Ann Meade, his fiancée until a few short hours ago.


  Desperately he peered about for some avenue of escape, but it was too late. The girls had stopped in front of him, so close that he hardly dared breathe for fear of disclosing his nearness. He cowered against the wall, a hot blush staining his invisible features as he realized that the girls were talking about him.


  “Oscar is such a worm,” Ann was saying. “I actually feel sorry for him. I couldn’t respect any man who didn’t do things!”


  Oscar cringed deeper into the comer, the words biting into his very soul. He could never win Ann back to him now. How could an invisible man “do” things?


  IT was as he was contemplating his bitter future that he became conscious that something was happening to him. His head began to reel with a peculiar lightness and a strange buzzing noise filled his ears. Puzzled and apprehensive, he peered down at himself. A second later, before his outraged eyes, his body had suddenly become visible again. Baggy brown suit, black shoes, thin hair—they were all back again.


  His relief and happiness exploded in one jubilant shriek.


  “Wheee,” he cried, “I’m back!”


  This ecstatic utterance had an astonishing effect on the two girls.


  They wheeled about, their mouths dropping in amazement, their eyes widening incredulously.


  “Sorry if I startled you,” Oscar stuttered jubilantly. “But I couldn’t help it. It’s so wonderful to be back again! Ann, don’t you see? I’m back again. You can see me!”


  Ann was the first to recover her composure.


  “You little snoop!” she blazed, not at all composedly. “Sneaking around, eavesdropping on private conversations! Well, I hope you got an earful.”


  “But I wasn’t snooping around,” Oscar cried. “I was here all the time! Ann, you’ve got to believe me. Awful things have been happening to me.”


  “Awful things are going to happen to you,” Ann returned grimly, “if you don’t get out of my sight this instant.” Oscar backed away before her indignant gaze, futile pleading noises sounding in his throat. Sadly he turned and staggered off to his tiny cubby-hole, despair and gloom riding his sagging shoulders.


  Reaching the comparative sanctuary of his office, he ducked inside and collapsed in his leather desk chair. His eyes traveled over the neat array of rubber stamps, inkwells and ledgers that adorned the top of his desk. Under the steadying effect of these prosaic objects, reason returned slowly and he began to mull, moodily and morosely, over the events of the morning.


  And then suddenly, with the force of a buckshot-stuffed eelskin at the base of the neck, the reason for his incredible transformation occurred to Oscar. Somehow the vanishing cream and his special formula had blended together into a weird compound that had the effect of rendering him invisible.


  On top of this deduction came another horrible thought. Would it happen again? Would he go through life snapping on and off like an electric light bulb?


  Oscar was not a profane individual but under the stress of the moment, the floodgates of his soul broke, and the torment and exasperation that was dammed there overflowed in one bitter explosion.


  “Oh, darn it,” he groaned, “doubledarn it all!”


  CHAPTER III


  Skulduggery


  WORK was out of the question.


  Oscar’s eyes roved about the narrow confines of his office like a trapped rat. Some horrible premonition warned him that the surprises of the day were not over.


  “What will happen next?” he sighed. “What will happen next?”


  As if awaiting this cue, there came a sharp rap on the door. It was repeated again, loudly, authoritatively.


  “Come in,” gasped Oscar.


  The door swung open and the ominous bulk of Lester Mercer, efficiency expert, moved into the room. It was followed by the still more ominous bulk of Phineas Q. Botts, president of the bank. This procession was followed by two stern-looking policemen.


  Phineas Q. Botts was not in the habit of dropping in casually on his lesser employees to pass the time of day. When he “dropped” in, it was a sure sign something was stirring. Oscar scrambled to his feet, joggling the inkwell on his desk.


  “What’s the matter,” he squeaked, “is anything wrong?”


  Phineas Q. Botts cleared his throat in a series of harrumphs! that sounded like an engine gathering speed for a long grade.


  “For your sake, Doolittle,” he rumbled ominously, “I hope not.”


  He inclined his portly figure in the direction of the efficiency expert in a sort of “After you, Alphonse” gesture.


  “Mr. Mercer has a few questions to ask you. If—” Botts paused and waggled a finger sternly. “Notice I say ‘if.’ If you answer them to our satisfaction, you have nothing whatever to fear.”


  Oscar’s frightened gaze turned to


  Mercer’s sternly unpleasant features.


  “Certainly,” he said nervously, “I’ll be glad to answer any questions I can.”


  “First of all, Doolittle,” Mercer began with deceptive calmness, “you took a special, negotiable bond for the amount of twenty-five thousand dollars to the vaults this morning. Is that correct?”


  “That’s right,” gulped Oscar, wondering what this was leading to.


  “Then you locked the bond in a strong-box,” Mercer continued blandly, “and left the vaults.” He paused, and then added with suspicious politeness, “Is my reconstruction of the scene accurate, Mr. Doolittle?”


  Oscar wavered. The conviction was growing in his soul that all was not well. His eyes traveled in a helpless circle to Botts, the policemen and finally back to Mercer.


  “That’s right,” he quavered.


  Mercer paused, letting the silence weave a cold blanket over the room.


  “Then,” his voice was suddenly harsh, “perhaps you will tell us where the bond is now.”


  Oscar’s eyes popped open like a hooked bass. His brain struggled to grasp the implication in Mercer’s words.


  “You mean,” he gasped, “it’s gone?”


  “As if you didn’t know!” Mercer snapped sarcastically. “It was a clever scheme you worked out, Doolittle, but it’s not going to work. No one has entered those vaults since you left.” His voice rose dramatically. “Oscar Doolittle, in the name of the Midland State Bank, I demand that you hand over that bond!”


  “But I never took it!” Oscar wailed. “I don’t know anything about it! It’s all a terrible mistake!”


  “Then you refuse,” barked Mercer. He wheeled to the policemen, his voice rising to a soaring baritone.


  “As officers sworn to uphold the laws and statutes of this commonwealth, I demand that you do your plain duty.”


  His arm shot out, pointed accusingly at Oscar’s trembling figure.


  “Arrest this man for grand larceny and embezzlement!”


  Oscar staggered back, his mind reeling under the accumulated force of these indictments. Through the hysterical fog that swept over him, he could hear Botts speaking.


  “Not so fast now. We haven’t given Doolittle a chance to answer these charges. Come now, Oscar.” Botts’ voice had a kindly, mellow ring to it. “If you have anything to say in your defense, I, for one, will be happy to listen.”


  UNDER the effects of these encouraging words Oscar opened his eyes and cleared his throat. He realized that he was facing the supreme test of his life. Now, if never again, he must prove himself a man of character and dependability. If he could impress Botts with his honesty and integrity, he knew that Botts would stick by him. It was now or never.


  His spirit rose to the challenge. He squared his shoulders, grimly determined to force Botts to recognize his sterling qualities. He glared around the circle of eyes. Oscar Doolittle, mouse turned lion!


  He opened his mouth—but the words that he had chosen were never uttered.


  For the strange buzzing noise was booming in his ears again, and with horrible clairvoyance he realized what was going to happen.


  “I’m going!” Oscar cried. “I can’t help it. I’ve got to go—but I’m not guilty!”


  One of the policemen tugged at his gun.


  “You’re not going anywhere, buddy,” he said grimly. “Grab him, Charlie.”


  But he was too late. For before his astounded eyes the humble person of Oscar Doolittle melted into thin air for the second time that day.


  He stood before them invisible, unseen to their eyes. A fine way to convince a man of your dependability, Oscar thought bitterly.


  “Cripes,” ejaculated the officer called Charlie, “did you see that? He disappeared right in front of our eyes!”


  “Nonsense!” bellowed Phineas Q. Botts. “Drooling, driveling nonsense. Expect me to believe a man vanished like a wisp of smoke? He slipped out of the room, right past you so-called policemen, that’s what he did. I saw him myself!” shouted Botts, who had seen nothing of the kind.


  “Well, what are you standing there for?” Botts demanded. “He’s probably walking out of the building this minute.” The banker banged a meaty fist on the top of the desk. “Get busy, do you hear? I want action, not talk about disappearing men! Now by thunder, clear out of here and find Oscar Doolittle!”


  Oscar Doolittle at the time was standing not six feet from the wrathful Mr. Botts. The two policemen, looking rather dazed, backed out of the room and pounded off down the corridor. In a minute or so the alarm was sounding throughout the building.


  “That’ll fix him,” declared Botts. “Can’t say as I’m not a little disappointed, though. Didn’t think Doolittle was that type. But his attempt to escape leaves no doubt of his guilt.”


  Oscar stifled a groan. He could never clear himself now.


  Mercer looked uneasy. “Are you sure you saw him leave, Phineas? I can’t say that I did.”


  “Certainly I did,” blustered Botts, who by now was certain that he had seen Oscar leave. “He ducked under the desk and slipped through the officers’ legs.” He chuckled heartily. “The old fox is getting along but he’s still pretty sharp, eh, Mercer? Still sees a lot of things you youngbloods overlook.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” Mercer said dubiously. “I hope so, anyway,” he added under his breath.


  Botts turned and waddled importantly from Oscar’s office, Mercer bringing up the rear.


  Oscar Doolittle was left alone in his invisibility.


  He sighed and slumped into his chair, buried his head in his hands. This was the last straw. Branded forever as a common thief! And no way to prove his innocence. It would have been difficult under normal circumstances, but now that he was invisible it was utterly hopeless, impossible.


  But was it?


  THE thought bounced into Oscar’s brain quite of its own accord. He was invisible; he could escape; or he could search for evidence to prove himself not guilty. The mere thought was enough to fan the fires of hope that blazed in his heart.


  Excited, he scrambled to his feet. He was convinced that Mercer was connected in some way with the disappearance of the bond.


  If he shadowed Mercer—Any chance, no matter how slim, was worth taking.


  His heart fluttering with hope, Oscar hurried from his office, ducked through the stream of people and headed for the lobby.


  Seconds later, entering the lobby, he saw clusters of uniformed policemen guarding every exit. Phineas Q. Botts stood in the center of the floor, his feet planted wide like an angry bull, his rumbling voice shouting orders to policemen, messengers and vice-presidents—anyone, in fact, that came within radius of the bellows.


  Oscar spied Mercer talking earnestly to Ann Meade in front of the tellers’ cages. Dodging the traffic, he scurried across the floor until he stood directly behind Mercer’s broad back.


  “I’m doing all I can for Oscar,” Mercer was saying smoothly. “But it looks like an open and shut case against him.” Oscar felt a swift, hot surge of anger. Mercer, the lying hypocrite, was attempting to get in solid with Ann, by pretending to be helping him.


  “I don’t believe he did it,” Ann returned stoutly. “He may be a timid, helpless creature, but he’s not a thief.”


  “Certainly not,” Mercer said heartily. “I like Oscar and I’m proud to call him my friend.”


  “He was a nice little fellow,” Ann said wistfully. “Even if he was so futile.”


  Mercer cleared his throat loudly. He could carry this thing too far.


  “Ann, there’s something I want to ask you,” he said quickly. “The employees of the bank are holding their annual dance tonight and I want you to go with me.” He added hastily as Ann looked indecisive. “We could probably get some more information about Oscar there.”


  “That will be wonderful,” Ann said, smiling. “It was lovely of you to ask me, Lester.” She glanced at her watch and gave a little cry of dismay. “Heavens, I’m late! I’ll have to fly. ’Bye-’bye until tonight.”


  Mercer watched her out of sight, his face beaming smugly with the assurance of a man who has made a good impression and knows it.


  Oscar walked around in front of Mercer, scratching his head. He was puzzled about what to do next. Suddenly he noticed Mercer start violently and turn pallid. He followed the direction of Mercer’s eyes and saw a slim, stylishly furred brunette approaching. She smiled brightly, displaying dazzlingly white teeth, as she stopped in front of Mercer with a swish of her short pleated skirt.


  “Hello, ducky,” she said. “Didn’t forget me, did you?”


  “Celeste, I told you not to come here!” Mercer hissed. “This might spoil everything, you little fool.”


  He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes roving the interior of the bank fearfully. Finally he turned back to the girl.


  “Luckily we haven’t been seen. Follow me to my office. You can talk to me there.”


  He turned on his heel and strode off. Celeste shrugged her slim shoulders and strolled after him at a more languid pace.


  Oscar dogged her steps. Some instinct warned him that she was connected in some way with the disappearance of the twenty-five thousand dollar bond. In spite of her glamorous appearance, she looked as cold and business-like as a pearl-handled revolver.


  With pulses hammering excitedly, Oscar followed her eagerly. It was his first experience at amateur sleuthing, and to his surprise he found himself enjoying it.


  CHAPTER IV


  In Durance Vile


  LESTER MERCER was pacing the floor of his sumptuously appointed office when they entered. Celeste opened the door, but before she closed it Oscar had slipped in as unheralded as a well-behaved ghost.


  “What is it you want?” Mercer burst out. “You took a chance on spoiling the whole game by coming here.”


  “First of all,” Celeste said coolly, “did you get the bond?”


  Oscar started violently as the import of these words crashed into his brain. His suspicions had been correct! Mercer was the culprit!


  “Quiet, you little fool!” Mercer hissed at Celeste. “Suppose someone overheard you. Certainly I have it. But I wasn’t able to slip out and give it to you as we planned. We had a little slip-up here.”


  “Slip-up?” There was an anxious edge to Celeste’s voice.


  “Yes. The little dope we pinned this job on managed to escape. I still don’t know how he did it. Anyway, it created a lot of excitement and if I had left then, it would have looked rather suspicious.”


  “Well, give it to me now,” Celeste told him. “I can slip out of here without being searched.”


  Mercer stuck a hand into his inside coat pocket.


  “All right,” he said hoarsely. “I’ll give it to you; and then for Pete’s sake, clear out of here.”


  Oscar trembled with excitement as Mercer’s hand emerged from his pocket holding an oblong piece of crisp, gilt-edged paper. The missing bond! Oscar wavered indecisively. Should he make a desperate lunge for the bond, the evidence that would clear him of any possible guilt? He knew that if Celeste got her hands on that gilt-edged certificate, left the bank with it, his last chance would go glimmering. He tensed himself, determined to risk everything on one frantic gamble.


  Mercer was extending the bond, Celeste’s slim hand was reaching greedily for it . . .


  Oscar crouched, gathering his muscles—and then the door banged open and the hearty voice of Phineas Q. Botts boomed through the room.


  “Been looking for you, Mercer. Thought I might find you here.”


  Mercer wheeled toward the door, stuffing the incriminating paper into his trouser pocket as he faced his employer.


  Oscar’s shoulders sagged dispiritedly. His moment for vindication was gone. Anything could happen now.


  Botts looked from Mercer to Celeste. “Not interrupting anything, I hope?” he rumbled jovially.


  “Not at all,” Mercer said hastily. “As a matter of fact, Miss—er—Miss Summers was just going.”


  “That’s right,” Celeste smiled coyly. “I simply have to dash off.” She turned slightly to look straight at Mercer. “It’s a pity you didn’t have that snapshot with you,” she murmured. “Perhaps I can arrange to see you tonight and pick it up. I’m so anxious to have it!”


  “Excellent idea,” Mercer agreed quickly. “The bank employees are holding their dance tonight at the Grande Arms Hotel. If you could arrange to meet me in the lobby I’ll have it for you then.”


  “You can expect me,” murmured Celeste, “at nine. There’s a sentimental value to that particular snapshot—and I wouldn’t like anything to happen to it.”


  SHE turned, her bright smile turned incandescently on the portly personage of Mr. Botts, and swished enticingly from the room.


  “Lovely creature,” Botts breathed gustily. “Charming! Reminds me of a girl I knew once in France. I was younger then, but—”


  Botts broke off suddenly, coughing in embarrassment.


  “As I was saying,” he rumbled on, “we can’t find hide nor hair of this fellow Doolittle. He’s not in the building; there’s not a trace of him anywhere.”


  Oscar felt a comfortable glow warming him. He was safe, secure at last! Why, he could walk right out of the bank this minute and nobody would be the wiser. Along with this feeling of security came a sudden rush of confidence. He wouldn’t run like a scared chicken. No, sir, he’d stick.


  Mercer had the bond. He’d follow Mercer until an opportunity presented itself to grab the precious paper. With this evidence he could clear himself. For the first time that day, Oscar’s course of action seemed simple and uncomplicated—


  And then suddenly the smug, complacent smile that adorned his invisible features was wiped away by a horrible noise—the strange buzzing noise that accompanied his miraculous transformations.


  In a few seconds he would be visible again. Goodness, this was terrible!


  In fact, it was positively catastrophic. Because Phineas Q. Botts and Lester Mercer showed no signs of leaving the room. Mercer was trying to get on the good side of his boss, always a splendid idea if it isn’t done too obviously.


  “Ahem!” Mercer coughed. “I didn’t recall that you had been in France, sir.” He winked slyly. The two policemen, sensing the drift of things, stood around grinning.


  Botts’ pink-jowled face colored pinker, but he took the innuendo in good stride.


  “Ah yes, Mercer. Lovely country, France, lovely country! Before the Nazis got hold of it, of course. Why, I was only a young man when my father sent me to Paris before the World War to—er—paint. Ah yes, great artists, those Parisians, great artists! Good red wine, attractive—harrumph!—young ladies—” Botts fairly glowed at the reminiscence.


  “I trust, sir, that you did considerable painting,” Mercer said with a Grandpa-you’re-an-old-devil grin.


  “Paris has never been the same since,” Botts breathed in a gust of frankness. Then he remembered what he had said, and blushed furiously.


  Meanwhile, Oscar’s bovine eyes were flying frantically around the room, searching desperately for a place of concealment. They lighted on the huge desk that stood in the center of the room. He moved quickly—but even as he took the first steps, he knew he was too late.


  For it had happened again. Oscar was suddenly as plain as a light snapped on in a dark room. Every inch of his unprepossessing body became as glaringly obvious as the Lindbergh Beacon.


  Phineas Q. Botts spotted him first.


  “There he is!” he shouted. “Grab him!”


  Botts obeyed his own command by lunging across the room, crashing into Oscar’s slight form. His fat arms wrapped around the wasp-like waist and his booming voice roared into Oscar’s ears.


  OSCAR felt a pair of strong hands on his arms. A bulky uniformed figure loomed before him. There was a metallic click as handcuffs were snapped around his thin wrists. Through the cloudy fog of hysteria that blanketed his brain, he could hear his own voice, shrill and incoherent, pleading his innocence.


  “How did he get in here?” Mercer said wonderingly. “It’s incredible, amazing!”


  “Nonsense!” bleated Botts triumphantly. “I saw him as he slipped in the door. They have to get up mighty early in the morning to steal a march on Phineas Botts!”


  “You’ve got to listen!” Oscar began to plead hysterically. “I’ve been framed! I’m innocent! But I know who the real thief is. You’ve got to believe me!”


  “What’s that?” Botts said instantly. “You know who the thief is? Well, speak up, man! Who is he?”


  “I’ll tell you!” Oscar panted.


  He shook himself free from the clutch of the policeman and advanced belligerently toward Lester Mercer.


  “There’s the real thief!” he shouted, pointing both manacled fists at the efficiency expert. “He’s got the bond on him right now! Search him,” Oscar concluded triumphantly, “and see whether or not I’m telling the truth!” Mercer licked his lips as all eyes in the room focused on him. He looked nervously about, clenching and unclenching his hands.


  “That’s absurd!” he protested weakly. “The man’s insane. Take him away before he goes berserk and hurts somebody.”


  “Now just a moment, Lester,” Botts interposed. “Seems to me we ought to give Oscar every chance to clear himself. If you have nothing to fear, you shouldn’t object to being searched.”


  “I don’t,” Mercer gasped nervously. “It’s only that . . .”


  “He’s stalling,” Oscar cut in. “He’s got the bond on him. He knows he’s guilty!” he added confidently.


  Oscar folded his arms nonchalantly as the policemen, at a nod from Botts, started toward Mercer. It was just then, as he was tasting the premature delights of vindication and vengeance, that the buzzing noise started again in his ears.


  A look of horror soared over his features.


  “No!” Oscar prayed desperately. “Not now, not now!”


  But despite his pleas, the buzzing sound grew in volume and Oscar knew that in another instant, the inexorable transformation would occur. He gazed wildly about him and his eyes lighted on the desk. With a speed born of desperation, he lunged across the office to the haven it presented.


  “After him!” shouted Mercer, taking immediate advantage of Oscar’s break. “He’s trying to escape! There’s your guilty man!”


  Mercer, Botts and the policemen wheeled with these words and raced to the desk under which Oscar had disappeared.


  “I’ll get him!” Mercer cried. He dropped to his knees and peered under the desk. The triumphant shout died on his lips and an incredulous, baffled look passed over his face. When he straightened up and climbed groggily to his feet, his face was pale.


  “He’s not there!” he gasped. “He’s gone. He got away.”


  These words fell on Oscar’s despairing soul like rain on parched ground. There was still hope for him! If he could remain invisible long enough to escape, there was still a chance to prove his innocence. He crouched under the desk, hardly daring to breathe, listening to Botts’ angry voice.


  “Are you going crazy?” Botts was shouting. “I saw him dart under this desk myself, and there’s no human way that he could get out. Are you trying to tell me my eyes are lying?”


  IT was at that crucial moment that a stray particle of dust drifted upward into Oscar’s nose. It selected a soft spot on the tender membrane and proceeded to raise hell. Oscar’s eyes began to water. Frenziedly, he clapped both hands over his mouth and nose. But it was no use, for nature suddenly ejected the offending bit of dust—with a loud, snorting sneeze.


  “Hear that?” stormed Botts excitedly. “He’s under there, all right. I’ll drag him out myself!”


  The sneeze had done more than merely betray Oscar’s position to the enemy. It had also heralded the sound of a slow, horrifying buzzing in Oscar’s ears. Gripped by terror and impending doom, Oscar shuddered as his body suddenly became visible again—at the precise second that Phineas Q. Botts’ moonlike face stared in at him.


  Botts’ full-throated bellow sounded like the baying of a bloodhound. “Hah,” he bayed, “hah!”


  Despite Oscar’s desperate struggles Botts managed to secure a grip on one of his thrashing ankles. Then, puffing and blowing triumphantly, he dragged him forth into the circle of grim, unfriendly faces.


  “Please,” Oscar moaned piteously from his humiliating position, “I can explain everything. You’ve got to listen!”


  “That’s what he said before,” Mercer sneered. “It’s just another trick to try an escape.”


  “He won’t get another chance,” Botts puffed. “Grab him,” he barked at the hovering policemen, “and see that he doesn’t get away this time.”


  Bewildered and gasping, Oscar was jerked to his beanstalk feet and dragged to the door by the two burly cops. With a supreme effort, he twisted to face Mercer.


  “There’s the real thief!” Oscar shrieked. “I’ve got proof . . .”


  The sentence was cut short as he was jerked through the doorway by the impatient policemen.


  CHAPTER V


  Oscar’s Fatal Plunge


  SEVERAL hours later, Oscar stared moodily through the barred windows of his cell, his mind a hopeless cesspool of despair. It was eight o’clock. In another hour Mercer would slip the bond to Celeste and she would vanish forever. With her would go Oscar’s last and lone chance of ever clearing himself.


  With a shuddery sigh he collapsed on the narrow cot and buried his head in his hands. He remained in this position for several minutes and then he raised his head, listening.


  An unmistakably familiar sound was buzzing in his ears. Oscar was not surprised. That elusive quality in his soul that provided surprise for him had taken too much of a beating in the last twelve hours.


  With a moody, jaundiced eye he watched his body disappear for the third time that day.


  “So what?” he muttered bitterly.


  He sat there on the edge of the bunk, frowning at the floor. Unconsciously his hand found a tin water cup that was lying on the cold stones. Absent-mindedly he began to tap the cup gently against the iron frame of the cot, keeping a doleful accompaniment to his gloomy thoughts. As he thought of Mercer holding Ann Meade in his arms, swaying to smooth music, Oscar’s tempo and temper increased until he was pounding out a miniature facsimile of the “Anvil Chorus.”


  “Cut that racket in there!” a heavy voice shouted. “What do you think this is, a steel foundry?”


  Oscar stopped guiltily as other voices joined the protest. He heard the footsteps of the guard pounding in his direction.


  “It’s Doolittle,” he heard the jailer say. “I’ll fix that little twerp so he don’t feel so gay.”


  Oscar paled. He thought of crawling under the bed but he knew it would do no good. He was in for it, all right. He stared helplessly about—and then he smiled. A malicious, cunning smile spread across his face as he looked down at his still invisible body and recalled that to all intents and purposes, he had vanished.


  “I’ve been pushed around all day,” he muttered. “It’s about my turn now.”


  The guard, a large, glowering young man, appeared suddenly before Oscar’s cell.


  “Cut that rumpus,” he growled. “Or I’ll—”


  He broke off, the words fading on his lips as he peered incredulously into the empty cell. He shook the door, tried the lock, his face a ludicrous mask of painful amazement. And then, as if realizing for the first time what had happened, he sprang into action.


  “Escape!” he bawled. “The guy from the bank broke loose! Send out the alarm!”


  Oscar had a slight pang of remorse as he heard this. His nervousness increased as he caught shouted questions, footsteps pounding along the old stone floors. He hadn’t planned to escape. Nothing that daring had occurred to him. Still—why not?


  The guard stuck a key in the lock, swung the door open and stepped into the cell. Oscar cringed away from him and then, his heart threatening to pop from his mouth, he edged past the man’s burly form and crept into the corridor.


  His lips twisted in a peculiar smile as he looked back at the guard standing perplexedly in the middle of the cell, his back to the door. Very gently Oscar swung the cell door shut. Stifling the laughter that bubbled up in his throat, he turned the key in the lock and then tossed the ring of keys into the middle of the corridor.


  THEY fell with a metallic jangle. The guard wheeled about, his face mirroring rage, amazement and a half dozen other emotions too difficult to classify. He lunged at the door, gripping the bars in ham-like fists.


  “Help!” he bellowed. “Lemme out o’here! I been tricked! They jumped me from behind.”


  He lapsed off at that point into a stream of highly imaginative and picturesque profanity that surpassed anything Oscar had heard since he eavesdropped on a faculty meeting in high school.


  He listened with wistful admiration until he heard footsteps pounding in his direction. Looking up, he saw a half-dozen guards racing toward the cell that housed the bellowing jailer. Retreat, Oscar decided, was the strategic move. Turning, he scurried away in the opposite direction, his invisible features set in a grim, determined mask.


  He had no clear idea of what he was going to do, but he knew that he must recover the bond before Mercer passed it on to his slinky accomplice, Celeste.


  If he failed he would be branded forever as a thief and a criminal. With this thought bolstering his courage, Oscar crept down the corridor toward the door, beyond which lay freedom. His destination—the bank employee’s dance at the Grande Arms Hotel.


  OSCAR hesitated in the lobby of the Grande Arms Hotel, his determination wavering in the face of its imposing splendor and dignity. Throngs of formally attired couples surged past him, their faces mirroring the anticipated delights of the gala evening. From the ballroom adjoining the lobby, the strains of smooth, sophisticated music could be heard, inviting the revelers to romance and gaiety.


  Everyone but the nervous, invisible figure crouched forlornly in the middle of the lobby was unhappy.


  Oscar recognized with envy his fellow employees sauntering through the lobby, their dates clinging to their arms, drinking in the pearls of wisdom that dropped glibly from masculine lips. Oscar even had a glimpse of Phineas Botts, resplendent in white tie and topper, striding through the lobby, waving genially to his employees.


  Botts’ wife, a sharp-looking, middle-aged woman, who somehow gave the impression of being freshly lacquered, marched beside him, obviously proud of her position.


  “There goes Mrs. Astor’s horse,” Oscar heard an underpaid clerk snicker.


  “Looks to me like she’s been having too many oats,” his girl friend agreed in a stage whisper.


  Oscar was mildly horrified at such impertinence, but there was nothing he could say about it at the moment. His invisibility was the important thing now. Besides, Mrs. Botts did look somewhat overstuffed. Oscar wondered vaguely if she wouldn’t be useful at a picnic where there weren’t any benches around to sit on . . .


  He saw something then that made him forget his thoughts, jerked him to attention.


  Through the arched doorway that led to the ballroom, Oscar saw Lester Mercer whispering to Celeste, saw him hand her something quickly, surreptitiously.


  He was too late!


  The horrible thought burst upon him, blowing away his caution like a straw in a gale. He ran toward the ballroom, toward Mercer and Celeste, leaving a breeze in his wake that rustled the taffeta skirts he passed.


  WHEN Oscar entered the brilliantly lighted ballroom, Mercer and Celeste were separating, walking off in opposite directions. Oscar wavered, torn by indecision. Which one to follow? He hesitated frantically until he remembered that Mercer had slipped something to Celeste. What else could it have been but the bond? Even as this thought came to him he was hurrying excitedly after Celeste.


  The rambunctious brunette was dressed—or rather undressed—in a breathtaking number of flaming red as easy to distinguish in the crowd as a lighted torch. Oscar followed, hope blazing in his heart, until he realized with paralyzing, icy horror that Celeste was headed toward a cream-colored door, which was opening and closing continually as women streamed in and out.


  His stricken eyes read the neat sign lettered on the paneling—Women’s Powder Room.


  Oscar stopped, aghast. He realized despairingly that he was beaten, for Celeste’s red dress had already disappeared into those sacred precints.


  The mere thought of following her turned his blood to a stream of ice water, started him trembling uncontrollably. Miserably he hovered about the entrance to the powder room. He would have to wait.


  But what if Celeste passed the bond on to another conspirator—one whom Oscar didn’t know—and that party left the dance? His last chance would be gone. The thought fired him with a frenzied, desperate courage. He must follow Celeste beyond these portals of doom.


  He moved closer to the door, his heart thumping against his ribs. The door opened suddenly as two women emerged. Oscar’s chance had arrived. He took a step—and then his courage melted like ice on an August day. He couldn’t do it. His spirit quailed and his brow became feverish at the mere thought of invading that sanctum of inviolate femininity.


  But underneath Oscar’s timid exterior lay stern, gritty stuff.


  It rallied to his aid now, forced his unwilling feet to carry him to the door, to wait another chance.


  It came almost immediately. The sacred portals swung open, displaying long mirrors, cushioned benches and women, women by the dozen. Oscar took a deep breath and shuffled his feet nervously, like a sprinter preparing for the hundred yard dash.


  “May the best man win,” he whispered to himself; and then with a slithering motion of his hips, he slipped through the door into the outer lounge of the Chamber of Horrors.


  It was a utterly new experience for Oscar Doolittle. He looked about, fearful and uncertain, at the females standing in chattering groups; at the women, young and old seated before the gleaming mirrors, repairing school girl cheeks and droop-chinned features that were anything but romantic.


  He spotted the beauteous Celeste instantly. The burnished brunette had just deposited her purse on a long table and was moving with feline grace to an unoccupied seat in front of a mirror.


  Oscar’s eyes riveted on the velvet purse, the purse that contained the precious bond, his passport to vindication. He moved cautiously through the scads of women, his eyes centered on the purse. As he circled around the port side of a hefty dowager, his eyes lifted and he saw Ann talking to another girl.


  Ann, lovely and beautiful, was wearing a frilly something or other that made her look like a visitor from heaven. Oscar stood still, gazing impassionedly at her while a lump crawled up his throat.


  He had lost her. Lost her to that scheming crook, Lester Mercer. A hot flash of anger seared him, redoubling his determination to expose the efficiency expert, prove his own Innocence. He had to, he must, if only for Ann’s sake!


  Oscar was close to the purse now, so close that he could reach out and touch it. His trembling fingers felt as clumsy as bananas as he tried to unsnap the tiny silver clasp that guarded the contents of the bag.


  FINALLY it opened—and Oscar’s fluttery fingers probed into the interior, met crisp, smooth paper.


  He had succeeded! The thought fired him like a strong elixir. Exultingly he prepared to remove the bond, his brain racing ahead of him with triumphant visions of Mercer’s consternation when the previous paper was returned.


  And then his hand began to tremble. Nervelessly it fell from the purse, as his whole being was swamped with stark, icy terror.


  “No!” Oscar gasped, “Not here! Not again!”


  But this protestations were futile. For in his ears, faintly at first, and then with increasing volume, was booming the sound that heralded his return to visibility.


  Oscar gazed about distractedly, panic and hysteria mounting in his breast. He would rather have stalked into a cageful of lions than face these women. Bereft of reason, stunned to the core of his soul, he could only stand helplessly by as his thin body suddenly resumed its normal condition and became visible.


  He was not noticed immediately.


  A fat matron to his right turned to him.


  “Can I borrow your lipstick, dearie?” she asked sociably.


  “I don’t use it—” Oscar began, but it was as far as he got.


  The woman’s shrill, piercing scream ripped through his words, blitzkrieged through the room, shattering its comparative quiet. Women wheeled about, saw Oscar, and began shrieking. They crowded back from him, their cries of terror crescendoing into an unbelievable clamor as their imaginations began to work overtime.


  Oscar threw wide his arms in a gesture of entreaty.


  “Please,” he shouted above the din, “please listen to me.”


  “He’s mad!” a woman screamed. “Just look at him!”


  “A moron!” another yelped hopefully.


  Pandemonium took charge. Pandemonium that would have paled into insignificance a 4-11 fire.


  Women fled screaming. They fought and struggled as they forced their way out the small door, their voices shrill and hysterical.


  It was worse than a shirt sale at a bargain counter!


  Oscar cowered numbly against the wall, unable to move or speak. The last woman fled through the door. No—one remained. One who stepped quickly to the door, turned the key, locking it.


  The girl turned and Oscar uttered a surprised squawk.


  “Ann!” It was all he could think of.


  “Don’t ‘Ann’ me,” she said grimly. She glared at him, hands on her hips, an incongruously business-like position for a lovely girl in a French gown.


  “How did you manage to break out of jail?” she asked, and before he could answer she rushed on. “Have you gone mad, Oscar Doolittle? Stealing that bond, breaking jail, and now sneaking in here like a despicable Peeping Tom!”


  “Ann, you don’t understand!” Oscar cried desperately. “I—” He broke off as a furious banging started on the door.


  “Ooooh,” he moaned, “ooooooh!”


  Ann looked about quickly, her manner brisk, decisive.


  “Oscar,” she whispered, pointing to a small door on the far side of the room. “Quick, maybe you can get away through there. I . . . I . . .” her voice was suddenly uneven, “I can’t turn you over to them no matter what you’ve done.”


  Oscar hesitated, but as the outer portal trembled under a renewed assault, he turned like a startled fawn. With a last frightened glance over his shoulder, Oscar Doolittle bolted through the other door, jerking it shut behind him.


  He stood trembling, enveloped in the stygian blackness of a corridor. Suddenly from the room which he had just vacated, he heard a rending crash and then masculine voices shouting threats and curses.


  CHAPTER VI


  True Confession


  WITH the hounds of terror nipping at his heels Oscar fled through the dark corridor, his breath rasping his throat in shuddering gasps. His heart thumped wildly against his ribs, filling his ears with a roaring river of sound. Hysterically and blindly he dashed ahead, oblivious to all else but the mad impulse of a soul in torment—flight.


  But within twenty feet his headlong scramble was rudely checked by a painfully solid door. He staggered back, and then his fingers were fumbling for the doorknob. A split second later he was stumbling into another room.


  It was lighted; and when his eyes focused to the sudden illumination he looked around—and froze to panic-stricken immobility.


  The room was occupied. Standing in its very center, gazing straight toward him, was Lester Mercer.


  Oscar quailed. But then the realization that he was facing the man responsible for his present predicament put new steel in his backbone. A frantic accusation sprang to his lips—but Mercer’s next move so astounded him that his mouth opened and closed wordlessly.


  Mercer was staring at the open door behind Oscar.


  “Must’ve been the wind,” Oscar heard him mutter. “Nobody there.” Mercer strode past Oscar to the door, slammed it shut.


  It was then Oscar realized what had happened. He stared helplessly down at his body, invisible again. He recalled the buzzing noise that he heard as he fled through the dark corridor. His body had vanished again during that mad flight.


  Mercer had turned now and was walking toward another door, one that led evidently to the ballroom. It came as a surprise to Oscar that his own legs were moving, carrying him swiftly after Mercer. Without design or conscious volition he was slipping in front of Mercer, hurrying to the door. His hand reached out, twisted the key. The tumblers fell with a dry, metallic click.


  Mercer stopped abruptly and peered at the lock.


  “I’ll swear I heard . . .”


  His voice choked, his mouth dropped foolishly. For before his stunned eyes the key to the door was emerging from the keyhole. A whimpering noise sounded in Mercer’s throat as the key floated across the room toward the open window. He watched glassily as the key passed through the window, then suddenly dropped from sight as it fell to the street below.


  “I need a drink,” Mercer moaned shakily. “I need a whole damn bottle. I think I’d better get pie-eyed.”


  “But you’re not going to.”


  Oscar’s voice, grim and invisible, sounded to the left of the efficiency expert. Mercer wheeled, eyes popping.


  “Who said that?” he demanded frantically. “What kind of a joke is this? Who are you?”


  “Your number is up, Mercer.” Oscar tried to make his words sound ominous. “I want the stolen bond and a signed confession, or I’ll beat the living tar out of you.”


  Mercer listened as a gleam of recognition dawned on his face.


  “So it’s you, Doolittle,” he sneered. “You can’t bluff me with some ventriloquism trick!” His eyes swept around the room. “You’re hiding in here somewhere, trembling in your shoes. Come out and fight like a man or I’ll come after you and drag you out!”


  “All right,” said Oscar. “You asked for it. Put up your hands and defend yourself.”


  HE would have rather shouted “en garde!” as he had heard it done once in a movie, but he wasn’t sure how to pronounce it.


  “En garde, then!” shouted Mercer, who did. “Show yourself and get ready for a beating.”


  He assumed a classic pose, left arm and foot extending, right arm cocked under his chin, weight balance on the balls of his toes.


  “I did a bit of this in college,” Mercer said grimly as he circled slowly, waiting for his opponent to appear.


  Oscar stepped around in back of Mercer, a malicious smile twisting his lips. He rubbed his hands together in gleeful anticipation and drew a bead on Mercer’s plump posterior anatomy. His foot drew back like a pendulum, stopped, and then swung down and up, describing a swift, vicious arc. Behind Oscar’s swishing foot traveled all of his accumulated anger, all of the ignominy and shame he had received at the hands of Lester Mercer.


  It was a bull’s-eye.


  Mercer jumped a foot in the air, a pained howl tearing from his throat. His hands clasped the seat of his pants as he pranced about, his screams filling the air.


  “Where are you?” he shouted. “Fight like a man!”


  But in his eyes as he glared about the room, fear and doubt were gleaming.


  “All right,” said Oscar, “I will fight like a man.”


  He stepped in close to Mercer. His right fist lashed out, drove between Mercer’s guard, sank into Mercer’s paunchy stomach.


  Mercer gasped and doubled up, his face turning a peculiar shade of green. All of his assurance dissolved before Oscar’s invisible onslaught.


  “Don’t hit me!” he cried weakly. “Don’t hit me again!”


  “Will you confess stealing that bond?” Oscar demanded.


  Mercer rallied desperately. “You’re mistaken, Doolittle. I don’t know anything about that check,” he moaned. “I haven’t the faintest idea—”


  Fists, hard invisible fists, battered into Mercer’s face like an attacking swarm of hornets, starting a trickle of blood from his mouth and nose, driving him to his knees.


  “Don’t lie to me!” Oscar panted, “Now, what about that confession?” Mercer collapsed on his face, his fingers clawing frantically at the floor.


  “Keep away from me!” he shouted hoarsely. “Keep away from me, you damned ghost!”


  His voice rose to a babbling, hysterical scream.


  “I stole the bond! I stole the bond, got it away. Framed you. Bribed a guard.”


  The words poured out in a frenzied scream, blasting through the room, filling it with their wild sound . . .


  “Open this door!” Oscar started, turned to the door. The words were followed by a furious banging that rattled the portal violently. “Open up in there or we’ll smash this door down!” Oscar looked about helplessly. He had his confession, but what good would it do him? Already shoulders were slamming into the door, cracks were splintering in its surface. But then a hopeful, anticipatory smile creased Oscar Doolittle’s invisible features. For as the door sagged inward, he heard the strange buzzing noise humming in his ears . . .


  POLICEMAN, bank employees poured into the room. Behind them stormed the pot-bellied, shouting figure of Phineas Q. Botts.


  “What’s going on here?” he shouted. He elbowed through, stopped when he saw Oscar.


  “There’s your man!” he bellowed at the policemen. “Grab him! He’s dangerous!”


  “Hold your horses,” Oscar snapped, as a minion of the law started for him. “If you want the real thief, there’s your man.” He pointed down at the prone figure of the efficiency expert. “He’s just confessed to me.”


  “Impossible!” snorted Botts. “That’s Mercer, my right-hand man. Expect us to believe another lie like that, Doolittle?”


  “It’s true,” Oscar said firmly. “Mercer stole the bond, arranged things to look as if I were the thief.”


  “Nonsense!” bellowed Botts. “Incredible!”


  “You stupid blockhead!” shouted Oscar. “You can’t see any farther than the nose on your face!” The words ripped out of their own accord, startling Oscar as much as they did his boss.


  “Well,” Botts said truculently, “have you any proof?”


  “Watch,” said Oscar. “Just watch.” He bent, shook Mercer’s shoulder.


  “Tell Botts that you stole that bond, Mercer,” Oscar said harshly. “Tell him that you framed me—me, Oscar Doolittle.”


  At the mention of the name, Mercer’s body jerked convulsively.


  “For God’s sake, leave me alone,” he moaned. “I’ll confess everything. I stole the bond, bribed a guard, framed you.” His voice rose to a babbling shriek. “Get away from me, leave me alone!”


  Oscar straightened up determinedly.


  “Satisfied?” he asked Botts.


  Botts sputtered, for once in his life incapable of speech.


  The two policemen jerked Mercer to his feet. His eyes widened dazedly as he saw Oscar, now very much in the flesh.


  “It was a trick,” he burst out savagely. “Well, you’ve got me but you’ll never get the bond!”


  “Bond?” echoed Botts blankly. Then his face reddened. “Look here, now, we’ve got to have that bond! Can’t send you to prison without it. It’s the same as—as—” he groped for a word—“as the corpus delicti. Yes, that’s it—corpus delicti.”


  He bellowed the Latin phrase with obvious relish.


  “Can’t hang a man without a body!” thundered Phineas Botts, who by now was completely confused. “Same things with bonds! Can’t do a thing without the bond. Corpus delicti.”


  “Well, you’ll never see that bond again,” snapped Mercer.


  “Don’t be too sure about that,” a feminine voice warned him.


  Oscar and Phineas Q. Botts wheeled simultaneously, almost colliding as they turned to stare at the doorway, in the direction of the voice.


  Ann Meade was standing there. Ann, a pleasant smile on her face, holding the gilt-edged bond in one slender hand!


  “Holy smokes!” Oscar said inadequately. “If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t believe it.”


  Botts waddled across the room, snatched the bond from Ann’s hand and examined it eagerly. His round face flushed happily. He seized Ann suddenly and planted a hearty kiss square on her lips.


  “Perfect, my dear,” he wheezed, “perfect!”


  Whether he referred to the check or the kiss was doubtful. Botts himself couldn’t tell.


  “But how,” stammered Oscar, “did you manage . . .”


  “SIMPLE deduction,” Ann cut in.


  “One, I knew that you must have been looking for something in the powder room. Two, when a slinky brunette came rushing out, screaming for her purse, I had a hunch that she had what you were looking for. Anyway, I followed her. To make a long story short, I got the bond and Celeste is now locked up in the mop closet outside the powder room.”


  “Perfect again,” wheezed Botts. “I had it figured somewhat like that myself.” He turned to the policemen. “Get the girl and take ’em both to jail. Ha, ha,” he rumbled, “old Phineas is still pretty sharp, eh, Mercer?”


  “Corpus delicti,” sneered Mercer. “Bah!”


  Oscar took a deep, happy breath as Mercer was dragged from the room. With him he hoped went his own troubles.


  “Had my eye on that fellow for some time,” Botts was saying loudly. “He’s got a fishy eye, never did trust him. I was ready to spring a trap of my own, if you two hadn’t—”


  He stopped suddenly, noticing that Ann and Oscar were not listening very closely. His pink face wreathed in a sly smile.


  “Perhaps,” he coughed discreetly, “you two would rather talk things over alone.”


  He bestowed a paternal wink on Oscar that said plainly in any language, “Go to it, you chump!”


  Then with a rumbling chuckle he waddled out of the room, closing the door safely behind him.


  “Oh, darling,” Ann burst out, “I’ve been so miserable since I gave you back your ring! I know now what a terrible mistake I made. It’s you I love, Oscar!” Oscar listened, his heart filling with happiness. But with a flash of intuition, he realized that if he forgave her too quickly, he would be back in the same rut as before. Things, he decided, were going to be different.


  “Well, that’s interesting,” he said casually. “Glad you do.”


  “Oscar,” Ann’s voice was shocked, “do you mean you don’t care any more?”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” Oscar said offhandedly.


  He rubbed his fingernails vigorously on his sleeve, looked at them critically.


  “I think you’re a nice enough girl, Ann.”


  “Oh, Oscar!” Ann cried, “Something has happened to you. You’ve never talked to me like this before.”


  She looked at him, a new respect in her eyes.


  “I know what I’m going to do,” she said decisively. “I’m going to marry you right away! We’re not going to wait another instant. Someone has got to look after you, Oscar Doolittle, and when we’re married I’m not going to let you out of my sight a minute.”


  Oscar smiled, a lingering secretive smile. He knew then that he never need worry about becoming a hen-pecked, jealously watched husband. Not while the secret formula that made him vanish held out. Even if it didn’t produce a brand-new miracle cosmetic to bolster up flabby muscles on the horsey features of nose-tilted society matrons.


  Oscar smiled even more secretively, because the strange buzzing noise had started up again.


  “Don’t be too sure about that,” he said slyly to Ann. “I mean, about your keeping a careful eye on me all the time. I might up and disappear, you know.”


  The buzzing grew louder in his ears.


  “You’ll do no such thing,” Ann said stoutly. “Not while I’m around.”


  She looked at Oscar fondly. Oscar—wasn’t there.


  “Oh, good heavens!” Ann wailed. “I’m engaged to a phantom!”


  [*] While it would hardly seem possible that vanishing cream could make anyone disappear, it is conceivable that Oscar’s special secret formula, which he mixed with the ordinary vanishing cream, contained an infiltrating property which was absorbed through his skin. It reacted by neutralizing skin, hair, eye and lip pigmentation and coloring, in a cycle of set periods. Therefore at definite intervals, Oscar became “invisible”—because changes within his system, influenced by the special formula, made him colorless, while at the same time impairing none of his faculties.


  THE DYNAMOUSE


  First published in the January 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Nellie was only a playful mouse, but she had the power to utterly destroy all of Chicago!


  MY City Editor—I shag a news beat for the Chicago Blade—crooked a finger at my desk one fine autumnal morning, and bellowed coyly in my direction.


  “Hoskins!” he screamed. “C’mere!”


  Much against my will, I took my feet down off the desk and came. “Okay, Boss,” I said rubbing the sleep from my baby blue eyes, “what’s on the fire?”


  “That old nut on Lake Street, Professor What’s-iz-name,” my Hero began.


  “Professor Waldo?” I suggested.


  “Yeah, Professor Waldo, the old goof who’s been blowing the roof off his Lake Street lab with monotonous regularity,” said my Charming Chieftain. “He just called.”


  “Well,” I said cheerfully, “that’s decent of him. Was it a social call, or strictly for fun?”


  My Master ignored the last remark. “He just called,” he went on, “to tell me that he wants a reporter over at his lab, pronto. Says he’s got some hot news for us.”


  “Possibly he’s discovered a way to blow the roof off the Tribune Tower,” I suggested hopefully.


  The Leader didn’t even smile. “G’wan over there,” he growled.


  I departed.


  To tell you the truth, I wasn’t terribly concerned as I hopped into a cab—at the Blade’s expense—and gave the driver a Lake Street address. I had been to old Professor Waldo’s laboratory no less than six times in the last two weeks. Times when the old zaney had literally blasted the roof off his laboratory while fiddling around with some experiment. It had made good copy, but it was beginning to lose its zest.


  However, the old duck must have taken a liking to me, or to the sheet. For when the other papers had made him look pretty silly, the Blade had given him a break. I’d written the yarns. Maybe that was why, when he thought he had some hot news, he’d call us first, and ask for me.


  I was pretty certain, nevertheless, that this news wasn’t going to be much news.


  Five minutes after I’d hopped into the cab, I was punching the doorbell of Waldo’s Lake Street lab, still certain that the whole thing was going to be pretty dull.


  The Professor himself let me in. I’ve told you what he looks like. Thin, with rapidly disappearing white hair, stoop-shoulders and a vague look in his watery eyes.


  “Come in,” he said. “Come right in, Mr. Hoskins.”


  I stepped into the lab, slightly flattered that he’d remembered my monicker, and tossed my fedora on a nearby table.


  “Well, Prof,” I began, “what’s the sensational disclosure?”


  “My experiment,” Waldo said excitedly, “has been completed!”


  “Well,” I declared. “Well!”


  “If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” he continued, obviously in a dither of excitement, “I’ll just step into the back for a minute.” Then he darted through a door leading to the rear of the lab, and I found myself alone, wondering what this was going to be about.


  FISHING for a cigarette, I rested my chassis on one of the laboratory tables, looking around the place as I did. As I said, I’d been here six times before. Aside from patches in the ceiling, the place hadn’t been altered any. Tables, gadgets, tubes, and a cage with two white mice in it in the corner.


  I’d mentioned the white mice in my story of the previous lab explosions. Mentioned the old duck’s attachment to them, and the fact that he had names for them both—Nellie and Nicky.


  So I climbed off the table and moved over in front of the cage. They were cute little devils, and Nellie seemed almost human. I’d be willing to swear that there was recognition in her pink eyes as I stood before the cage.


  “Hi, Nellie,” I said by way of greeting. And she put her forepaws against the door of the cage in response. Nicky moved over to a corner of the cage, jealously sulking.


  “How’s the kid?” I inquired, and Nellie arched her tail to show me she felt fine.


  I turned from the cage. Old Waldo usually ate his lunches right in the laboratory, and maybe there would be some scraps lying around. Nellie went for scraps.


  There didn’t seem to be any, and I was turning back to the cage in disappointment, when my eye caught exactly what I, or Nellie, wanted—a piece of cheese.


  It was lying on a black board beneath a series of bulbs and wires. Not a big piece of cheese. Maybe half the size of an ice cube. Waldo must have been munching it while he tinkered with his machines. However, cheese was cheese, and if I wanted to please a lady mouse I’d have to feed her.


  “Here, kid,” I said a moment later, lifting the door of her cage, “have a bite on me.” I put the piece of cheese of the floor in front of the door, and Nellie moved forward to nibble it.


  That was another thing about Waldo’s mice. They were so tame they were darned near domestic. You could open the cage door any time you wanted to, and they’d stay put. Never thought to make a break for it. Probably never wanted to.


  So Nellie was half out of her cage, munching her cheese and looking up gratefully at me every so often.


  At which time, Professor Waldo flurried back into the room.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Hoskins,” he said. “There were several phone calls I had to make. However, I’ve finished them and—”


  “That’s okay,” I broke in. “Nellie was entertaining me in your absence.”


  Professor Waldo broke into a fond smile, like a father who’s been told his idiot son is in line for a Pulitzer Award.


  “Ah, yes,” he said. “Nellie. A fine mouse, Nellie. So very intelligent.” Then his brow clouded. “But what was it that we were talking about?” He put a thin finger to his long nose.


  “Your news tip, Professor,” I reminded him. “You said that you’d completed your experiment.”


  “Ahhhh,” his face broke into excited wrinkles. “Of course, Mr. Hoskins. Of course! My experiment. I have completed it. Sit down, sir. Sit down, and I’ll tell you.”


  He was in such a state, I saw, that his hands were trembling. I think, too, that his eyes were even more moisty than usual. Pride, I guess. Probably I was the first person in whom he was confiding his big secret.


  “Mr. Hoskins,” he said shakily, when I’d sprawled into a straight chair. “Mr. Hoskins, I’ve harnessed U-235!”


  I SPRAWLED out of the chair and onto my feet in one explosive movement.


  “Whaaaat!”


  Waldo’s face was shining, and his words were tumbling forth a mile a minute. “That’s what I was working on. But I couldn’t tell a soul. That’s why I was so grateful when you and your newspaper didn’t sneer at me the way the others did. I was trying to harness the most explosive, the most tremendous force man has ever known!”


  “Good Lord, Professor!” My hand was digging futilely into my inner coat pocket in search for a pencil and paper. And as usual, I had neither. I could see, from the gleam in the old man’s watery eyes, that this was no pipe dream. He was, after all, a fairly reputable figure in science.


  “All other scientists have been trying to harness U-235 in natural elements,” he babbled on. “I tried that for some time, finally giving it up. I turned to chemical harnessing. Tried all sorts of combinations. But, as incredible as it sounds, I stumbled on the solution through sheer accident. It happened one afternoon, when I was eating lunch,”


  I’d picked up a pencil and scratch pad from one of Waldo’s tables, and was trying to get it down with all the excited drama that he was unconsciously putting into it.


  “Part of my lunch fell into a chemical vat, in which I’d been exploding neutrons. That gave me my solution, as I was fishing it out . . .”


  There was more, detailed, and scientific, and I got most of it down. Then: “Not only was I able to harness U-235,” Waldo went on, “but I found that I’d added another power to the stuff. I’d conceived an explosive so great, so powerful, that one gram of it would destroy an entire city!”


  “Good Lord, Prof,” I burst forth. “This is tremendous! What in the dev—”


  He cut me short. “You’d never believe the substance in which I harnessed this incredible explosive force. Harnessed no less than four grams of my solution! You’d never believe it.” His eyes gleamed.


  “What?” My curiosity and excitement was eating me alive.


  “In cheese!” He stood up, raising his arm dramatically, and swinging to point to a machine. A machine which was a series of bulbs and wires above a black board. “In the tiny scrap of cheese you see on that board!”


  Even as my eyes followed his gesture, taking in the machine and the empty board, my stomach did a series of swift, horribly unpleasant flip-flops. The cheese to which he thought he was pointing, the tiny little morsel of food containing enough explosive force to tear apart four vast cities, was the tidbit I had placed in front of Nellie’s cage!


  “GLUG!”I managed to get out.


  “Glug!” And I wheeled in frantic terror to face the mouse cage.


  Waldo’s rheumy gaze had finally focused on the board, and he was now aware that the cheese was no longer resting there. In a voice that was a combination croak and squeal he screeched, “The cheese—it’s gone!” Somehow, I was able to speak. Or I might say that, somehow, I heard my voice making sounds. For I was looking at the cage. The cage with one mouse, Nicky, and an open door—and no cheese!


  “I fed it to Nellie,” I burbled, “and she’s gone!”


  Waldo had grabbed my arm, and was looking up at me with an expression of stark terror. “No,” he gasped. “This is a joke. You didn’t!”


  Then, from the equally frenzied mask on my pan, he must have gotten his answer—that it wasn’t any joke, and that Nellie had eaten the cheese, for he said, “Ohhhhhhh!” in a hysterically helpless way.


  “Where did Nellie go?” I asked, knowing perfectly well that he had no more idea than I did. And then, in the next instant, I caught sight of Nell—or rather of her white tail. For she had just darted out the half-opened door of the laboratory!


  “There she is!” Waldo and I screamed simultaneously, and we dove together, sprawling over on the floor as we both tried to dash in the same direction at the same time.


  Somehow we picked ourselves up from the floor, realizing that Nellie had gained a precious head start on us, and dashed through the laboratory door.


  Hurtling down the laboratory steps leading to the street, I saw with a shock that the door at the bottom of the stairs had also been left ajar, and that Nellie was no longer visible.


  “She must be out on the street!” Waldo gasped right behind my ear. Then we were out the door, on the sidewalk, looking up and down Lake Street, while a street car clanged by, trying to catch a glimpse of Nellie.


  The traffic was heavy, and the very noise of it made me cringe, thinking of Nellie, who might at that moment be darting around under the wheels of trucks. Darting around with enough explosives to knock the sides out of the Grand Canyon.


  Then Waldo shouted, and I turned, looking in the direction of his pointing finger. There was Nellie again, perhaps thirty feet down the sidewalk!


  “Nellie!” I croaked.


  “Nellie!” Waldo rasped in echo.


  And at that moment, as we dashed after her, someone opened a door from the inside—a door just off the sidewalk beside Nellie, a saloon door.


  Before I could even gasp, Nellie had darted into the saloon, narrowly missing the swing of the door as it closed on her.


  BY the time Waldo and I had barged into the saloon, the place was in an uproar. Four women stood atop tables, and two clung to their bar stools, screaming their lungs out. Nellie’s entrance had not gone unnoticed.


  Somehow I found a split second in which to wonder what their reactions would be if they knew the cargo Nellie carried in her pink tummy. And then we were pushing through the melee in the barroom, screaming at people to stand back.


  A big, beefy red-faced man had come out from behind the bar, bellowing lustily and carrying a bung-starter in his hand. His apron spotted him as the barkeep.


  “Get that damned animal!” he shouted. “I’ll bash its brains out.” Then he saw us and wheeled. “Do you own that blank-blank rat?” he thundered.


  “No, you damned fool, we’re just out for exercise!” I shouted back. Nellie, who had taken a swift, devious course under the tables, was headed for an open trap door, leading into a sort of cellar.


  The barkeep swore roundly as we plowed by him. Nellie was now definitely flipping down the steps into the cellar. We were right behind, and from the noise on the steps the barkeep was right behind us.


  Someone had flicked a button upstairs, for the blackness of the cellar was suddenly illuminated, and we were looking down on rows of casks. The place was a wine cellar.


  Then we were all down in the cellar, the barkeep, still thundering challenges to Nellie, behind us. “I’ll get that blank, blank rat, blast his hide!”


  “He’s not a him, he’s a her!” I snapped, “and if you don’t get the devil back upstairs, we’ll never be able to coax her out.” By “out” I meant that Nellie had now crawled far back behind some vast casks in the corner of the cellar, and was no longer visible.


  Waldo was standing in front of these casks, cooing, “Nell, Nellie. Ohhhhhhh, Nellie. Come out, come out, wherever you are!” It sounded so foolish that I almost forgot about the explosives still resting in her tummy. For a moment I started to laugh. But then the bartender barged past me, waving his bung-starter like a club.


  And before I could open my mouth, he had pushed Waldo aside and was trying to climb over the barrels of wine in an effort to smash Nellie’s brains out—and incidentally blow all of us, and over three million others, into eternity.


  It was more than I could stand. Realizing that I wouldn’t look well in pieces, I grabbed the nearest thing I could, an iron funnel, and moved up behind the beefy barkeep.


  Once down on his thick skull was all that was necessary to calm him for a bit. He rolled, totally out, off the casks over which he’d been trying to clamber.


  “Like a light,” I muttered in satisfaction, then peered over the casks, Waldo once more at my shoulder, in an effort to see Nellie.


  “Good Lord!” Waldo gasped, taking the sentiments, slightly censored, out of my mouth. For there was Nellie, at a dripping spigot on a cask just beyond us—sopping up whiskey!


  SHE was standing on her hind legs, her forepaws clasped affectionately around the head of the spigot, and her tail swaying back and forth in drunken happiness!


  “Nellie!” I shouted. “Get away from that tap!”


  She turned her head slightly, looking owlishly with her pink eyes. And I swear to this day, believe it or not, that she winked at us! Then her front paws dropped, and she staggered back tipsily—still tantalizingly out of reach.


  “.Now we won’t be able to reason with her!” Waldo was moaning over and over again. “We won’t be able to reason with her!”


  “She’s stinko,” I agreed. “Utterly plastered!”


  I had turned to gaze at the Professor, and he had turned beseechingly toward me, neither of us knowing what to do next. And when we turned our heads back to Nellie, she was gone again!


  With her destructive burden of U-235, Nellie had vanished into thin air.


  I glared wildly about the dank cellar. The Professor was on his hands and knees, peering under wine barrels, making clucking noises with his throat in a vain attempt to lure Nellie out into the open.


  Then I noticed the door. It led from the cellar up a short flight of stairs and into the alley. It was ajar, and in our excitement we had overlooked it.


  I jerked the Professor to his feet. “Come on,” I yelled. “Nellie must have ducked into the alley!”


  We emerged into the alley less than ten seconds later. Emerged to see a heavy, ten ton truck pulling away from the back of our tavern. Lettered on the tailgate was the cheerless warning: DANGER, HIGH EXPLOSIVES.


  The Professor’s hand clawed at my arm, jerked me around. His watery eyes were fastened on the back of the truck. “N—n-nellie!” he blurted.


  “N—n-nellie, I—


  I shook him hard. “You sound like a broken record. What is it? Get in the groove!”


  “I saw Nellie,” Waldo croaked hysterically. “She climbed a rope leading to the tailgate of that truck. Then she crawled inside!”


  My knees started knocking like castinets. Nellie in a truckload of high explosives—with a bellyful of liquor saturated U-235!


  My reaction was instantaneous—and sound. “Come on,” I jerked Waldo’s arm. “Let’s scram. When that explosion comes we don’t want to hear it. We want to hear about it!”


  “No!” Waldo jerked his arm free, and for a moment he stood there looking like a reproduced painting of Horatius At The Bridge. “No!” he repeated, his voice horrified. “You can’t be serious. Millions of innocent people might suffer if we shirk our duty. We have to find Nellie. We have to prevent that explosive in her stomach from becoming active!”


  “Active?” I snorted. “The year’s winner for understatement.” But I knew I’d have to give in. The Professor was looking at me like a recruiting sign with Uncle Sam saying, “I Want Youse!”


  “Okay,” I snapped. “I’m with you. This is either going to be my biggest story or my last. Maybe both.”


  WE didn’t waste any time. In thirty seconds we had whipped over to the street intersection, and in another ten seconds had flagged a cab and crawled inside.


  A block ahead of us the wide rear of the truck containing Nellie and the dynamite—not to mention the U-235—was still visible, rumbling away from us.


  “Follow that truck up ahead! See it?” I yelled to the driver.


  The cabbie grinned over his shoulder. “Hell, it’ll be a snap. That’s a construction truck headed for the Lake Street Subway shaft, carrying dynamite.” He paused. “It carries explosives,” he repeated.


  “You’re telling me,” I muttered.


  It was only a matter of four minutes later when we arrived at the Lake Street shaft. A gang of sand hogs was unloading sacks of blasting powder from the truck, which had arrived before us. Both Waldo and I tumbled out of the cab like candidates for an acrobatic troupe, and in a second had raced to the back of the truck.


  “Hold it!” I hollered. “Hold it! Hold it!”


  A huge red-headed fellow who had been unloading the stuff from the tailgate suddenly paused, putting his hands on hips. “Whatsa matta?” he asked.


  “Look,” I said excitedly, “Did you see a mouse around here?”


  The red head looked at me curiously for an instant and then his face hardened grimly. “You’re rushing the season,” he snapped. “April Fool’s Day is still a coupla weeks off. Now clear out of here before I have you and your buddy thrown in the brig for trespassing. And make it snappy. We’re getting ready to blast.”


  “Now wait a minute,” I yelled, “I’m no practical joker, I’m serious.”


  “So am I Bud,” the red head said menacingly, “and if you don’t get moving, I’m—”


  “Look,” I cut in, “I’m a news reporter. Hoskins of the Blade.”


  I whipped out my press card and shoved it under his nose. “Does this mean anything to you? This man,” I jerked a thumb at the Professor, “is Professor Waldo of the Chicago Foundation. The mouse we’re looking for escaped from his laboratory. We’ve got to find that mouse or the entire city might be destroyed. It sounds silly man, but it’s the truth.”


  The red head scratched his head uncertainly.


  “All right,” he grumbled, “I still ain’t convinced but you can look in the truck. It’s empty now, anyway.”


  He was right. It didn’t take a second glance to see that the roomy inside of the truck was quite empty. Neither did it take a second glance to tell us that there was no sign of Nellie. I turned to the Professor despairingly. “Are you sure you saw her?” I asked desperately.


  Professor Waldo looked helplessly into the empty truck. “I swear it,” he whispered hoarsely, “just as sure as I’m alive I saw Nellie climb into this truck.”


  I was licked. The elevator had disappeared into the shaft carrying men and explosives down to the subway tunnel. The truck was empty, there was no trace of Nellie and I was uncomfortably aware of the red head’s suspicious glance.


  “All right,” he growled finally, “you guys have had your look, now get moving. They’re setting the charges down there now and in a few minutes we’ll be blasting. And I got my orders to keep these streets clear. So start rollin’.”


  I turned to Waldo and shrugged hopelessly. “We did our best,” I said. “It’s in the lap of the gods now.”


  I felt sorry as hell for the old duck. His face was as white as chalk and his eyes were staring wildly. I could see that it was costing him a lot to keep from giving in to the hysteria that must have been gnawing at his self-control.


  “I can’t quit,” he cried hoarsely, “I can’t. She must be somewhere. I’ve got to find her, do you hear me? I’ve got to find her.”


  THERE wasn’t anything I could do and still I felt like hell. I heard a rumbling noise behind me and I saw the elevator rising in the shaft. I grabbed the Professor by the arm. “We can’t do anything,” I said, “and our time is up. They’re going to blasting here in a few minutes.”


  “And I don’t mean maybe, chum,” the red head put in, “so take your friend’s advice and clear out.” He looked at us both disgustedly for a minute and then turned away shaking his head.


  “Mice,” I heard him mutter to himself.


  The workers and sandhogs were clambering off the elevator, and several of them were stringing along a coil of wire, an end of which ran down the shaft. I knew they meant business when I saw the blasting wire so I grabbed the Professor and started to hustle him away.


  We had not gone more than six feet when I heard something that pounded into my eardrums with the force of a pile driver. For a split instant I was too stunned to act. When I did come to, I wheeled and raced back to the group of sandhogs who were assembling their equipment, preparatory to moving out of blasting range.


  “Which one of you said it?” I shouted breathlessly, “which one of you said you saw it?”


  “Saw what?” one of them asked. “The mouse,” I shrieked. “I heard someone say he saw a mouse. In the name of heaven who was it?”


  “Me,” a stocky, black haired fellow answered belligerently. “Want to make somethin’ out of it?”


  “Where’d you see it?” I tried unsuccessfully to keep the hysteria out of my voice.


  “Down in the blastin’ chamber,” the sandhog evidently decided he was humoring a nut, “I tink he must have rode down wit us in de elevator. Anyway I’d just set fuses in the blasting chamber when I sees this little fellow running around. I tried to catch him . . .”


  “Her,” I corrected automatically.


  “I didn’t notice,” my informant snapped with heavy sarcasm, “I think there was somethin’ wrong wit her. She kept staggering around like as if she was tipsy and I couldn’t catch her. Don’t waste time worrying about her cause in just about six minutes all her troubles are goin’ to be over. She’ll go out wit a bang, all right.” He grinned widely and nudged a fellow worker, “Get it? Out with a bang.”


  I tried desperately to keep calm. Six minutes left. There was still time. “Professor,” I yelled.


  I looked around and he was standing right behind me. One look at his face and I knew he knew the whole story. I didn’t waste words with him but I hurried to the red head, who seemed to be some kind of straw boss.


  “Did you hear that?” I yelled at him. “The mouse is in the shaft, in the blasting chamber. You’ve got to postpone your blasting until we get her out.”


  “Oh is that so?” his voice was almost a whisper. “Well get this. You loonies have caused me enough trouble today. I got a schedule to keep up and I ain’t falling behind to accommodate any mouse.” He looked me up and down and added sarcastically, “or any rat either for that matter.”


  I wavered for a split second and then with a silent prayer to whoever it is protects fools and drunkards, I let go with an uppercut that started from my shoelaces.


  HE staggered back with a bellow of rage, but before he recovered his balance I was streaking for the elevator shaft, yelling my head off for the Professor. Waldo heard me and started running, reaching the elevator shaft before I did. I saw him jerk the descent cable, then the elevator started down and I jumped.


  I dropped into the shaft, hit the elevator floor with a healthy smack and tumbled forward on my face. When I turned over and looked up I saw the baffled faces of the tunnel workers ringed around the shaft opening.


  “Come back here,” the red head roared, “you crazy fools! There’s a hundred pound charge of dynamite ready to blow down there.”


  A hundred pounds of dynamite! A mere bagatelle compared to the half ounce of U-235 that Nellie was carting around in her rum-soaked interior.


  The elevator stopped with a slight jar and the Professor and I hurried into the tunnel. It wasn’t actually the tunnel, just a roomy underground chamber that served as a storehouse for heavy equipment. The tunnel itself led from this room. I grabbed a flashlight and raced into the blackness. The Professor was right behind me and we hadn’t traveled twenty feet before we collided with a heavy steel plate that completely blocked off the tunnel.


  “I was afraid of this,” I groaned, “They’re blasting here. Nellie’s inside and we can’t get to her.”


  I swung the light around and saw that the Professor was groping around on his hand and knees, grunting and muttering to himself.


  “Listen,” I cried wildly, “You’re wasting your time. Nellie’s inside here. What are you—”


  The Professor straightened up and smiled, “I was merely disconnecting the electric fuse that leads to the blasting chamber. With those wires disconnected we only have to worry about one explosion.”


  “Oh,” I said, and then because I felt that this was slightly inadequate, I added, “Oh.”


  The Professor rubbed his hands together briskly. For the first time since the hectic moment when we had discovered the absence of Nellie, he seemed cheerful.


  “It’s a blessing,” he said, “that Nellie chose this chamber to hide herself. We have her locked in the blasting chamber and all we have to do is get her out.”


  “Sure,” he said dubiously, “that’s all there is to it.”


  I turned and looked at the heavy steel sheeting that separated us from the blasting chamber, and noticed for the first time an observation window of heavy wired glass that was set in the steel plating at just about eye level. The Professor noticed it too and without wasting any more time we pressed our noses against the glass and peered into the blasting chamber. The chamber was lighted with some kind of wall lights that cast a flickering illumination over the rocky walls and arched roof.


  “There she is,” the Professor suddenly shouted. He was trembling with excitement as he strained closer to the thick glass. “It’s Nellie,” he cried wildly, “We’ve found her.”


  “I don’t like to be a wet blanket,” I said, “but I don’t see her.”


  “Well don’t worry,” Waldo said confidently, “You will. I can’t see her clearly myself because she’s in the shadow. But—wait—she’s moving now, you’ll be able to see her.” His voice rose with happy excitement. “Look,” he cried, “there she—My God!” His voice broke into an incredulous, hysterical babble and he staggered back from the window, his hands pressed to his eyes.


  THE sound of his voice made my stomach do a flip flop. I was peering wildly through the window in an instant.


  The sight that presented itself to my pop eyes was truly shocking. Nellie was stretched out on the floor, her dainty feet pawing the air. And no wonder. Her whole body was swollen to three times its normal size. She looked like a fur bearing football, blown up to the bursting point. She was obviously amazed at what had happened to her for her tiny head lolled from side to side to get a better view of her gargantuan proportions.


  My mouth opened and closed wordlessly. I turned to the Professor and managed to stammer, “W-w-what is it? What’s the matter with her?”


  The Professor had recovered to some extent and now he grabbed me suddenly by the shoulders and pushed me away from the blasting chamber. “Run,” he cried, “Save yourself while there’s still time. Hurry, my boy, don’t wait for me. Save yourself.”


  “What’s the rush?” I gasped.


  “Didn’t you see Nellie?” he demanded wildly. “Her swollen, bloated appearance.”


  “Well, yes,” I admitted, “but I thought, well you know, I just figured,” I floundered lamely “just let Nature take its course.”


  “Oh ye Gods,” he exploded. “That isn’t nature doing that to her—it’s U-235!”


  “It’s becoming active,” he continued swiftly, “Minute particles of energy, electron volts, are emitting from the U-235 in her belly. Not in sufficient quantity to detonate the rest, or to destroy Nellie, but sufficient to extend the walls and to cause that bloated appearance. It’s just a matter of minutes until the complete force of the U-235 is released and that means total destruction. Nellie, the subway and anything within a mile radius of here will be blown to bits.


  Now do you understand why you’ve got to clear out?”


  I started to reply and then I closed my mouth and looked over my shoulder. The elevator was rising, evidently operated from above.


  “It’s a hundred feet to the top of the shaft,” I said, “and the elevator is gone. I can’t jump as high as I used to.”


  The Professor wrung his hands in desperation. “I can’t let you sacrifice yourself. You’ve got to make an attempt to save yourself. Already it may be too late. The complete force of the U-235 may release itself any instant. There’s nothing to hold it in check. Under normal circumstances it would have reached total activity some time ago.”


  Then I heard a mighty encouraging sound. The elevator starting back again. Over the Professor’s protests I grabbed him by the arm and dragged him to the shaft. The car came into sight and with it came our buddy, the red head, and a lean erect old man, with snapping gray eyes and a mouth like a bear trap.


  “I’m Ericson,” he snapped, stepping from the elevator, “Construction chief on this job. Now what’s the idea of you men holding up this blast?”


  The red head was moving toward me but he stopped when I stooped down and picked up a spike maul and nonchalantly twirled it around my head.


  Then the Professor was talking and the belligerent look on Ericson’s face faded to one of astonishment. For the next few minutes the air was blue with formulae, symbols, equations, figures, technical terms and about thirty dozen references to U-235.


  WHEN he finished talking the lines on Ericson’s forehead had deepened to thick wrinkles that spread like wings over his eyes. Without saying a word he walked to the window and peered in at Nellie. When he turned to us again his face was grave and haggard.


  “It’s monstrous,” he spoke with an effort. “The city must be warned. No time can be lost. Evacuation of this area must begin at once. Under normal circumstances, from what you’ve told me, the U-235 would already have released its energy.”


  I started to follow them from the tunnel when something the Professor had said, and Ericson had just repeated stuck in my mind.


  Under normal circumstances!


  They had both used that phrase. They had both said that under normal circumstances Nellie would have been blown to smithereens long before this. I’m no scientist but even the cops will admit I’m a pretty fair amateur detective.


  “Professor,” I yelled, “Mr. Ericson—wait a minute.” I dashed after them, a wild goofy idea popping around in my head. I grabbed Ericson first. “What is there in that blasting chamber,” I asked, “that is different from outside, or normal conditions?”


  “Nothing,” he answered a trifle irritably, “Nothing, that is, except greater air pressure.”


  I almost passed out right then from sheer shock at having guessed right. “Can you,” I asked shakily, “increase that air pressure?”


  “Yes,” he barked, “but what in hades—”


  “You’ll see,” I snapped, “If you want to save the people of this city you’ll do as I say. I want all the pressure you’ve got turned on in that air chamber.”


  For an instant I suspected where he was going to tell me to go to, but I guess my fanatically sincere appearance must have changed his mind because he turned to the red head and said, “Turn on the pressure. I’ll tell you when to stop.”


  I felt my knees filling with water and my whole body began to shake like—well any simile I can think of sounds weak so I’ll just skip it. I knew that the responsibility for countless lives was on my shoulders but it was too late to turn back now.


  I hurried to the window and peered in at Nellie. She was still puffed up to her abnormal state. In fact she looked worse.


  The Professor and Ericson were peering over my shoulder. I nudged Ericson and whispered, “More pressure.”


  Ericson waved his hand behind him and, looking over his shoulder I saw the red head twisting a valve.


  I looked back at Nellie but she was still swelled up like a little basketball.


  “More pressure,” I hissed again to Ericson and he waved his hand again. Sweat was popping out on my forehead and pouring down my cheeks in tiny rivulets.


  For a moment nothing changed and then I heard the Professor’s voice bubbling with excitement.


  “Look, man, look,” he almost screamed. “She’s shrinking, she’s shrinking.”


  IT was true. Nellie’s bloated abdomen was rapidly shrinking and in a few seconds she had regained her sylphlike figure. Amazed, she rolled to her feet and scampered playfully about, obviously delighted with her sudden change.


  “It—it—it’s not possible,” Ericson was stuttering. The pressure in there would crush a man like a cardboard box. Something’s wrong.”


  “There’s nothing wrong,” I said with a pardonable smugness, “I got it all figured out. The U-235 on Nellie’s inside is pushing out, and the air pressure on the outside is pushing in—so,” I spread out my hands in a gesture of the Professor’s, “all that was necessary was to balance the two pressures, make them equalize each other. We’ve done that and as a result everything’s okay. Without the U-235, Nellie would be crushed by the air pressure. Without the air pressure she’d be blown apart by the U-235. Simple isn’t it?”


  The Professor sagged against the wall, mopping his brow with a handkerchief. “You call it simple,” he demanded, “If you’re right it’s the most brilliant deduction I’ve ever heard.”


  “It seems to be working,” Ericson said, “but what if the U-235 begins to exert more pressure? What happens then?”


  “We increase the air pressure,” I answered, “until the increased inside pressure is neutralized.”


  This science business is a snap if you just use the common sense approach.


  “But,” Ericson swallowed nervously, “she’ll starve in there. How are we going to feed her?”


  “We can use an air lock,” the Professor answered, “the same type they use on submarines.”


  Ericson frowned thoughtfully and then his head nodded in agreement. “Yes, we can do that. We’ve got the material right here. It shouldn’t be much of a job.” The frown faded on his face and his lips parted in a relieved smile, “Well, sir, it looks like we—” His voice suddenly choked off in a strangled bellow.


  “Wait a minute” he roared, “How’re we going to move this confounded mouse?” He glared accusingly at the Professor and me as if he expected one of us to whip out the blue prints and specifications for the job. “I’ve got a schedule to maintain and this chamber is right in the middle of the tunnel.


  We’ve got to go through here. Now what about it?”


  The Professor shook his head with finality. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but surely you realize we can’t move Nellie now.”


  “Oh my God,” Ericson gasped. He sat down suddenly on a pile of rock, his face going white and red by turns. “Do you mean we’ve got to detour the Chicago subway” his voice was so thick it almost strangled him, “because, because of a mouse?”


  The Professor nodded. “As long as that U-235 is active it would be running a terrible risk to think of moving her. Only when that unit of U-235 has released it’s energy will it be safe to move Nellie.”


  Ericson’s head jerked up, hope dawning in his eyes.


  “How long will that take?” he asked eagerly. “Maybe I can hold things up for a while.”


  The Professor counted quickly on his fingers and then closed his eyes. I could see his lips moving rapidly.


  Finally he opened his eyes and beamed brightly at the haggard figure of the superintendent. “I should say,” he said pleasantly, “that a conservative estimate would be about two thousand years.”


  Ericson tried to say something, but the words choked off in a horrified gurgle.


  “So I’m afraid you’ll just have to keep increasing the pressure from time to time,” Waldo said. He had stepped back in front of the heavy glass observation window again. “Oh my,” he bleated. “You’d better put on some more pressure now. I think Nellie is beginning to show signs of swelling once more!”


  Then Ericson found his voice. “Good God, man. Don’t you realize that we’ve got all the pressure on now? We can’t possibly make any more!”


  I had been standing there, feeling like an eleventh finger or a third eye, when suddenly The Old Light began to burst over me. It was another idea. Screwy maybe—but an idea!


  “Wait right here!” I yelled excitedly. “I’ll be back. I think I’ve got it! Wait here!”


  I WHIPPED off, leaving Ericson and Waldo standing by the chamber, looking after me as though they suspected I’d gone mad, but hoped I hadn’t. In something like four minutes after I’d given the signal at the bottom of the shaft, I was up on terra firma again, jumping off the elevator and dashing toward a taxi parked at a stand near the curb.


  The favors I’ve done for people in this man’s town quite often come in handy. This was one of those times.


  I gave the cabbie the address I wanted. And flashing my press card in his mug, I told him not to spare the horses. He took me at my word, and we’d no sooner hurtled down Randolph Street—barreling through four red lights—than sweet music came to my ears. The wailing sirens of three motorcycles!


  A few quick words, and we had the motorcycle cops as escorts. From now-on-in, the way was going to be plenty clear. Three more blocks, and we drew up in front of the Fire Station. I was out of the cab like a shell from a Bertha, and in three minutes had spilled my story—plus my demands—into the ear of the Chief.


  “I can’t do it, Hosk,” Chief Martin said, “you know I can’t!”


  “Listen,” I answered, pouring on the heat, “get on the telephone, if you have to and get the Marshal’s okay. But,” and I made my voice imply a lot of things, “get those trucks wheeling, before I have a surge of memory about a certain arson case!”


  Martin turned white, but managed a sickly, eager sort of grin. “Sure, Hosk, anything you say. We won’t have to get an okay. Glad to help you!” Then he was off sounding the alarm.


  The motors of two huge fire wagons were thrumming into action as I dashed out of the station and back into the cab. Chief Martin was at the door, yelling after me.


  “But where to, Hosk?”


  I’d almost forgotten that rather important detail. But time being an essence, and not wanting him to get a chance to change his mind, I yelled: “Follow us!”


  Then the cab was lurching away to the second address I’d given the driver. The motorcycle cops were still serving escort, and inside of thirty seconds, two fire trucks had careened out of the Station and were whaling along on our tail. The din was terrific.


  The good citizens of Chicago, lined along the streets of the Loop as we headed back east, must have thought that a special prevue of Hell was being advertised in advance. Three coppers on bikes, sirens wailing, out in front of a comet-like cab—and the procession being rounded out by two fire wagons clanging and moaning in our wake—must have looked like some fun, definitely!


  Four minutes and twelve futile stop lights later, we wheeled up in front of a huge building near Twenty-Second Street and the lake. Once again I popped out of the cab and did a Jessie Owens into the place. The Allied Chemical company is a big joint, so it took me all of three minutes to barge past secretaries and find the boss, one Kendall Leeds.


  Leeds was at the window, staring out into the street at the fire trucks in front, a bewildered expression on his thin pan. He wheeled, as I burst into his office.


  “Hosk,” he blurted, “what’s all this ab—”


  I cut him short. Ken Leeds was a wordy devil if he once got started, and this was no time for how-have-you-beens. Talking like a dictaphone that’s been greased, I told him what I wanted. There was no need here for blackmail. For I’d gone to school with Ken, and he owed me plenty. Finally, he was shaking his head like a man with a twitch, so I knew it was okay.


  “Sure, sure,” Leeds was saying bewilderedly. “Sure, sure.”


  Then I got him to sit down at his telephone, and in another two minutes he had ordered out the necessary trucks. Portable units. Two of them.


  Leeds was behind me as I raced out of his office. “I gotta see this thing,” he shouted by way of explanation. By the time we had both climbed into the cab, his trucks had pulled up behind the fire buggies, and were ready to go.


  “Back to where I found you,” I yelled at the cabbie, and he threw the hack into gear, while the motorcops started their bikes again. The Fire Engines were behind us, and behind them were the two Allied Chemical trucks—some procession—and what time!


  WE scared hell out of practically ever last motorist on Michigan Boulevard as we screamed back north toward Lake Street, for there was darned little traffic to halt us. All cars were pulling over to the curb, their white-faced drivers piling out to see what was going on.


  The Salt Flats Speedway had nothing on old Boul Mich during the five minutes it took us to barrel down on Lake Street. Baby what a ride! Heart-in-the-mouth stuff. Leeds, sitting beside me in the cab, didn’t even open his mouth. He just stared, while the Chicago skyline blazed past us.


  All this time, there had been the desperate hope in my mind that Nellie wasn’t ballooning any further; that we’d be able to get back to the subway shaft in time. If that stuff went off—I had to close my eyes and clench my fists at the thought, whoooof!


  Tires screaming, we lurched around the corner of Lake and Michigan, and in several split seconds were plowing pell mell under the elevated structures, practically scorching the paint off the steel pillars flicking past us.


  Another screeching turn—in which we almost ran down four fear-frozen pedestrians—and we were at the subway shaft. It was with thirty-seven varieties of relief that I saw nothing had happened—yet. For if the U-235 had exploded in our absence, there wouldn’t have been any subway—well, there wouldn’t have been anything at all!


  We piled out.


  Chief Martin had his orders. So did Leeds of Allied Chemical. Twenty seconds after we screeched to a halt, they were bawling orders at their crews and I was racing to the elevator shaft.


  I knew that if we were too late we’d never know it. Supposing my idea didn’t work—I closed my eyes and groaned. It had to work, it just had to!


  Two firemen were unwinding a hose and clamping onto a fire hydrant. Seconds later they were hauling the slack of the hose onto the elevator.


  “All set,” Chief Martin snapped, following them and climbing over the coiled hose, “We’re ready. Where’s Leeds and his men?”


  I looked anxiously to Leed’s trucks and saw that his crews were unloading bulky apparatus from the rear tail gates.


  “They’ll be along,” I said. I looked at my watch. I’d been gone twenty-five minutes already. I didn’t have much more time. Minutes at the most.


  I gripped the descent cable with palms suddenly clammy. Two of Leed’s men moved awkwardly onto the elevator, carrying between them a heavy crated machine. Leeds, himself, pale and nervous followed them. I jerked the cable, and we were descending to the tunnel, to Nellie and—maybe—to our tomb!


  When the elevator stopped Leeds and Martin snapped instructions and I raced into the tunnel.


  The Professor and Ericson were still peering into the blasting chamber. They both wheeled as I charged into sight.


  “She’s about ready to go,” Ericson shouted, “Where have you been? What are we going to do? We’ve got—”


  HIS voice choked off as he saw the firemen swarming into the passageway behind me. The Professor leaped to my side and grabbed me by the arm.


  “My boy,” he gasped, “What are you thinking of? You can’t be thinking of—”


  “I’m not thinking,” I snapped, “I’m guessing. If I’ve guessed wrong—” I left the sentence hanging and turned to Chief Martin. “There’s an air lock connecting with this chamber. Tell your men to drag their hose there and I’ll help Leeds set up his apparatus.”


  The Professor was hanging onto my arm. “What are you doing?” he cried frantically, “You can’t flood that chamber!”


  “Why not?” I asked.


  “It won’t do any good,” he answered. “The pressure of the water will not be sufficient to equalize the U-235.”


  “Maybe not,” I snapped. I waved to Leeds to hurry and then turned back to the Professor. “Water won’t stop it,”’


  I said, “but maybe ice will.”


  “Ice?” Waldo echoed blankly.


  “That’s it,” I said. “That outfit that Leeds is connecting is a mobile refrigerating unit, capable of freezing water in somewhere near forty or fifty seconds. We’re going to flood that chamber and then freeze it solid. It’s the only thing I could think of.”


  “But,” the Professor gasped, “That won’t—” his voice trailed off weakly, and then suddenly he snapped his fingers.


  “Maybe you’re right son,” he cried, “Tremendous pressure is created by the process of freezing. It might be enough to counteract the U-235![*] Well,” he demanded suddenly, “What are you standing therefor? Let’s get to work!”


  “You said it,” I yelped.


  Everybody pitched in. The refrigerating unit was connected and turned on and water was flooded into the excavation chamber.


  “We’ll have to reinforce the entire chamber,” the professor was saying, “steel walls, with layers of concrete to make this chamber absolutely impregnable. Then with a permanent refrigerating unit installed here we can maintain this pressure indefinitely.”


  “What about Nellie?” I asked.


  The Professor smiled sadly. “Nellie is being sacrificed for the common good. But maybe she will be preserved by the refrigeration process. Eons from now when the U-235 has expended itself she may be able to resume her interrupted existence.”


  The water was rising to the top of the chamber and the refrigerating unit was functioning smoothly and in ten minutes tiny beads of ice were forming on the outside of the steel partition.


  I began to breathe easier, but it wasn’t until the entire chamber was frozen solid that I really relaxed. Then I went limp all over. Vaguely I could hear Ericson shouting: “What about my subway? What about my schedule?” but it seemed like such a minor detail that I didn’t bother to answer. The Professor beat me to it, anyway.


  “We can’t disturb this chamber,” he said emphatically. “We’ll install the necessary apparatus to keep this chamber frozen and it will have to stay that way. I’m sorry about your subway but I’m afraid you’ll just have to find another route.”


  Well they did. The papers announced that the subway was being rerouted because “unfavorable conditions” had been encountered.


  Nothing was said about Nellie or her stomach-full of U-235 or the protective armor of ice that encased them both. For the peace and security of the public mind it had been considered advisable to keep these things quiet.


  But the city officials know about it. They’ve appropriated a special fund to take care of the permanent refrigeration unit and they’ve also commissioned Professor Waldo to maintain the entire set-up.


  Naturally care is being exercised.


  They’re the most important frozen assets the city owns!


  [*] It is a well-known fact that water expands when it freezes, and many an expensive plumber’s bill has been submitted to careless persons who forget their science to the extent of allowing their water pipes to freeze. The force of a few cubic inches of water is sufficient to burst a strong steel pipe. Automobile motor blocks are shattered like glass by a few quarts of water. Therefore, it presents an interesting problem as to the amount of pressure that would be produced by a quantity of water such as this, filling a whole section of the Chicago Subway. Pressure on an ordinary automobile motor block, to burst it, requires several thousand pounds per square inch. It is quite logical to estimate that literally billions of pounds of pressure would be exerted by a large quantity of water such as this.


  ADOPTED SON OF THE STARS


  First published in the March 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Only once in a million years could it have happened. But it happened now to Wilbur Wunch—and he became the luckiest man ever born!


  WILBUR WUNCH trudged wearily homeward through the wet, dismal night. His shoes squished protestingly at each tired step and his narrow shoulders were hunched against the penetrating dampness.


  It was gloomy, depressing weather and its lowering gloom settled like a sombre pall over Wilbur’s slightly frayed soul.


  He looked up at the rolling, leaden sky and thought of his cheerless spouse, Wilhimena. He thought of her first because there was something in the ominous banks of dull, gray clouds that reminded him of Wilhimena’s grim, frowning visage and secondly because the heavens always reminded him of Wilhimena’s favorite hobby—astrology.


  Astrology! How he hated even the word.


  It was his wife’s second favorite topic. Her first was a sort of continuous rambling recrimination against Wilbur for not making more money. When she was not berating him for his lack of money-making ability she was casting horoscopes, visiting astrologists and mooning over the stars and their orbits.


  Wilbur sighed. For an envious moment he thought wistfully of the delights of a bachelor existence.


  His musings centered on one Joe Bloddget, an unmarried young devil with a low-slung car, a bachelor apartment and hosts of friends.


  Joe Bloddget had a much better job than himself. He had a much better existence. He had much more fun. He enjoyed life to the full and did whatever he wanted to do.


  It wasn’t fair, he thought darkly, that one human being should be so happy and another human being be so miserable. He could be like Joe Bloddget if—he derailed that particular train of thought with a jerk and hurried on homeward.


  Wilhimena would be waiting for him to peel the potatoes for supper and if he wasn’t there on the dot there’d be an eruption that would make Vesuvius pale into insignificance. With a frantic glance at his watch he broke into a trot . . .


  HE stumbled up the steps of his modest bungalow with twenty seconds to spare. He let himself in quietly but before he could take off his damp brown overcoat or kick off his muddy rubbers his wife’s shrill voice cut through the stillness of the house like a knife.


  “Wilbur! Is that you?”


  She asked or rather bawled the same question every night. Once Wilbur had answered: “No, it’s Santa Claus!” but he had never tried it again.


  He answered now: “Yes, my dear,” as he shrugged out of his coat and scuffed off his rubbers with a resigned, hangdog listlessness.


  “Wilbur,” his wife’s voice conveyed a note of suspicious cordiality, “come into the front room at once. There’s someone here I’m just dying to have you meet.”


  Wilbur struggled against a sputtering, growing feeling of outrage. It was supper time but that didn’t bother Wilhimena, oh no. Her friends could lounge around the house from morning till night and that was just fine. He didn’t count. His friends were treated as if they had the mange.


  “Coming, my dear,” he said resignedly.


  He forced a weak smile over his features and then he marched through the hall into the front room and into the presence of his wife and another sour-looking female who squatted complacently in his lounging chair.


  His wife stood up and he wondered for the four-hundred-fifty-fifth time what he had ever seen in her. She was a tall thin creature with a strong hatchet face that seemed to be waiting to chop at something. Her black hair was pulled into a tight knot at the back of her leathery neck and her gray lips were usually pressed tightly together. Now they were parted slightly in a poor facsimile of a welcoming smile.


  “Wilbur,” she said sharply, “I want you to meet Miss Elvira Chittling. Miss Chittling, my husband.”


  Wilbur nodded and tried to look as if it were a great privilege. Miss Chittling was a huge, lumpy woman with a dull, bovine expression and coarse yellow hair that drooped discouragingly about her sloping shoulders.


  She was looking at him appraisingly, he noticed.


  “What house?” she asked suddenly. “H-house,” floundered Wilbur, “what do you mean?”


  “I mean what house were you influenced by,” she repeated in a slightly exasperated voice. “What stellar combinations guide your destiny? Sagittarius, Capricorn, Uranus—”


  “I’m sorry, Elvira,” his wife was acidly apologetic, “Mr. Wunch knows nothing of astrology. He refused to take lessons with me, refused to avail himself of the guidance of the stars—and look at him! Barely able to keep soul and body together. And as for me,” she stared heavenward like a martyr, “only they know what I’ve been through.”


  Wilbur sighed despairingly. “Who are they?” he asked.


  “The stars,” his wife said, in the voice of one who has learned not to look for intelligence in her listeners, “the stars that guide our destiny know the suffering I’ve seen.”


  She bowed her head and Miss Chittling bowed her head and Wilbur thought forlornly of his delayed supper.


  “Will you excuse me,” he said timidly, “you two girls probably have some er-er-stars to talk over so I’ll just step—”


  “Mr. Wunch,” the lumpy Miss Chittling’s voice disorganized his retreat, “have you ever been cast?”


  “You mean thrown?” Wilbur offered blankly.


  “I mean,” Miss Chittling gathered volume and dignity, “have you ever had your horoscope cast?”


  “Well, no,” Wilbur admitted guiltily. Miss Chittling surveyed him through narrowed lids and then beckoned imperatively. “Come here,” she said softly. “Your time has come. The time for the stars to make known to you their will and desires has arrived. Sit beside me.”


  “But,” Wilbur protested feelingly, “I don’t care what the stars have in store for me. I want my supper.”


  “Wilbur!”


  Wilbur winced at the lash of his wife’s tone. When her voice developed that particular edge it was no time to quibble.


  “All, right,” he said wearily. With a last wistful look in the direction of the kitchen he seated himself before the hefty figure of Miss Chittling.


  SHE was opening a leather portfolio and pulling out a number of sheets of heavy paper with intricate designs and circles drawn upon them. Wilbur noticed a clock-wise arrangement on the largest sheet of paper. It was crisscrossed by a half-dozen lines and in each division of the circle there was the picture of some animal. Bulls, goats and other animals that Wilbur couldn’t get a good look at.


  “Astrology,” he mumbled.


  He noticed that his wife and Miss Chittling looked up rather sharply at him so he laughed weakly. “Heh, heh. Astrology, great stuff. Fine hobby.”


  “Astrology,” Miss Chittling informed him sternly, “is no hobby.[*] Mr. Wunch, I want you to answer some questions for me. First the date of your birth.”


  Wilbur told her. He also confided rather reluctantly a number of other things which Miss Chittling digested in sombre silence.


  “Hmmm,” she pursed her lips and frowned moodily, “very interesting, very interesting.” Her fingers ran up and down the various charts like plump rabbits chasing one another, finally stopped in one of the divisions of the largest circle. The one with animals, Wilbur noticed.


  Miss Chittling then proceeded to take down some figures on a piece of scratch paper, then closed her eyes and leaned back in the chair.


  Wilbur watched her furtively. Her lips were moving, and he could hear her breath whistling through her uneven teeth. She seemed to be mumbling some strange words that made no sense at all to Wilbur. It might be, Wilbur thought worriedly, that there was something to this astrology business after all. Maybe—


  “Incredible!” Miss Chittling’s shout blasted through his furtive thoughts.


  “It’s incredible, simply incredible,” Miss Chittling repeated again with less volume but considerably more feeling. “In all my years of astrological research I have never encountered a more remarkable phenomenon.”


  “Elvira,” Wilhimena Wunch snapped out the word, “what is it? What is so remarkable about Wilbur’s horoscope?” Wilbur squirmed uneasily. Maybe he had been tried and found wanting by some unfriendly star.


  “It is one of those things,” Miss Chittling informed the world in general and Wilhimena Wunch in particular, “that occurs but once in millions of years.” She turned to Wilbur. “You are very fortunate, Mr. Wunch, that you have the benefit of this information.”


  “Am I?” Wilbur asked unenthusiastically.


  “Mr. Wunch,” Miss Chittling said, “tomorrow amazing things are in store for you. A galaxy of stellar bodies have centered their influence on you and you will be most susceptible to their effect tomorrow as the sun sets.”


  Wilbur tried to appear properly impressed. “Gosh,” he said. This sounded rather inadequate so he added, “Gee.”


  “IT is not a light matter,” Miss Chittling informed him sternly. “You must plan now to take advantage of the friendly influence of these myriad stars that have, for some reason, interested themselves in your welfare.”


  “That right nice of them,” Wilbur said politely, “but—”


  “Oh, Elvira!” his wife cried, “are things really that favorable?”


  “I have said,” Miss Chittling replied majestically, “that I have never seen anything like it.”


  “Well,” Wilbur said cautiously, “this has been a lot of fun but I’m kind of hungry now so I think—”


  “You stupid, miserable fool,” his wife blazed at him. “Is that all you can think about? Don’t you realize your own good fortune?”


  That was easy. “No,” said Wilbur, “I don’t.”


  Miss Chittling harrumphed herself into the conversation.


  “I will try and explain it to you, Mr. Wunch. When one star’s friendly influence is directed toward a person that person is considered to be extremely fortunate or lucky. That is no doubt the origin of the expression ‘born under a lucky star’. But,” Miss Chittling paused to sniff, “there is no such thing as luck, merely stellar intervention in human affairs. But in your case, Mr. Wunch, not one, but millions of stars are interceding in your behalf.”


  “What for?” Wilbur asked breathlessly.


  “That, I cannot answer,” Miss Chittling replied with rare modesty, “but I do know, Wilbur Wunch, that tomorrow will be a miraculously fortunate day in your life.”


  “That’s fine—”


  “If,” Miss Chittling rumbled imperturbably on, “you know how to take advantage of your good fortune.”


  “You will help him, won’t you?” Wilhimena spoke imploringly, “you will be good enough to help him won’t you, Elvira?”


  Wilbur scratched his head. “I don’t understand,” he said bewilderedly. “If I’m going to be so lucky tomorrow what I need any help for?”


  Miss Chittling smiled. “Silly boy,” she murmured, “you will be lucky tomorrow, yes. But you need someone to coordinate and concentrate the diffused star force so that the total effect of its intercession will be felt. I can do this. I can, by special observation and interpretation, combine the loose threads of stellar influence so that your good fortune will be received in one lump, so to speak.”


  “How?” asked Wilbur.


  “By meteor study,” Miss Chittling declared impressively. “I study the relation of meteorites to star force to human destiny.”


  Wilbur swallowed. “T—that’s logical enough,” he offered timorously.


  Miss Chittling delved into the portfolio again and came up with a leather bag. The contents she emptied into her lap.


  WILBUR saw that they were stones and small rock fragments of various sizes, shapes and hues. Miss Chittling pawed through them and finally picked out three pieces of slate gray rock about the size of ice cubes.


  “What are those?” Wilbur asked uncertainly.


  “Meteor fragments,” Miss Chittling explained briefly. She seemed too busy now to talk any further. She had drawn forth from the portfolio a queer contraption of steel and wires that looked somewhat like a combination of a slide rule and grocery scale. Into a compartment she dropped a meteor fragment and then she moved an indicator along a calibrated bar until it seemed to catch in a tiny notch. Then she removed the meteor fragment from the compartment and inserted the remaining two.


  “I think this is it,” she said, spacing her words very carefully. “I think this is it.”


  “Oh, Elvira,” Wilhimena Wunch said breathlessly, “I hope you’ve found it.” In her excitement Wilhimena’s face flushed red and white like a barber pole. Her predatory nose was hooked forward like a sharp claw and her thin chest rose and fell like a bellows.


  Miss Chittling suddenly slumped against the back of her chair and closed her eyes. “It is over,” she murmured throatily. “I have succeeded. These meteor fragments possess the correct equation to balance the star forces with human destinies. Each of these fragments,” she raised the stones dramatically above her head, “are tuned to the galaxy of stars that are about to determine your fate. As the sun sets tomorrow your stars will be in the ascendency. Make known your desires then and they will be granted. Each stone represents an accumulation of good fortune and for each stone a wish can be granted.”


  “You mean,” Wilbur said unbelievingly, “because of the stones and the stars and everything my wishes will be granted tomorrow?”


  Miss Chittling nodded. She seemed to be spent from her exertions.


  “Oh, that’s simply wonderful,” Wilhimena cried in her crow-like voice. “Think of it! Riches, money, jewels—everything I’ve always wanted.”


  The enthusiasm was contagious. “Gee,” Wilbur said happily, “I can get that fishing rod I’ve always wanted.”


  “Fishing rod!” Wilhimena’s voice was close to the cracking point. “That’s all you can think of. I’ll decide what we’re going to get from your wishes and don’t you forget it.”


  Wilbur felt a shivery premonition crawl up his spine. Wilhimena, nagging and fretful, was bad enough, but Wilhimena, grasping and greedy, would be impossible. But the faint fires of revolt had long ago been stamped out in Wilbur’s soul.


  “Yes, my dear,” he replied meekly. Miss Chittling’s plump hand fluttered weakly. “Six dollars please,” she said, in a voice just above a whisper.


  “Pay her,” hissed Wilhimena. Wilbur’s hand automatically dug into his pocket but his soul writhed with injustice. He had six dollars—just six dollars—saved aside for the entrance fee in his bowling league. No money, no bowling!


  He laid the money in Miss Chittling’s pink palm and watched the fingers close over it like the leaves of some flesh-eating plant.


  “Thank you for the donation,” she murmured weakly. “Now I must go. I must rest, rest.”


  She handed the three stones t© Wilbur and climbed heavily to her feet. “Use your good fortune wisely,” she said as she started for the door.


  Wilbur watched her leave, feeling like the man who bought the Brooklyn bridge at a “sacrifice price.” So absorbed was he that he didn’t feel the tug on his sleeve until it was repeated with sufficient force to jerk him halfway around.


  His wife faced him. Her cold, hard features were stamped in a mask of greed and triumph. “Stop wool gathering, you fool,” she snapped, “and give me those meteor fragments.”


  “I SHOULD really have gone to work today,” Wilbur Wunch said plaintively the next afternoon. “I’ve never missed a day before. They’ll—”


  “Oh, shut up, you miserable little worm,” Wilhimena stormed wrathfully. She was pacing nervously up and down the length of the living room casting impatient glances at the bright afternoon sun.


  “Can’t you think of anything but that precious office?” she snapped viciously. “Can’t you think about me? You’ve never given me the things I deserved. Money, jewels, position! Other women have them, but not Wilbur Wunch’s wife. I’ve slaved and suffered and scrimped through the years and now that you have the chance to do something for me you worry about the office.”


  She paused and glanced down at the three stone fragments in her hand. “These will give me the things I’ve always craved. You couldn’t do it and now that you’ve got the opportunity you’d think that you’d be happy to make amends.”


  Wilbur Wunch sighed. Wilhimena had been particularly unbearable since the astrologist had predicted that his three wishes would come true. All she had talked about had been the money, the jewels, the servants that she expected. She had made him stay home from work that day to be on hand at sunset, the appointed hour. Wilbur had the very definite suspicion that life would be far from pleasant if Wilhimena’s desires were gratified.


  The sun, he noticed, was dropping into the horizon, a flaming red ball on the edge of the world. Wilhimena turned to him, her thin narrow features set rigidly.


  “It’s time,” she said. “I’ll tell you what to wish.”


  Wilbur squirmed uncomfortably. He didn’t like the set-up. He felt foolish. If Wilhimena was so interested and so greedy why shouldn’t she be the one to wish?


  “All right,” he said petulantly, “but


  I don’t see why I had to get lucky all at once. It’s upset my whole day. I’d be a lot happier if I didn’t have anything to do with this.”


  “Don’t worry,” Wilhimena snapped acidly, “you aren’t going to have much to do with this affair. I’m going to arrange that.”


  “Why—why, what do you mean?” faltered Wilbur.


  “Just this,” Wilhimena faced him, her hands resting belligerently on her angular hips. “It’s time for you to wish now. The sun is going down. And you’re going to wish just what I tell you. Your first wish will be to wish that I had the wishing power for the remaining two stones. Do you understand me?”


  “Why sure,” Wilbur said, “you want the power to make the wishes. That’s all right with me because I never wanted it anyway. That astrologer said I was going to be real happy and lucky today but I never felt worse in my life. So you’re welcome to it. I wish that you had the power to make the two remaining wishes. There! Does that make you feel any better?”


  “I’ll know in a little while,” Wilhimena cried excitedly. She squared her narrow shoulders and threw back her head. “I wish I had one million dollars,” she said loudly.


  Wilbur sighed discouragedly. If Wilhimena got her wish it would be a calamity. She would turn into an unbearable, arrogant over-proud snob. He shuddered contemplating it. What his own life would be he hardly dared think about. In the middle of these unpleasant thoughts the doorbell rang.


  WILHIMENA answered it and an instant later he heard a shrill, hysterical shriek sounding through the house. He started for the front of the house but he met Wilhimena scurrying wildly toward him. Her thin face was flushed with fanatical exultance.


  “It worked,” she screamed, “it worked.”


  “What did?” he asked her dazedly. For the first time he noticed the letter she was clutching in her hands.


  “The stars,” she cried, “the stars have done it. My wish has been granted. A distant relative of mine died and left me his fortune. It amounts to just exactly one million dollars. I’m rich, rich, d’y’hear? RICH!”


  She danced around the room, hugging the letter to her bosom, crying and screaming frantically.


  Wilbur watched her in silence. It was worse than he had thought it would be. And that was saying a lot. He watched her calm down, watched the greedy cunning creep into her face.


  “I suppose,” she said quickly, “that you think you have some claim on this money. I can see it in your face. You think because you gave me the wishes you deserve half of the money. Well you don’t, do you hear me? You don’t. It’s mine and I intend to keep every cent of it for myself.”


  Wilbur knew his wife too well to be surprised by her selfishness. He only wondered gloomily about the black, unenviable future that stretched before him. He thought of Joe Bloddget and sighed wistfully.


  “And don’t forget,” Wilhimena thrust herself into his pleasant dreams, “I still have another wish.” She glared at him scornfully and Wilbur would have sworn that her eyes actually glittered like they’re reported doing in fiction.


  “I’ve made up my mind,” she said deliberately, “but before I make my wish there are a few things I want to tell you. First I want to tell you how much I despise you. How much your beaten, insignificant, frightened little mind disgusts me. Then I want to tell you that I’ve laughed at you for years and I’ve enjoyed brow-beating you because I knew you never had the courage to talk back. You’re a despicable, revolting little worm, Wilbur Wunch, and I had to tell you that before I left you for good.”


  “Leave me?” Wilbur gasped.


  “Do you think I’m fool enough to stay now that I have money?” Wilhimena demanded ruthlessly. “I’ve got the money I need and here’s my last wish.” She stood before him a picture of incarnate rage and triumph—thin, bitter, mean, cruel and scornful.


  “I wish,” she said spitefully, “that I’d never met you, Wilbur Wunch.” Wilbur opened his mouth, but before he could speak a blinding flash shot through the room and then all hell seemed to explode in his face.


  Before everything went black he had a kaleidoscopic image of the room whirling dizzily, Wilhimena’s lean features a mask of fright and amazement, and then the entire flashing picture merged into reeling fathomless blackness . . .


  WILBUR WUNCH had braced himself against the incredible, blinding shock that had assailed him. Braced himself, while bunching his hands into tight knots. But then, miraculously, the roaring had faded, the room seemed to be regaining balance. And Wilbur opened his eyes.


  Everything was quiet, everything was beautiful, but—the realization struck him with the suddenness and force of blackjack in a dark alley—everything was totally changed!


  Wilbur Wunch was no longer in the modest living room of his home! He was in a strange, luxurious apartment.


  Dazedly, semi-hysterically, he looked wildly about. A thousand fears battled for admission to his mind. There was no Wilhimena in this apartment, and even the clothes he was wearing were not the drab garments that usually concealed his slight frame.


  Then, looking down, Wilbur realized for the first time that he clutched a cocktail glass in his hand and that he stood—clad in a red velvet dressing gown—before a duplex, super-tone radio.


  Understanding broke on Wilbur like the sun beaming suddenly through gray clouds. He smiled and squared his shoulders and tasted the drink in the glass he held in his hand.


  It was delightful. He took another sip and his smile widened until he was chuckling merrily. He laughed out loud. It was a good, ringing laugh and it echoed cheerily through the sumptuous apartment.


  Wilbur laughed until his sides ached, until he collapsed on the soft sofa, doubled up with the gleeful mirth that coursed through him. He didn’t stop until the tears streamed down his cheeks and he sat up too weak to laugh any more.


  It was glorious. And the most glorious part of it was the fact that Wilhimena had caused this wonderful change.


  For her last spiteful wish had been that she had never met him. And what was more important she had gotten her wish!


  For here he was—Wilbur Wunch, Bachelor. Wilbur Wunch, who had never met Wilhimena Wunch. A free, different Wilbur Wunch, who enjoyed the same delights and advantages that one Joe Bloddget enjoyed.


  But that was not why he laughed until he was weak. It was Wilhimena and her loss of the million dollars that made him laugh. For if she had never met him she could never have wished and never received the money. Oh, it was glorious.


  He sank back into the sofa and picked up his glass. Through the high windows of his glorious new apartment he could see a myriad stars winking down at him, friendly and cheerful.


  He winked back. “You said I was going to be lucky,” he chortled, “and buddies you sure gave me the jackpot.”


  Then he started laughing all over again.


  That astrology stuff was okay!


  [*] Astrology is not regarded generally as a true science, but as a pseudo science. Many people believe the stars do have an influence on events, and science itself does not deny that this may be the case. Certainly powerful radiations are emanated by all super-heated bodies, such as the stars are, and conceivably, they may effect our bodies and minds, and in that manner, events. However, cold bodies, like the planets, on which astrology is largely based, cannot affect us that way, and the powers attributed to them are largely mythical, and not to be confused with the science of astronomy.


  KILLER’S TURNABOUT


  First published in the April 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Rick Terrence had a perfect plot to murder Kurt Van Dorf, but what he didn’t know is that Kurt had a perfect plan too . . .


  RICK TERRENCE climbed into his heavy lead metal fibre spacesuit and pulled long flexible metallic gloves over his already covered hands. He lifted a heavy lead helmet from an open locker built into the wall of the tiny space ship; but before clamping it over his head he turned to the other occupant of the ship a curious smile playing over his heavy, dark features.


  “It isn’t necessary for me to remind you, my dear Kurt,” he said smoothly, “that we’re in this together. We both have blood on our hands and if we don’t hang together we’ll certainly hang separately.” His faint smile widened displaying chalk white teeth and outlining his jutted jaw more clearly. “Which is my little way,” he went on, “of informing you that I won’t stand for any funny business. Not that I don’t trust you and all that but I think we should understand each other.” Kurt Van Dorf’s lean face remained impassive but his eyes were watchful and wary. “I understand you,” he said slowly, “you’re not the most subtle person in the world, y’know.”


  “Fine,” Rick smiled, “I just wanted to be sure you did.” He waved his heavily gloved hand in mock salute. “Toodle oo, old chap; back in ten minutes.” Clamping the space-oxygen helmet over his head he opened the door of the ship and stepped into the air chamber. A minute or so later Kurt heard the outer air chamber door close with a muffled bang.


  Moving swiftly, Kurt crossed to a heavily lead-glass glazed window and peered after his partner’s heavy figure until he saw it disappear into one of the shallow craters that dimpled the ragged surface of the tiny asteroid.


  Then he looked at his watch. Ten minutes to work. A cruel gloating smile touched his lips. More than enough time for the job he had in mind. What was it Rick had said? They both had blood on their hands; that was it. In a few more minutes, Kurt thought with grim amusement, he’d have more blood on his hands. The blood of his partner and associate in crime, Rick Terrence, to be exact.


  Turning from the window he crossed to a work bench, reached under it and drew forth a small slender cylinder. It looked harmless enough, he thought cynically, but it was filled with a deadly poison gas, odorless and colorless. It was part of the careful, deliberate scheme he had worked out weeks ago. It paid to be careful when there were millions of dollars in the balance.


  He and Rick had been laboratory assistants to the old, internationally renowned chemist and physicist, Percy Berkshire. They discovered one day in clearing out some of his files that he had figured out the exact location of an asteroid abounding in free radium. For a moment they had stared silently at the papers and then Rick had looked up and smiled. His curious, mirthless smile.


  “Good deal of money—and power—here,” he’d said casually.


  Kurt had nodded, his brain working swiftly. There was money and power in this knowledge. Money and power he intended to be his alone.


  “The old man.” Rick’s voice had been almost lazy, “would never stand for exploitation. He probably intends to give these figures and data to the Government.”


  “Be a pity,” he’d observed casually, “if anything happened to dear Professor Berkshire, wouldn’t it?”


  From that moment on they had plotted the old scientist’s death. In the end it had been ridiculously easy. They both knew of his weak heart and one day in the laboratory Kurt had lured him close to an open conduit on a generator and Rick had “accidentally” stumbled into him, knocking his frail old figure across the live wire.


  The coroner’s report had read: “Heart attack resulting from accidental electrocution.”


  FOR a week or so Rick and he had separated until the slight furor caused by the scientist’s death had subsided and then they got together and made their plans for the trip to the isolated asteroid of radium.


  When they reached it they discovered that the old scientist had been right. If anything, he had been too conservative in his estimate of the amount of free radium existing there.


  Radium—by the ton. Its value was beyond computation. They had loaded their lead storage compartments with pound after pound of pure radium and this was just the start. More trips would follow but, Kurt thought exultantly, Rick would not be along. Rick was going to die, swiftly, painlessly, silently, never knowing what had happened to him. And the money and power represented by the radium asteroid would belong solely to Kurt Van Dorf.


  He was close now to the realization of his dream. So close that his heart hammered painfully with anticipation and his tongue was raw and dry in his mouth.


  He crossed to a divan built against the wall and tucked the cylinder of poison gas beneath one of the leather pillows. He sat down next to it, his breath coming fast. Only one more step and his plan would be complete. He waited for several minutes, calming his jumpy nerves, and then he heard the outer door of the air lock open.


  In a few more seconds the ship door swung inward and Rick’s awkward, helmeted figure moved into the ship.


  Kurt watched him closely as he stripped off his gloves, removed his helmet and space suit. If he suspected anything—


  “Well,” he asked casually, “did you find anything changed?”


  Rick hung up his space suit before replying, “I don’t know.” He was frowning. “I came across some bare stretches about fifty yards from the ship that I don’t think we noticed before. It may be that the radium is only an outer crust surrounding an ordinary silica core. I think you’d better take a look-see at them.”


  It was the opportunity for which Kurt had been waiting.


  “I’ll take a look,” he said, “right away.” His hand slipped under the pillow, twisted the valve on the cylinder, until he could feel the gas escaping against his finger. He stood up then, crossed to the locker and brought forth his space suit. It would take several minutes for the gas to fill the ship but he wasn’t taking any chances. He was getting out as soon as he could. He knew how swift and deadly the gas was. One or two deep breaths was about all a man could stand.


  He climbed hurriedly into his space suit, pulled on his metal gloves and moved to the door. He saw that Rick was in the observation room bending over a chart, his finger’s tracing one of the dotted space routes. Kurt smiled cynically. The poor fool was planning a trip he’d never make. In just about two more minutes the gas would be biting into his lungs, destroying Rick Terrence forever.


  “So long,” he called, careful to hold his breath. To himself he laughed: “Forever, you chump.”


  Rick turned from the charts and waved a hand. “Good bye,” he smiled. “I’ll be seeing you.”


  He continued to smile as Kurt stepped through the door but when the outer air lock door slammed, his expression faded to one of cynical contempt. “I’ll be seeing you,” he repeated savagely, “but it’ll be in hell.”


  HE wheeled then to the chart, made a calculation, set two gauges, and then shoved a throttle bar forward.


  “So long,” he shouted exultantly over the hum of the rocket exhausts. “I’ll be back for you Kurt Van Dorf—in six months.” He reached for the contact lever then, and for the first time noticed that his hand was trembling. He clenched his fist tightly and then he became aware of the peculiar lightness in his head and the sudden weakness in his knees.


  He sagged against the control board and laughed as he thought of Kurt.


  “Damn you,” he screamed, “You’re all alone, d’you understand? All alone because I’m leaving you all alone to die. All alone with a million tons of radium. My radium d’you hear? All mine, all mine.”


  He pulled himself erect, a giddy, sickening laugh bubbling in his throat. Everything was so funny—and black.


  He fumbled blindly for the contact lever. He had to get away. Had to get away right now. His fingers closed on the lever and with his last remaining strength he shoved it into position.


  The ship shuddered violently as energy contact was made and Rick stumbled against the chart board. He teetered blindly for an instant and then he crashed to the floor, a rushing wave of blackness enveloping him.


  The next instant the space ship took off with a hissing roar and seconds later it disappeared into the void, an arcing shower of sparks trailing its wake.


  THE FATE OF ASTEROID 13[*]


  First published in the May 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  When Philip Trent, Federation agent, went to Asteroid 13 to investigate a rumor, he nosed into plenty trouble!


  PHILIP TRENT, Federation agent, peered closely at the large photographic visi-screen erected before the controls of his trimly efficient space patrol ship.


  Asteroid 13 was coming into mooring range.


  Trent, alone in the small space craft, threw a lever and the repulsion rockets set up their rhythmic racket, decelerating the light-like velocity of the ship to mooring speed.


  Asteroid 13, member of a tiny group off Venus, was due for its annual Federation check-up.


  Trent picked up a televised report marked, ASTEROID 13 and glanced at it. Nothing very unusual. Abounded in Pelysium, the metal essential to all space craft construction; owned outright by a Venusian combine; and—last notation—mining foreman killed last week. Details vague. Something to check on.


  Trent tossed the report to one side and set the automatic mooring apparatus. He looked more like a scientist or a chart keeper than a member of the toughest and most efficient law enforcement body the universe had ever known—the Federation Police. He was of average height, with pleasant features and thick brown hair. He never seemed to be in much of a hurry and because of this some people had made the unfortunate mistake of assuming he couldn’t move fast. Because he was slow moving and slow speaking he attracted little attention. However men usually gave a second glance to his heavy, sloping shoulders and women usually noticed his deep, imperturbable brown eyes.


  13 was visible now, an oblong asteroid, a hundred miles or so in diameter. Trent sighted the tiny mooring tower and set his controls . . .


  Minutes later he was standing on the flaky soil of Asteroid 13. At the base of the mooring tower a half dozen chrome-alloy buildings had been erected. Trent noticed, with slight surprise, another space ship, a tiny single seater, set in a ground catapult. He noticed one other thing. A heavy wire fence had been erected around the mooring tower, the ground catapult and the small cluster of chromealloy buildings. It isolated a tiny section of the asteroid, making an exclusive island of it.


  He heard a sound then from the space ship on the ground. He turned as a man climbed from the small air lock door and advanced toward him.


  “My name is Hawkett,” the man said, “Fred Hawkett. In charge of 13. We ain’t partial to trespassers I might tell you. So whatever you got on your mind get it off quick.”


  Trent’s jaw tightened slightly.


  “You’re talking to the Federation now, friend,” he said softly, “so talk a little less loudly. I’m here for a check-up. So make up your mind to be accommodating.” Hawkett smiled insolently.


  “Sure I’ll fix you up. Why didn’t you just say who you were?”


  “Okay, forget it,” Trent said. “First, what about the mining foreman who was killed here? I want the facts on that and a few other things.”


  His eyes roved about the tiny fenced-in enclosure speculatively. The set-up puzzled him. Through the fence he could see some of the open surface of the asteroid. As far as the eye could reach, mining equipment was visible, the presence of the worked-out shafts marked by the huge metal lids that clamped over them.


  Trent rubbed his jaw and looked at Hawkett more closely. The man was a huge, barrel-chested specimen with dark, heavy features. His eyes were peculiar. Arrogant and yet—at the same time—there was wariness and uneasiness in his expression.


  “What about the foreman?” Trent asked. Hawkett shrugged.


  “Cave in. He was going buggy anyway so it’s just as well. Maybe he wandered into a dangerous tunnel on purpose. Who knows?”


  “That’s a lie, Fred Hawkett,” a voice said behind them.


  HAWKETT wheeled at the sound, his face going white with rage. Trent turned and saw a tall dark-haired girl standing close to the outside of the fence, a scornful expression curling her red lips. She wore rough, frayed breeches, knee high boots and white shirt open at the neck; but even these simple clothes could not completely conceal the lovely femininity of her slender form.


  “I told you to keep away from here,” Hawkett said harshly, “now clear out.” He advanced toward her, his heavy shoulders hunched angrily. “You hear me? Get out!”


  The girl’s chin rose slightly.


  “Not as long as you intend to lie about my father. His death was no accident. He was deliberately killed because he was trying to save the workers and the women and children who had come here to work because they trusted him.”


  Hawkett’s fist closed over an electric gun jammed in his belt.


  “Do you get back to the mines,” he grated, “or do I bum a hole through your arm?”


  The girl’s mouth went white at the corners but her eyes swung scornfully to Philip Trent.


  “I’ll go,” she said bitterly, “but I didn’t know the Federation had sold out to Big Bill Murdock too.”


  “Just a minute,” Trent said mildly. “I want to talk to you. Hawkett, take your hand off your gun.”


  “She’s nothin’ but a dirty little liar,” Hawkett blazed. His hand remained on his gun. “You’re mixin’ in something big, buddy,” he said harshly, “and it ain’t healthy for you.”


  “I said take your hand off that gun,” Trent repeated, but there was something else in his voice now.


  Hawkett heard it but he didn’t connect it with Trent’s sloping heavy shoulders and battered fists. His lips smiled.


  “So what?” he said tensely.


  Trent shrugged and walked toward Hawkett. There was something in his calm unhurried approach that caused Hawkett to lick his lips suddenly. When Trent was within four feet of him, Hawkett jerked his hand from the gun and lunged forward, his ham-like fist lashing out at Trent’s jaw.


  The blow landed high on Trent’s cheek. Trent shook his head and stepped inside Hawkett’s arms, his fists driving with wicked rhythm into Hawkett’s body. Hawkett doubled slightly and Trent stepped back. His heavy sloping shoulders snapped around behind a right cross that flicked out like a lightning bolt and landed like a baseball bat against the side of Hawkett’s jaw.


  Before Hawkett stopped rolling, Trent turned to the girl, his features relaxing again into their usual pleasantness.


  “I’m sorry about your father,” he said. “What’s wrong here?”


  The girl glanced humbly at Hawkett’s recumbent figure.


  “I’m sorry about what I said. I—I was upset.”


  “Forget it,” Trent said. He wanted to sound more gracious but words weren’t his business. “What’s up? And what’s your name?”


  “Gail O’Neil,” the girl answered, reserved again. “I’ll forget the apology as you wish. But you must help us. There are over two hundred miners held prisoner on this asteroid.”


  “Prisoner?” Trent echoed.


  “YES,” Gail answered, “can’t you see? The ship, the tower and the televise equipment is fenced off from the rest of the asteroid. One guard—Hawkins—remains here. When it starts he’ll save himself with the space ship in the catapult.”


  “When what starts?” Trent asked.


  “I forgot,” Gail said quickly, “you couldn’t know. For the past six weeks internal pressure has been building up inside Asteroid 13. 13 has a gaseous core and each ounce of ore removed from the crust weakens it. In other words 13 is ready to explode. My father knew this and was killed because of it. Big Bill Murdock refuses to remove the miners and their families until the last ounce of Pelyisium is removed. The men are forced to keep up production because they know they can’t leave until the ore is mined. But 13 won’t last that long. The two hundred lives don’t bother Murdock—it’s just his precious ore.”


  “If what you say is true,” Trent said slowly, “I’ll order immediate evacuation. But how do you know so definitely that 13 will explode?”


  “By the increasing internal pressure. Please let me inside,” Gail begged, “and I can show you what I mean.”


  Trent looked at the door in the fence and then stepped to Hawkett’s inert form, fished through his pocket until he found a ring of keys. In ten seconds more the girl was leading him quickly into the chromealloy office. She stopped before a switchboard covered with tiny rheostats and switches.


  “Each switch controls a shaft lid,” she explained. “Now watch that lid to the right of the mooring tower.” With one hand she engaged the switch.


  Trent watched the lid rise an inch—two—and then with breathtaking abruptness it snapped all the way open and a gusher of flame and steam shot a hundred yards into the air with a blinding flash.


  Quickly Gail disengaged the switch and the lid closed ponderously against the pressure of steam and gas.


  “That’s an indication,” Gail said, “of the tremendous pressure building up beneath the thin crust of 13.”


  Trent nodded.


  “Get the miners together,” he told the girl. “With all their possessions. I’m heading to Venus to see Mr. Murdock. I’ll have a transport back here as soon as possible.”


  “Oh that’s wonderful,” Gail breathed. “I’ll—we’ll never be able to thank you as we should.”


  “It’s just a job,” Trent said curtly. And then wished he hadn’t.


  Gail’s chin rose in the air.


  “I won’t forget that again. It’s not the human lives, of course. Just the job.”


  Trent started to explain, but suddenly he tensed as the hissing roar of rocket exhausts blasted the silence. He dashed from the office just in time to see a pin point of light disappearing into the void.


  “Hawkett,” he said bitterly, “on his way to warn Murdock.


  “Quick,” he snapped to Gail, “get the miners and their families together. Tell ’em not to take another ounce of ore from the crust. We’ll be back with a transport to pick ’em up as soon as we can.”


  “We?” Gail said.


  “Yeah,” Trent said, “you’ll have to put up with me for the next few hours. I need you to tell me everything you know about Murdock and this set-up while we’re arcing toward Venus. Snap it up.”


  Gail wasted no time. She returned in less than five minutes, having changed into a soft leather space shirt and trousers. With her was a horde of ragged, but happy, miners—women and children. They cheered enthusiastically when they sighted Trent and poured through the door in the fence to offer him encouragements. Trent looked about at the roughly honest faces of the workers and the wistfully hopeful faces of the women and children. A tight line of muscle bunched at his jaw.


  “We’ll make it soon as we possibly can,” he said quietly.


  “Murdock’s got a pretty tough gang,” one of the miners said doubtfully.


  “So has the Federation,” Trent said briefly.


  “TELL Mr. Murdock a Federation agent is here to see him!”


  Trent’s voice was as cold as the void itself. The trip from Asteroid 13 to this coastal Venusian city had taken two hours. Two hours which were, he knew, as two eternities to the people back on 13. The page to whom he delivered his demand disappeared through two chromeagleam doors which slid together and clicked softly after him. Trent looked briefly about the huge reception rooms with the glittering crystal walls and foamy blue marble floors and then back to Gail.


  “Wait here for me,” he said. “I won’t be long with Murdock. Then we’ll head for the commercial spaceport, to take over a transport.”


  He smiled at her then, with one of his rare smiles, and strode to the door through which the page had disappeared, jerked it open and strode into a luxuriously appointed office.


  At a huge desk at the far end of the room sat a man who dwarfed the desk itself. His arms, resting on the desk before him, looked like massive posts and his chest looked the size of an oak tree trunk. His head was in proportion to the rest of his body and was covered with black hair as coarse as rope. His face was fat but not so fat that the hard, heavy jaw line was completely concealed. The eyes were small and black, and as Trent strode toward the man, he felt that the little eyes were boring not only at him but through him. The page, a slender youth, was standing next to the desk, obviously frightened.


  “You wanted to see me?” Murdock asked in a gravel-throated voice. He nodded slightly to the page who disappeared silently.


  “You bet I do,” Trent answered. “If your man Hawkett has been here maybe you know why I’m here. In my official capacity as Federation agent I am ordering evacuation of Asteroid 13. And that order is effective immediately.”


  “Hawkett has been here,” Murdock said, “and I sort of expected you. I didn’t really expect you maybe, but I hoped you’d come. The only thing I enjoy more than a brave man is a fool, and you seem to be both, Mr. Trent.” Murdock leaned back in his chair and his mighty frame shook as he chuckled. “I’m not interested in the Federation. I’m interested in Pelyisium. Asteroid 13 is not going to be evacuated as you so optimistically expect. In fact, Hawkett is on his way back to 13 with a dozen guards to see that production is maintained. Does that satisfy all of your curiosity in connection with my business?”


  “It doesn’t satisfy me, Murdock,” Trent said quietly. “If you’ve decided to battle the Federation you won’t be setting a precedent. A lot of men have fought us. But remember this: No man has ever licked the Federation. If you disregard my order you’ll be facing the Inter-Planetary Tribunal inside of a week.”


  Murdock stood up, his pumpkin-like face crimson.


  “To hell with your orders,” he bellowed wrathfully. “Nobody gives orders to me. In two more weeks I’ll have the Pelyisium of the Universe in my pocket and then I’ll give all the orders.” His palm slapped down on the desk across a row of buttons. “You’ve shot off your mouth too long about what you’re going to do, Mr. Agent. Your meddling days are over.”


  TRENT tensed. He realized too late the mistake he had made. It had never occurred to him that Murdock was ready to defy the Federation.


  “You asked for it,” he barked. Wheeling, he grabbed a chromealloy chair and hurled it at the mountainous figure behind the desk. He heard a crash and a bellow of rage, but by then he was racing for the chromeagleam doors. They opened before he reached them and two stocky figures charged into the room.


  Trent hurled himself at their knees. He cut under them like a scythe through tall grass and rolled to his feet like a rubber ball.


  “Gail,” he yelled. And then he was in the elaborate office and something like a cold hand closed over his heart. Gail was gone!


  “Gail,” he shouted, staring frantically about the room. A door opened suddenly on the far side of the room and Trent saw three thoroughly business-like looking gentlemen pouring in on him. Behind him from the inner office he could hear Murdock’s enraged bellows.


  Trent wheeled, raced for the main doors. One of Murdock’s thugs yelled something indistinguishable and moved to intercept him. Trent measured him, and, when he came into range, swung once with his right, in a chopping ax-like stroke. The man sprawled to the floor, his jaw hanging queerly.


  Trent leaped over his limp form but before he could make the door a shoulder crashed into him from behind. He staggered but kept his feet, struggling toward the door dragging Murdock’s man with him. The man’s arms were tightening around his waist with every step. Panting, Trent whirled, shaking the man’s arms loose.


  He saw in split-second panoramic view, Murdock’s mammoth figure in the doorway leading to the private office and the third of the thugs raising an electric gun. Before he could move a muscle a blinding flash seared his eyeballs and a piercing agonizing pain seemed to explode in the center of his forehead. Then he was lying on the floor and Murdock’s mountainous figure was over him. For one terrible, bitter instant he thought of Asteroid 13 and a girl with black hair and red lips who had trusted him. Then something black and thick and inevitable settled over him . . .


  PAIN, searing and angry, wrapped its agonizing embrace about the huddled, limp figure which was stretched along the Venusian dock, legs trailing in the blue canal water. The figure moved and the legs were drawn another inch onto the dock. The figure was still then and it was moments before it moved again. When it did, the legs were drawn free from the water, and, very slowly, the figure turned on its back.


  Philip Trent opened his eyes.


  He saw nothing and it was minutes before his pain-fogged mind knew it was night. He lay there for minutes trying to assimilate that knowledge. It meant something to someone, he knew tiredly. The pain was localizing itself now at his right temple. Instinctively his hand moved there, touched something warm and sticky. He found then that his right eye was not open. It was closed and felt as if it were on fire.


  Memory began to filter into his consciousness. Fire—heat—pain. It all fitted together somehow. He sat up groaning.


  His mind was clearing fast as he stared about him. He was on a dark, unused, deserted wharf dock. His clothes were dripping wet. An occasional canal cruiser hummed by, its lights visible in the blackness.


  He climbed slowly to his feet and pressed his hand against his temples as the fog lifted from his mind. He had been shot by Murdock’s man, evidently thrown into the canal for dead. His hands explored his pockets. All identification removed, tags ripped from his clothing.


  God, how much time had passed? How long had he lain here? Two thoughts hammered into his pain-shot head. The miners on Asteroid 13 and Gail O’Neil. Maybe 13 had already blown itself into dust by now. But Gail O’Neil was still on Venus, held by Murdock’s men.


  Lurching drunkenly, he staggered along the dark canal front, his mind black with despair. He had been walking for several minutes when he collided with a dark figure who was mooring a canal craft to a post set in the dock.


  “Watch your step, you Venusian drunk,” the man growled.


  Trent swayed slightly, then his hand slipped into his jacket pocket, formed a bulge there. A vague plan was forming. He knew he could expect no help on Venus; Murdock’s influence extended too far. Any man he might meet could be a Murdock spy. If Murdock discovered that he lived, he would be hunted down as ruthlessly and swiftly as a wharf rat.


  “Okay friend,” he said grimly, “you’re the man I need.”


  “What the—”


  “Quiet,” Trent said, and the chilled steel quality was in his voice. “You’re going to take me to Murdock’s. Know the way?”


  “Yes, but,” the man’s eyes dropped to the bulge in Trent’s jacket and he said no more. Turning he threw off the mooring line and clambered into the bullet-like canal convertible.


  TRENT climbed in after him, seated himself in the rear seat.


  “Gonna submerge,” the unwilling pilot said surlily. “Watch your head.” He flicked a switch and a steel cowling moved into place over Trent’s head, converting the boat into a slim torpedo boat.


  A second later the boat moved noiselessly forward and then Trent felt the nose drop suddenly as it submerged. Over the pilot’s shoulder he could see the sub’s powerful headlamp cutting a bright swath through the still, blue water.


  “We’ll reach Murdock’s water ramp in a few minutes,” the pilot said later. He laughed unpleasantly. “I hope to hell you try to treat him like you done me. He’ll pay you off for both of us.”


  Trent didn’t answer. His head was throbbing painfully and the pain in his right eye was growing worse. He still couldn’t see with it.


  He felt the nose of the craft tipping up again and then in a few more seconds the steel cowling shot back. The boat was bobbing against a dock in a mammoth circular waterway.


  Trent climbed from the boat, took his hand from his pocket, showed the glowering pilot his empty pocket, then walked quickly into one of the passages that led from the circular dock. The passage was winding and ascending and in two turns he ran into a guard.


  The guard looked at him curiously as he approached.


  “I’m looking for some one,” Trent said, “and I wonder if—” He stopped speaking as he stepped close to the guard. He knew he would have only one chance. The guard was peering at his battered and bloody face with open suspicion when Trent swung. The blow lacked steam. The guard staggered but he did not go down. His hand clawed at his gun, as Trent leaped at him desperately. His elbow sank into the guard’s throat. The guard slammed back against the wall, his head snapping into its brick-hard surface with a sickening smack.


  Trent took the gun from the limp body and went on. He emerged from the spiraling passage into a large, lavishly decorated lobby. It was brilliantly lighted and quite empty. Trent shook his head and went on. Somewhere in these ornate rooms Gail O’Neil was held prisoner. And here also was Big Bill Murdock.


  Halfway across the marble floor Trent heard a shout behind him. Turning he saw two yellow jacketed Venusian house-boys coming toward him.


  Trent ran. His head ached slightly as he stumbled across the foyer and up an ornately decorated winding staircase. Panting, he staggered up the last steps and into a hallway.


  Something exploded past him with a searing hiss. Wheeling, Trent saw one of Murdock’s thugs at the far end of the corridor, electric gun in hand.


  Trent hurled himself to the floor, the gun in his hand leaping into instinctive action. A fiery electric pellet pinged from the gun and Trent saw the man pitch to the floor.


  Scrambling to his feet Trent dragged himself up the stairway. The Venusian houseboys had retreated hurriedly when the firing had started. Trent’s jaw hardened. He knew he didn’t have much more time. Looking down the stairs he could see through to the first floor where the Venusians were excitedly clamoring for help. Trent went on up the stairs to the fourth floor.


  He heard the sound, then, of footsteps above him and he hurried down the fourth floor corridor. He tried one door and then another. It opened under his hand. He shut the door swiftly, setting the electric lock as he did so. Then, gun in hand, he looked about the room. It was just as luxuriously furnished as everything he had seen, but it seemed more like an office. There was a desk, flashaphone, dictagraphs.


  He crossed the heavily rugged floor, quietly and swiftly, to another door. He opened it a crack and then held his breath as he heard voices. He crouched, ear to the door and listened.


  “YOU’RE being very foolish, my dear,” he heard a voice say. A hot pulse pounded in his throat as he recognized it as Murdock’s. “Trent is dead,” Murdock’s voice resumed, “make no mistake about that. Forget him and the people on 13. What are they but the scum and riff-raff of creation anyway? A girl as smart as you are would get on very well here with me.”


  “I don’t believe Philip Trent is dead,” Trent heard Gail’s defiant voice answer, “but if he is you’ll answer to the Federation for his death.”


  Trent kicked open the door and stepped into the room, gun ready.


  “You’re right, Gail,” he said grimly. “Mr. Murdock is going to answer to the Federation.”


  Murdock sat behind a large desk, his face whitening as Trent’s battered and unkempt figure moved slowly toward him. Gail turned swiftly at the sound of his voice, her face lighting with incredulous joy. Then she moved toward him, her expression changing.


  “You’re hurt,” she said anxiously, “bleeding from your—eye.”


  “Forget it,” Trent said. “I’m all right.” He watched Murdock carefully. “Keep your hands in sight,” he said, “or I’ll save the Tribunal the job of exterminating you.” Murdock’s ponderous fists moved into view on the desk.


  “It’s your show,” he said mockingly. “What happens next? I’m interested in just how you’re going to pull this thing. I’ve got about two hundred guards and employees located here in the building.” He leaned back in the chair, his huge frame relaxed and confident. “It will be a very nice trick, Mr. Trent,” he sneered, “if it works.”


  “It’ll work,” Trent said, “but if it doesn’t you’ll never know it. I told you you couldn’t lick the Federation, Murdock. You can’t lick it because it’s the people. And you can’t lick the people.”


  Before he finished speaking he heard the shouted sounds of excitement outside in the corridor. Then someone was pounding on the outer door.


  “You in there, Boss?” a voice shouted. Murdock smiled.


  “It’s still your show, Mr. Trent.”


  “Philip,” Gail said suddenly, and Trent noticed she used his first name, “there’s a way out I think. Before you came in Murdock was telling me how smart he was with precautions taken for every possibility. Even a quick get-a-way from the tower of the building.”


  “How?” Trent asked. His question was to Murdock.


  “Do I look stupid enough to tell you?” Murdock laughed.


  “How?” Trent repeated, and his voice was low.


  Murdock looked at the electric gun in the battered hand and then at the one deep brown eye in Trent’s impassive face.


  “You would at that,” Murdock said softly. “All right, relax. I have a catapult and a rocket taxi in the tower. But how do you intend to get up there. Wings?”


  “Philip,” Gail said breathlessly, “he said something about a private elatube.”


  “All right,” Trent said, “on your feet.” Murdock shrugged, stood up.


  “I’ll take you up there,” he said, “but you’re piling up a heavy score for me to settle, Trent. I play for keeps and I’m a very poor loser.”


  “Move,” Trent said. He was trying to conserve what strength he had left. His head was still throbbing painfully and his knees were about ready to go.


  MURDOCK’S huge figure lumbered across the room to a smoothly paneled wall. His hands touched its surface and a panel slid back displaying a small elatube car. Murdock stepped in and Trent and Gail followed him. Trent kept the gun at Murdock’s back.


  There were pounding blows being rained against the outside door now and Murdock hesitated momentarily.


  Trent jammed the gun into Murdock’s back.


  Murdock clicked a switch and the doors closed. Then they were shooting upward with bullet-like speed.


  On the tower Murdock stepped out, his jaws clamped together like a vise. A crimson anger stained his features.


  “You won’t get away with this,” he said harshly. His rage seemed to be growing greater as he realized that Trent and the girl were slipping away from him.


  Trent didn’t answer. He fought to keep the gun steady in his hand as he moved to the rocket taxi that was resting in the launch catapult. The catapult was pointed at an opening at the top of the tower. He helped Gail into the rocket ship, turned to Murdock.


  “I’ll see you again,” he said evenly.


  “I’ll see you in hell,” Murdock snarled.


  Trent’s lips smiled.


  “Anywhere you say,” he said.


  Then he climbed into the ship, slammed the heavy steel airlock door behind him and threw the catapult lever . . .


  THE rocket taxi blasted from the tower, straight up, its rocket motors thundering into life. Trent took the controls, swung the ship back downward.


  “There may be time yet,” he said.


  “Oh, I’ve prayed there would be,” Gail said. “There must be. Those women and children and men trusted us. We’ve got to reach Asteroid 13 in time.”


  “We’ve got to get a space transport,” Trent said. “I’m heading for the spaceport now. Everything hangs on what happens there.”


  He shook his head groggily and wished it would stop aching.


  “Philip,” Gail said worriedly, “you’re hurt. Badly. You need attention.”


  “So do those people on 13,” Trent said. “I’m all right.”


  He threw the repulsion lever then as they were nearing the mooring towers of the vast, sprawling Commercial spaceport. Space craft of all description were rocketing in and out of the field range, the flickering sparks drifting from their rocket exhaust like thousands of tiny stars.


  Trent set the nose of the ship in an unoccupied mooring tower, opened the air lock and crawled out on the mooring ramp. He was reaching in to help Gail from the ship when something hard jammed into his back.


  He turned slowly. Three uniformed figures stood before him, guns in their hands.


  “Mr. Murdock visi-phoned us to expect you,” an officer said, stepping forward. He was a handsome, moustached figure, evidently a commander. He smiled. “You didn’t disappoint us, Mr. Trent.”


  “Of course,” Trent said dully, “you take your orders from Murdock.”


  “Of course,” the officer bowed slightly.


  Trent grinned wearily. Damned stupid of him to overlook that angle. Murdock had merely stepped to a visi-phone when they left and that was that.


  “And the lady?” the officer smiled. “She is with you?”


  Trent nodded weakly, turned to the air door of the ship.


  “Reception committee,” he said. “Look your best, Gail.”


  He reached a hand to her and she took it, crawled out of the ship. She stepped onto the ramp and for an instant Trent was between her and the officers. He felt her brush against him, felt something touch his belt and then his gun was ripped from his side.


  “Keep those guns down,” Gail snapped. Her small hand held Trent’s gun, pointed unwaveringly at the trio of dumbfounded officers.


  The officers were caught with their guns lowered. Trent stepped forward swiftly and relieved them of them.


  “Of course,” he said meaningly “you take your orders from Mr. Trent now, don’t you?”


  The commander shrugged helplessly.


  “Of course,” he said gravely.


  Trent laid his hand on Gail’s shoulder for an instant.


  “Very neat,” he said. He handed her another gun and kept two for himself.


  “You got a space transport here?” he asked the commander.


  The commander nodded.


  “What you are doing is very foolish,” he said, “you cannot beat Murdock. He will send fighter craft after and shoot you down in space.”


  “He’ll have to shoot down the Federation fleet if he does,” Trent said quietly. “The Federation is going to chase Murdock right out of the solar system. You fellows who’ve strung along with him are going to be in a nice tight spot inside of forty-eight hours. Now cut the talk. Lead me to that space transport.”


  “Mr. Murdock will follow,” the commander said calmly. “You cannot escape. He is a terrible man to cross. He will find you wherever you hide.”


  “We aren’t going to hide,” Trent snapped. “You can tell Mr. Murdock we’ll be on Asteroid 13. And tell him I said I’ve got a date with him that’s going to be kept.” He shoved the gun into the commander’s belly. “Move,” he barked.


  ASTEROID 13 flashed suddenly into the photographic visi-screen of the mighty space transport ship. Gail closed her eyes and murmured a prayer.


  “It’s still together,” Trent said. “We’ll be mooring in five minutes.”


  For the past two hours, as the transport had flashed through space carrying them to Asteroid 13, they had scarcely spoken a dozen words. One thought had been uppermost in their minds. And now their unspoken question had been answered by the visi-screen. They were not, as yet, too late.


  Trent set the transport down on the ground of the fenced enclosure for the mooring tower would not accommodate a craft of its size. Gail opened the airlock door and she and Trent climbed out of the ship.


  The miners were thronged three deep about the wire fence and they broke into wild, delirious cries of welcome as they recognized Trent and Gail.


  Trent crossed to the door of the fence and burned the lock off with a blast from his electric gun.


  “Where’s Hawkett?” he said to the first miner, “and where’re the guards?”


  “They left ’bout a half hour ago,” the miner said. “Deserted us just like rats they be. Knew 13 was about ready to go and they wasn’t takin’ no chances.”


  Trent heard an ominous rumbling beneath his feet. The flaky soil of 13 was quivering and shaking like dry leaves in a breeze.


  “All right,” he ordered. “Everyone into the transport. Don’t delay for anything. 13 won’t be here much longer. The internal pressure has quadrupled since I was here fourteen hours ago.”


  For ten minutes the families of Asteroid 13 filed into the transport, their faces mirroring their gratitude and happiness. At last the long line had filed into the interior of the ship.


  “All aboard,” yelled Trent.


  “Trent!” Gail cried. “Look.”


  She was pointing into space, toward Venus.


  Trent followed the direction of her hand and saw two tiny specks moving toward 13.


  “Murdock’s fighters,” he muttered. “They’ll blast the transport out of space. With their speed and atomic cannons we wouldn’t have a chance.” He stared at the onrushing specks for an instant, then wheeled to Gail. “Get in,” he ordered, “there’s just one chance.”


  HE followed her into the ship, ran to the control boards, set the controls on dead center for Earth. Then he released the one minute rocket charges.


  “In one minute,” he yelled to the miners, “the transport takes off. The controls are set for Earth. Happy landings.”


  Then he stepped to the airlock door and jumped to the ground.


  “Trent,” Gail cried. “What are you going to do?”


  “I can hold Murdock up here for a while. Give the transport a chance to get away. They won’t see it leave, for the transport is leaving on the opposite side of 13. Maybe if they get me they won’t bother about the transport.” He looked up at Gail’s anxious face and winked his good eye. “Don’t worry, honey. I might have fallen in love with you if I’d seen much more of you.”


  He started to turn away then, but he wheeled back as Gail leaped to the ground beside him.


  “I’m staying,” she said.


  “Are you crazy?” he shouted. “Get back in that ship.”


  She shook her head, “I’m staying with you.”


  The huge ship was trembling.


  “You don’t know what you’re doing,” he yelled.


  “I know perfectly what I’m doing,” she answered.


  The transport trembled like a live thing and then, with a hissing roar of power from its rocket exhausts, it blasted away into space, winging its way toward earth like a mighty silver arrow.


  Trent groaned. Then he looked up at the approaching ships.


  “If we get out of this,” he said grimly, “I’ll have something to say to you. But now,” he glanced at the ships gliding swiftly into 13’s atmosphere, “it looks as if we never will.”


  The ships were within two hundred yards of the mooring tower when Gail said:


  “Philip, listen to me.” Her voice was as excited as charged water. “The lids, the shaft lids, the fire, the gas. Won’t it work?”


  Trent stared at her as if she had suddenly gone mad. He looked at the shaft lids, steam seeping from their gaskets, and then his eye swung back to the ominously settling ships.


  “I get it,” he said. “It’s wild, hopeless, crazy, but it’s a chance.”


  He charged into the chromealloy office then, dashed to the switchboard.


  “You know ’em, honey,” he said, “you pull the trigger.”


  Gail stepped to the board, peered over her shoulders at the ships and then swung back to the switchboard. Her eyes were bright with excitement and her cheeks flamed with hope. She waited for the space of two fast heartbeats and then threw two switches.


  Trent was watching. Two shaft lids flew back, a hissing geyser of steam and flames screamed into the air completely enveloping the settling ships with a shroud of scorching flames. Trent knew that the Pelyisium alloy would not melt but it would heat. It would glow red transforming the interior of Murdock’s ships into inhuman infernos.


  The ship veered suddenly to the right, dodging the flames.


  “Right,” Trent called.


  Gail threw four more switches. Four more mighty gushers of white flames shot into the bellies of the ships, cloaking them completely in live flame.


  The ship was out of control! It sideslipped and crashed into the ground, breaking several lids with its weight. A mighty tongue of flame licked out about the ship, roaring hungrily at its metal sides in a savage holocaust of heat and fire.


  ASTEROID 13 was trembling visibly and Trent could feel mighty smashing repercussions beneath his feet. The furniture in the office was bouncing and rattling as the tremendous sledge hammer blows slammed against the crust of 13.


  “Trent,” Gail cried suddenly. “The other ship!”


  Trent wheeled and saw that the other ship had landed. It had managed to swing away from the flames and settle into the fenced-in enclosure. The air lock door swung open violently and the huge figure of Big Bill Murdock stumbled out onto the ground. His grotesquely large head was seared a cruel red and his hair and eyebrows had been singed to the skull. His mad, pain-crazed eyes glared wildly about until he saw Trent.


  “You did it,” he screamed. “Killed my men, broke up my outfit, and now roasted me like a damned pig.” His black little eyes glittered with savage satisfaction. “I said I’d see you in hell and here we are.” His hand rose. The gun pointed straight at Trent. “You thought you could beat—” Trent charged him. The first pellet tore across his arm scorching his flesh, the next ripped through his hair. And then his shoulder slammed into Murdock’s wide stomach knocking the big man to the ground.


  Murdock climbed to his feet. Trent moved in, his right swinging down like a cleaver. Murdock sprawled to the earth, bellowing with a with maniacal rage. He climbed back to his feet, his eyes gleaming insanely, Trent thought of the children the man had left to die on 13 and stepped in again, his right swinging like an axe. Murdock dropped again, crashing into the side of the chromealloy office.


  Trent felt Gail tugging at his arm. He felt the ground beneath his feet heaving and undulating like an ocean swell.


  Murdock crawled to his feet and his piggish eyes focused on the switchboard in the office. With one leap he was into the office, his huge fist closing over the master switch that operated all of the shaft lids.


  “We’ll go together,” he screamed. A white foam coated his lips. “Releasing all of the lids together will blow 13 to the ends of space.”


  His hands tense and Trent leaped—toward Gail. His good arm circled her waist, jerking her toward Murdock’s space ship. He could hear Murdock laughing wildly behind him and he could hear the rumbling thunder of the ground as it rose and fell, like a mighty animal threshing in death throes.


  He hurled Gail into the ship, leaped in after her. The airlock door slammed. Then a tremendous roaring detonation sounded and Trent had one panoramic port hole view of a thousand tongues of flame screaming into the air, before a mighty force seized the ship and hurled it into space.


  When he righted the ship and set the controls toward Earth, he peered out the port hole. By that time it was all over. Asteroid 13 had disappeared with the eruption that had destroyed it.


  Trent looked into Gail’s deep eyes and his arm slipped around her shoulders.


  “That’s all,” he said quietly. “It’s all through.”


  “All through?” Gail repeated. “Everything?”


  Trent looked down at her and smiled.


  “No,” he said, “there’s one thing that’s just started.”


  He bent down then and kissed her.


  [*] A ‘sequel’ of a sorts to this story, can be found here.


  DICTAGRAPHS OF DEATH


  First published in the May 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  When Mr. Wu said “Do not meddle,” he meant it. But to a reporter, missing scientists and the Defense Program are hot news . . .


  CHAPTER I


  MY City Editor and two copy boys were breathing down my neck by the time I pounded out the last line of the story. I ripped the page from the typewriter, tossed it on the desk, and then leaned back in my chair and watched Joe Kirkland—the toughest editor in Manhattan—rake his eyes over the copy before shoving it at one of the nervous copy trotters.


  “Move!” he snapped, and I knew the copy was good. It had to be good to get by Joe without revision.


  “I’m going to be gone about two days,” I said.


  “Now don’t be that way, Jim,” Joe said quickly, “I’m going to need you around here. This is not the time to be starting out on a tear—”


  “Nuts,” I said, louder than I meant to. “I’ve worked for twenty-two hours straight on that blamed story and I need a rest. Anyway, nothing’s due to break for a while. Professor Engles has been kidnaped, okay. But there won’t be anything on the story now until a ransom demand is submitted to his family.”


  “There may not be any ransom demands,” Joe said, fumbling for a smoke. “This is no ordinary snatch job. Professor Engles was working with the Defense Commission on some very important dope. He hasn’t a dime of money himself. So why the kidnaping?”


  “Okay,” I said, “so why?”


  “That’s what I’m hoping you’ll get to work on,” Joe said.


  “I will,” I said.


  “Fine—”


  “In exactly forty-eight hours from now!” I grabbed my cigarettes from the desk, shoved them into my pocket and stood up.


  “And don’t worry about your star reporter,” I said reaching for my hat, “because I’m just going to drop in on my girl so she’ll remember me when I meet her at the altar one of these days, and then I’m heading for the arms of Morpheus.”


  “Whose arms?” Joe asked suspiciously. “Morpheus,” I snapped. “The god of sleep, you wouldn’t know him.”


  I left then and I almost made it to the door. But half-way through the reception room the receptionist called me.


  “Jim,” she said, “there’s a gentleman to see you.” Her pretty blonde head nodded to the other side of the room where a small Chinese sat watching me expectantly. “Him?” I asked.


  The blonde head nodded again and I sighed. That’s one thing about the newspaper business. Every crackpot crank in the world runs to a newspaper when he things he’s got a story. I don’t know why they pick on me unless it’s because I try and be nice to them.


  THE little fellow had stood up when I looked at him and I got a better look at him. He was short and slight and wore a cutaway coat and striped trousers. In his hand he carried, very carefully, a black homburg hat. His face was bland and smooth and wreathed in a slightly silly smile and behind large spectacles, bright little almond eyes twinkled at me. He wore a cane too.


  I scratched my head and decided to make a very brief interview out of it.


  “Did you wish to see me?”


  “Are you Mr. James Burke?” This question was accompanied by a deferential little bow that seemed, somehow at odds with the clipped, painfully precise voice and inflection.


  “Yes.”


  He moved closer to me then and looked about carefully.


  “I should like very much to talk to you for a minute or maybe two but I should like also to find a somewhat more confidential place than this foyer.”


  “I’m pretty busy,” I said, “and—”


  “It is of the gravest importance, Mister Burke,” he said solemnly. “Trouble, serious trouble is near and I need your help.” They all do. To start revolutions or to finance a business or something screwy. I took my little chum by the arm and led him to the door that led to the men’s washroom.


  He smiled brightly at me.


  “My name is Wu,” he said. “Mister Wu.”


  “Wu, eh?” I repeated. “Gotta nice ring to it. Now you just wait here for a few minutes and I’ll be back.” I shoved him gently into the gleaming tile washroom and then tiptoed out of the door, and out of the building.


  I HAD forgotten all about it a half-hour later when I trotted up the steps of Professor Cartwright’s home. I rang the bell and then tried to recall, with the usual poor results, how beautiful Joan Cartwright really was. I was always knocked for a loop when I saw her, but it was fun trying to prepare myself for it.


  I rang the bell again and frowned. She might be up in her father’s second story laboratory. I didn’t particularly like her working with her father because he was just enough of an idealistic scientist to use her for his experiments. I didn’t know what he was working on and I didn’t care much. All I cared about was Joan.


  There was no answer to my second ring and I began to stew. I walked across the spring sod to the front of the house and peered through the window. From the light of floor lamps I could see reflections from leather-backed volumes in the Professor’s library. But the Professor’s big chair was empty and his pipes were all standing neatly in their racks.


  I didn’t wait any longer. Calm, thoughtful deliberation is not my strong suit. I wrapped my handkerchief about my fist and then knocked a pane of glass out and crawled into the library. The first floor was quiet and—I knew in a minute—deserted.


  “Hello,” I yelled, “anybody home?”


  I crossed the library, while my shout was still echoing through the house and started up the stairs. The second floor of the house was dark but at the end of the hall I saw a thin pencil of light, close to the floor. I knew the light came from the Professor’s laboratory.


  Unconsciously I felt my fingers tightening into fists. I started down the hall but before I had taken three steps, the door swung open. I blinked in the sudden light that streamed from the laboratory and then I saw that Joan was standing in the doorway, her face shadowed by the light behind her.


  I felt my knees almost sag with, relief. Then I grinned sheepishly.


  “Any relation to Jim Burke and a second story man is purely coincidental.”


  She didn’t answer, but I could see her lips curve in a smile.


  “You had me worried, honey,” I said. “Nobody answered the bell and I—” I stopped and stared at her. “Joan,” I heard my voice sharp and strained. “What’s wrong?”


  I couldn’t see her face clearly but her body, silhouetted in the light, was swaying slightly as if it were out of control. I grabbed her shoulders and shook her roughly.


  “For God’s sake, what’s the matter?” I yelled.


  Her head rolled loosely, limply on her neck but she didn’t speak. I half carried and half dragged her into the laboratory and jerked her around to face the light. Her face was blank, expressionless, and her eyes stared into mine without a trace of recognition. I slapped her face hard.


  “If this is a joke,” I shouted, “it’s gone far enough.”


  One of her hands touched the angry, red spot on her cheek where my hand had struck and a puzzled, babyish expression of hurt and doubt appeared in her eyes.


  “Oh God,” I groaned. “I didn’t mean to hit you.”


  I led her to a chair and watched her slump back against the cushions, her body limp and unresisting. One of her hands trailed over the arm of the chair and played idly and unconsciously with a tassle that dangled from the arm of the chair.


  I jerked my eyes away from her and got a grip on myself again before I looked around the room. The chairs were overturned, the rug was twisted and wrinkled and there were four jagged holes in the floor, as if heavy bolts had been ripped from the planking. I crossed the room to the phone and snapped it to my lips. Then I saw that the wires had been ripped from the bell box.


  I dropped the phone and then I noticed an object on the floor next to the Professor’s desk. It was a small, leather-bound black book. I picked it up and shuffled through it. It was crammed with formulae, equations and page after page of notes in the Professor’s neat, cramped writing. I shoved it into my overcoat pocket and then walked back to Joan and took her hand in mine.


  “Darling,” I said, trying to keep the frantic anxiety from my voice, “where’s your father? Look at me. You’ve got to try and remember. Think, darling, please. Tell me what’s happened.”


  She stared at me blankly. It was the most terrible sensation I’ve ever experienced to look at her. It was the girl I loved and yet—it wasn’t. The features were the same, but they were devoid of all identity, all character and expression. It was as if a perfectly blank mask had been placed over her delicate, sensitive face.


  I remembered the downstairs phone then and in a few seconds I was racing down the steps and into the alcove off the library. I picked up the receiver and in a second heard Central’s sweet music—“Number Please?”


  “Get an ambulance on its way,” I said, and gave the house address. “Then call the police.” I slammed the phone back into its cradle and hurried back up the steps. I don’t know why but at that moment I was thinking of a funny little Chinese named Mister Wu!


  CHAPTER II


  Joan Disappears


  I WATCHED the tall, white-haired A neuro-psychiatrist peer into Joan’s eyes and then feel her pulse and shake his head.


  “In forty years of clinical research,” I heard him mutter, “I’ve never seen anything like this.”


  “What is it?” I asked. “You’ve been taking tests for an hour now.” I stared down at Joan’s slender figure stretched out on the hospital cot and clenched my fists. “Can you tell me what’s wrong with her or can’t you?”


  “You must relax,” the old doctor said gently. “We don’t want to have another patient on our hands. Joan’s case is unique in the case literature of psychiatry. In some manner her brain has been completely drained. Memory, will, inhibitions, personality . . .” he paused and made a sweeping gesture with his hand, . . . “they’ve all been swept away.”


  “How the hell could that happen?” I asked. “Yesterday she was sane as you or me. Maybe more so.”


  “It isn’t the question of sanity,” the doctor returned wearily. “She’s perfectly sane and normal, just as a two week old baby is sane and normal. I don’t pretend to know what has happened, but something—God knows what—has blotted up her entire mentality. Her brain is like a sponge-squeezed dry.”


  I stood up then. “I’m going to find Professor Cartwright,” I said. “He’s tied up with this some way. When I find him I’ll be able to answer some questions that I can’t now.”


  I left the hospital room without looking again at Joan’s slim, pathetically limp form.


  In the hallway I bumped into a stretcher which four short, brown men were wheeling past.


  “Cinder in my eye,” I muttered, “sorry!” One of them answered me and I stopped. Something was bothering me. A number of unrelated, unimportant occurrences seemed to be standing out in my mind as if they were about to fall into some definite pattern. I pulled the lobe of my ear and walked on, frowning. Hunches are things I don’t ignore.


  When I reached the lobby of the hospital, I slumped into a chair and did a little thinking. The one thing that I wanted to find out was if there was any connection between the disappearance of Professor Cartwright and Professor Engles. And then I wanted to know what had happened to Joan.


  I noticed an Oriental bus boy crossing the lobby carrying a tray of dishes and something about him bothered me. I lighted a cigarette impatiently. And then one of the pieces of the jig-saw dropped suddenly into place.


  The four men wheeling the stretcher I had bumped into were all dark, swarthy—the bus boy had reminded me of them. What the hell were Chinese or Asiatic attendants doing wheeling a stretcher about this hospital?


  I didn’t wait to answer that question. I shot out of my chair and raced for the steps, a dozen vague and nameless fears spurring me. I took the steps two at a time as fast as I could run. But half way between the second and third floor I heard a shrill, desperate scream and I knew I was too late.


  A frantic nurse collided with me as I turned the comer from the stairs to the corridor and for a matter of ten seconds I had my hands full of hysterical femininity.


  “Snap out of it,” I shouted. “What happened?”


  “They took her,” she screamed, “took her with them. I couldn’t stop them.”


  I dropped her and pounded down the corridor to Joan’s room. One glance told me the story. A window open leading to the fire escape; the old doctor sprawled on the floor; a crimson blot staining the silver of his hair.


  And Joan’s bed rumpled and empty!


  I ACTED fast to keep myself from thinking. I got to the window just in time to see a black limousine pulling away from the front of the hospital.


  I made it back downstairs in half the time it took me to get up. There might be a chance of trailing that car if I just got a break. I was racing to the revolving door when the cops grabbed me from behind.


  They weren’t any too gentle about it. A big hand hooked into my shoulder and I was spun half way around into the arms of another huge, blue-coated figure.


  “What’s your hurry?” the big cop snapped. “We got a call over here and I guess you’re our man all right. You smart guys are all alike. In such a hurry to fade that you run right into our arms.”


  I whipped out my press card and shoved it at him.


  “Look at that,” I snapped, “and get your meat hooks off me. If you blundering morons would learn to use your brains instead of your mitts you’d get better results.”


  “Well, gee, I thought—”


  “With what?” I asked icily. Then I turned and raced through the revolving door to the street. But I was too late again. The street was completely deserted.


  I cursed bitterly and fluently then and I didn’t stop until I was out of breath. Joan gone—her father missing—nothing made any sense.


  I was standing next to the intersection of an alley and a dim street lamp illuminated the street and part of the alley with a murky radiance. The thing was getting too much for me. There was no rhyme or reason to anything that had happened. Nothing I could sink my teeth into, to start swinging at. I turned wearily and started for the hospital. I hadn’t taken ten steps before I heard the slight noise behind me.


  I turned and my eyes blinked in the light and then opened wide as they focused on the small familiar figure that was facing me.


  In the light of the street lamp I could see spectacles gleaming and I could see a


  Homburg hat outlined and I knew that the trousers the little man was wearing were gray with a pin stripe and I also knew that beady, bright almond eyes were watching me behind a deceptively vacant smile.


  I recognized Mr. Wu, the beaming little Chinese who had visited me earlier in the day.


  He stepped closer to me, bowing with his shy deferential gesture.


  “I am so very, very sorry,” he said, and I noticed again his crisp English, “that you did not think it sufficiently important to return this morning.” I could see him smiling. “That was most unfortunate, wasn’t it?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, “supposing you just do a little more talking.”


  “This is a very serious matter, my young friend,” he said with his polite, silly smile, “and if you will allow a suggestion from one much older than yourself, it is a matter that you would do better to leave alone.”


  I MOVED a little closer to him, my right arm ready to swing. At last it looked like I had something definite to work on.


  “Go on,” I said. “Don’t stop.”


  “Thank you,” he said, with another bow, “but I must warn you not to give way to the impulsiveness of youth and allow yourself to act rashly and,” he lingered only a second on the word, “dangerously.”


  “Go on,” I said.


  “My plans have been considerably frustrated,” he went on, “and perhaps part of that might be interesting to you. You see I was only a few minutes late at Professor Cartwright’s this morning.”


  I nodded and inched closer to him. “Then,” he continued suavely, “I am late here now. The girl is gone and that is a great disappointment. I had such hopes of finding her here. But she is gone; that I see in your face. Mr. Burke,” there was a metallic edge to the smooth voice, “please be so good as to relax.”


  I looked down and saw that a small thirty-two revolver was pointing at about the middle button of my vest. I relaxed and my respect for Mr. Wu went up a point. I hadn’t seen him draw that gun.


  “So,” he went on blandly, “we come to the important matter. The black book. Will you please be so good as to hand it to me, Mr. Burke?”


  “What book?” I asked blankly.


  Mr. Wu smiled.


  “So droll of you,” he said in his liquid tones, “to feign ignorance. Perhaps I can refresh your memory. Look in your outside coat pocket, Mr. Burke. The top of the book is visible to me.”


  I jammed my hand into my pocket and felt the leather bound book. I pulled it out, remembering it for the first time. It was the book I had picked up in the Professor’s laboratory. There was nothing I could do. I handed him the book.


  “What’s that got to do with everything?” I asked.


  Mr. Wu looked distressed. “I am sorry that you do heed my so excellent advise. This matter is very involved and very treacherous and I wish you would not concern. yourself with it. It grieves me extremely when my advice is disregarded. Do you understand, Mr. Burke?”


  “Yeah,” I said drily. “You’re mixed up in the disappearance of Joan and Professor Cartwright and probably Professor Engles. I’m going to make it a sort of lifetime hobby to see that you swing for abduction and maybe murder. That’s what I understand.”


  “The younger generation,” Mr. Wu’s smile beamed broadly, “add garrulousness to brainlessness and call the mixture bravery. Very peculiar, but very common. A last entreaty, Mr. Burke. You are dealing with things of which you have no knowledge. Things which are black and dangerous—for everyone. So I beg of you—before you are too deeply involved—stay clear.”


  Suddenly his eyes flashed over my shoulder and the smile wiped itself from his face.


  “Fools,” I heard him mutter. “They will never learn.”


  He flung himself into the shadow of a small shrubbery and I saw twin streaks of orange belch from the tip of his gun. I wheeled and saw a black car sliding to the curb. I started to run but before I could move three feet, I was thrown to the earth violently by an assailant from behind. I struggled furiously until something pounded into the top of my skull.


  CHAPTER III


  Morea Khan


  THE next thing I remembered was pain. Pain that traveled up and down in my body in engulfing waves that seemed to smash into my head and roar and fizzle there for hours at a time.


  Then I opened my eyes and the effort was almost too much for me. I closed them again and tried not to retch.


  “No serious after effects I trust?” the voice sibilant and smooth cut through my befogged senses like a whistling lash. I winced and opened my eyes again.


  A thin, grotesque figure stood before me, a cold smile playing over his dark features. He was a toweringly tall man, gaunt to the point of emaciation. His plain sack clothes hung on him as if they were draped on planks. His face was wide and flat but no one would ever notice his face as long as they could see his eyes. They were black and fathomless wells that reflected now, sadistic, humorless mirth.


  I stared at him for an instant, and then as the events of the last few hours came surging back into my memory I straightened up in my chair and felt the top of my head gingerly.


  “Does it hurt?” the gaunt spectre asked solicitously.


  “I wish the guy would try it again,” I said, “from the front.”


  “Sometimes we are forced to take measures that are repugnant to us,” the tall figure bowed slightly.


  It sounded phony as hell to me. “What is it you want?” I asked bluntly.


  “Nothing but a little information, namely, the whereabouts of a certain, small leather-bound black book.”


  “You missed the boat,” I said. “The book is gone.”


  “I am Morea Khan,” the tall figure said with a curious smile. “I know that you had the book, but I don’t know where you have hidden it. I am giving you the opportunity to tell me. The cause for which I have labored decades will not be impeded by an obstinate tongue, I assure you. I have already gone to great lengths to secure that book, but I have met with disappointments. I warn you my patience is running short. The girl didn’t have it, so you must.”


  My hands gripped the arms of the chair. “What was that you said?” I asked thickly.


  “The girl didn’t have it,” Morea Khan repeated sharply. “What—”


  He never finished that sentence. I left my chair like I was shot from a catapult, driving straight for that scrawny throat. The man responsible for Joan’s condition, for Joan’s disappearance was within reach of my hands and that was all I asked.


  But I didn’t figure with that whop on the head I’d got. It must have taken a lot out of me because my knees buckled, almost throwing me forward on my face. But I caught myself in time and let a long looping right fly at Khan’s moon-like face. It landed and the tall, stringy figure toppled, backward, a strangely shrill cry of pain and rage escaping his teeth.


  I tried to follow up but something had happened to my arms. They seemed to weigh tons and before I could lift them my legs gave way and I felt myself sprawling on the floor, the pain rushing into my head again. I didn’t pass out because I could feel Morea Khan kicking me in the ribs, and then I felt his arms around me dragging me over the floor. The next thing I knew I was sprawled in the chair again, my head ready to explode.


  WHEN I opened my eyes I got a slight satisfaction from the dark swollen bruise on Morea Khan’s cheek and the thin trickle of blood that ran from his lip.


  “That was foolish,” he said, dabbing at his lip with a silk handkerchief, “and you will regret it. You might as well know that escape from here is impossible.”


  “Where is this joint?” I asked.


  “About thirty miles, from the city. It is ostensibly the home of a wealthy importer. The suspicions of your stupid police are completely lulled. It is as well armed as any fortress. The walls are electrically charged. Sentries patrol the grounds armed with sub machine guns. We could stand off an army here quite comfortably. It is maintained by the cause. No expense has been spared in making the entire estate impregnable.”


  “Kidnapping’s a pretty serious business,” I remarked. “You’ve got several of them to worry about.”


  “It is not I who worry,” Khan returned, “but you.”


  “You got something there,” I said. “Where is the black book?” Khan asked again and this time his voice sank to almost a whisper.


  “Is this a game?” I asked. “You know who got the book. Probably one of the guys working for you.”


  “You lie,” Khan hissed.


  I didn’t like that.


  “Now listen, you comic opera emperor,” I said. “A little guy with a silly smile took the book away from me. A little guy with striped trousers and a black Homburg.”


  I hadn’t been looking at Khan while I was speaking and when I raised my eyes and looked at him I received a shock. He was sagging against his desk, his saffron skin becoming a mottled shade of green.


  The breath was whistling in and out of his lungs as if they were made of wicker.


  “You are lying,” he said hoarsely. “He can’t—you are making this up.”


  “His name was Wu,” I said.


  Morea Khan stiffened and then jabbed a buzzer on his desk. He waited as if in a trance until two monkey-like little brown men bounced into the room. Then he turned to them and rattled off a string of words in some foreign tongue. The effect on the two men was startling. They backed away from Morea Khan, their brown skins lightening. Then they looked carefully around them and bowed low and backed from the room.


  Morea Khan seemed to have regained his composure. The mirthless, sadistic smile was playing around his lips again.


  “There are many things you could tell me,” he said, “inasmuch as you know of Mr. Wu. There are many colors in the tapestry I see that do not blend. Your cooperation will be greatly appreciated and will not be unrewarded.”


  “Go to hell,” I said.


  Morea Khan’s fathomless black eyes glowed strangely and an inscrutable, satanic smile twisted his features.


  “You will be more obliging in a short while,” he said smoothly. “You will talk. Ah yes, you will talk. And when you start you will never stop.”


  It wasn’t the most pleasant thing in the world to listen to.


  “What’s the gag?” I asked, trying hard to sound as if I didn’t care.


  “You will see,” Morea Khan said politely. “If you will accompany me into the next room I shall show you the little device that will spur you to loquacity.”


  He started to turn and then he paused, listening. In a second I heard it too. The wild, lonely baying of hounds.


  Khan was frowning.


  “My little pets,” he said, “are uneasy.” He strode to the wall and lifted a phone off a hook.


  “Inspect the grounds,” he ordered. “Check everything . . . listen and you will know why.” He hung up the phone a minute later and when he faced me again I could see that he was smiling slightly. “It is nothing,” he said, “so don’t allow your hopes to rise. Merely a passing tourist car that attracted the attention of the hounds.”


  A minute passed and I said nothing. A tourist car could go a long way in a couple of minutes. But the hounds were still baying. Khan did not notice but I kept listening and hoping as the weird, incredibly eerie baying of the hounds moaned through the air.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Mind-Draining Machine


  MOREA KHAN stepped to the door, still holding his automatic trained on the middle of my skull. He shouted something over his shoulder, and footsteps shuffled down the dark hallway. Then two of his Eurasian-men-friday were beside him. Khan said something else to them, his grin exposing that row of gold teeth, and they stepped toward me.


  The dark little Asiatics grabbed my arms before I could make a move. Not that I might have wanted to, however, for my head was splitting from that blow I’d received hours before. I went along docilely enough as the procession—with Khan’s tall, gaunt frame leading—wound down a series of darkened stairways and through several more halls.


  I was trying to make my brain function through the haze of pain that blurred my eyes with every step I took. Trying, in some fashion, to put the pieces of this damnable puzzle together. Some parts were fitting, but only the obvious ones. It was obvious, for example, that Joan was here in this vast mansion—somewhere. I could take Khan’s word for that, I was grimly certain. But the gaunt Asiatic thug hadn’t mentioned Professor Cartwright. However, unless the old man had been dispatched before now, he must also be somewhere around here, Khan’s prisoner.


  And the mysterious Mr. Wu—There didn’t seem to be any manner of fitting him into the puzzle, yet. There was the black book, of course. Mr. Wu must have been in possession of it at this moment. Even though Morea Khan wasn’t particularly pleased about it. I wasn’t certain that Khan believed my story about the black book, and as we turned down the last flight of stairs into a sort of dank cellar, I had the definite feeling that Khan suspected I knew what the contents of that book were—even though I didn’t have it on my person.


  Another thing that was sickeningly evident was that my lean and hungry wolfish chum, Khan, was probably going to do a little plain and fancy probing on me for information about the book.


  I didn’t know a thing about it. In fact, Khan really must have known more about it at that instant than I did. However, even if I’d known every last syllable, I felt certain that he wasn’t going to drag a word out of me.


  We had stopped in the darkness of the cellar passage, and were standing before a great iron door. Khan had some keys which he was fumbling with, and in a moment the door swung inward and one of the Asiatics flicked a switch that threw the subterranean chamber into a sudden brilliance. I gasped involuntarily. The place was a large, clean, elaborately equipped laboratory!


  I was inside and jammed down into another chair, the little Asiatics standing guard over me, when I heard other steps outside. And then a second procession filed through the door. A procession of three little thugs—looking identical to the Asiatics who stood guard over me—escorting a tall, gray, lean figure in badly wrinkled and slightly bloody tweeds. It took me less than three seconds to recognize that man. For I had seen more than a hundred pictures of him in the last twenty-four hours. It was Professor Engles—the Einstein of electricity!


  KHAN must have been watching my face closely, for he grinned again, those gold teeth gleaming. And drawing his breath in sharply, he said:


  “So, Mr. Burke, you recognize our prisoner, eh?”


  I couldn’t say a word. Even if there had been anything to say, anything worth saying. It was just as though a heavy boot had just kicked the breath out of me. Engles—so this explained his disappearance!


  Everything was wheeling around so wildly in my brain that I wasn’t able to do anything but stare glassily at Professor Engles. The old man seemed drugged. At any rate, he didn’t look right or left, didn’t even seem to notice Khan or myself. He just slumped down in the chair they shoved up behind him, staring dully ahead.


  And then the little Asiatics were rolling some equipment out from behind a screen in the far corner of the laboratory. A thing that looked at first glance like a cross between a dental chair and the Hot Seat itself. Wired, with a dome-like headpiece over the top of it.


  “We don’t need the black book to use this properly, as you might know, Mr. Burke,” Khan hissed softly. “However, if Professor Engles’ mind is ever to be restored, so that we may use it further, the book will be necessary. I’ll leave that up to you—for the moment.”


  It was still Alpha and Omega to me, so there wasn’t anything I could say in answer, even though Khan was evidently expecting me to say something. I just sat there, glaring at him, trying to figure it out. Then they were fooling with the machine. They rolled a cart-table up beside it. A table on which there was apparatus closely resembling one of those home-recording instruments they sell with radios these days. It was a sort of gigantic dictagraph, with records that were at least five times the normal size.


  The little Asiatics, under Khan’s direction, hooked up the cart-table dictagraph with the strange chair. At one point during the hooking-up process, Khan turned to me and gave me that golden grin.


  “Professor Cartwright is a clever man, eh, Burke?”


  At last the equipment seemed to be arranged to suit Khan, and he gave a clipped order, that resulted in Professor Engles’ guards pulling him up from his chair and dragging him over to the wired seat beside the dictagraph. They clamped him into this with remarkable ease, for he made no attempt to struggle. Then they slid the headpiece down over him.


  “Perhaps you have never seen Cartwright’s very remarkable invention in operation, Mr. Burke,” Khan said. “This should be an interesting demonstration, in that case.”


  More clipped, swift orders in that strange dialect, and the Asiatics jumped around like monkeys on a stick while Khan took his place beside Professor Engles who was now strapped helplessly in the chair. Khan’s clawlike hand touched a lever beside the dictagraph, and a record-wax began revolving swiftly on it. Then his hand slid to another lever.


  “We had to drug Professor Engles to keep him quiet. But it should work well, nevertheless,” he smirked. And at that, his hand threw down on the second lever.


  Instantly the room was filled with a peculiar buzzing, and for a split second the lights in the laboratory seemed to dim. Then, incredibly, Professor Engles was talking!


  It wasn’t the man’s voice that startled and shocked me. It was the tone of it—monotonous, and robot-like, droning!


  Professor Engles was rambling, almost incoherently, like a child reciting a very lengthy and terribly stupid verse!


  THE words he said were jumbled, and yet they weren’t, they were like the conglomeration of news broadcasts, conversations with friends, snatches of songs that a man might hum inwardly. It was weird, ghastly, somehow spine-chilling!


  And then figures began to tumble from his lips, figures that mingled with the other stuff, formulae, and more mumbo-jumbo of everyday expressions and sentences. And all the while, the big wax record on the cart beside him kept whirring around and around. And then I began to see. The machine was recording all this, everything Engles was uttering!


  I must have been sitting there open-mouthed in the astonishment I felt. For Khan, grinning mockingly at me, said over the muttered words of Professor Engles:


  “Your acting, if it is acting, is very commendable. As you undoubtedly realize, Mr. Burke, the Professor is being drained—syllable by syllable—of every last bit of conscious and subconscious information that has registered on his brain since infancy. The brain, as you undoubtedly realize, has a perfect record of every last fragment of knowledge possessed by its owner. Professor Engles has a very valuable brain, with especially valuable knowledge, for our Cause.”


  My disbelief must have been still stamped on my face, for Khan continued.


  “Every word uttered by the Professor is being impressed on the wax record you see beside him. Then, since the information from him is being drained from this present year backward, we will play our record in reverse, once we have our information, and thus have access to every last scrap of knowledge gained by the Professor—in logical succession—since the time of his childhood.”


  But for the last few words I hadn’t been listening closely to Morea Khan. My mind had been filling in the gaps in the puzzle as quickly as his words segmented them. The “Cause”—this was the third time that he had mentioned the word. And since the arrival of Professor Engles it was apparent that the old scientist now sitting in the chair and being drained of his knowledge had especially valuable information which Khan wanted, for the benefit of a mysterious “Cause!”


  I looked up and saw Khan’s cold eyes regarding me curiously. Obviously, he was still undecided as to how much I really knew about the whole thing. He had deliberately fed me scraps of information in an effort to draw some outburst from me that might show him where I stood.


  But I tore my eyes from Khan’s mocking gaze, and tried desperately to concentrate, tried to shut out Professor Engles’ monotonous muttered recitation. This machine was Cartwright’s, of course; that was apparent by now. I’d known, naturally, that Cartwright had been working on something or other for the past two years, but since it had been obviously none of my business, I’d never gotten nosey. But Khan, knowing of my closeness with the Cartwright family, and of my engagement to Joan, hadn’t been at all certain of what I knew especially after my having accidentally fallen upon that damnable little black book.


  Engles was now perfectly worked into my jigsaw. His work with the National Defense Commission on a new weapon was reason enough for Khan and his “Cause” to bring the old Professor here. They wanted knowledge about that weapon—and with Cartwright’s machine were getting it. All of which fitted Joan and her father, Professor Cartwright closer into the jigsaw. With a machine such as Cartwright’s, anyone using it to such a devilish advantage could tap the greatest brains in the world and gain access to an utterly incredible fund of knowledge. For any outfit labeling itself as a “Cause,” this power would be terribly important!


  And suddenly, through all this, the thought that had been plucking insistently at my subconscious, hit me with a wallop. Joan—for the first time I realized what had happened to her, why she had been in the complete coma when I found her. It was crystal clear now, sickeningly so. Joan had been drained of knowledge in precisely the same fashion that Professor Engles was at this moment!


  And suddenly, I became conscious of the room again, and of Khan grinning like some ghastly devil. The noise that had jerked my mind back to my surroundings had been a sudden, queer, high-pitched whine.


  CHAPTER V


  I Go Into Action


  ENGLES’ face had grown deadly, sickeningly white, and his lips were moving at an utterly astonishing rate of speed. So fast that they were a blur of motion. And the whine was coming from his lips!


  Khan’s gold teeth were exposed in a grin once more.


  “I have adjusted the rheostat on this device to a much greater speed. At this rate, Professor Engles is imparting ten years knowledge in less than a minute’s actual time. Of course, in replaying the record, we can slow it down to whatever pace we desire. The blurred, whining sound you hear is nothing more than Engles’ words blurring into one another as he speaks faster than any man has ever spoken.”


  I had to say something, although it would have been mad to move. The Asiatics were still standing guard over me. Both had guns and were far enough out of reach to make the prospect of trying to disarm them an impossible one. But I had to say something.


  “Damn your stinking hide, Khan!” I shouted.


  But the yellow devil only grinned goldenly at me.


  “You will take Professor Engles’ place in this machine once he is finished, Mr. Burke. I have decided that I can obtain all the information I want from you in that manner.”


  I had expected something like that, and was about to snarl something in reply when there was a sudden rattling at the iron door that led to the cellar passage. Khan wheeled, then moved to the great grilled door, throwing a latch and opening it slightly. A voice, high and slightly hysterical, shrilled something in that strange dialect, and Khan answered sharply. He slammed the door, turning to me.


  “We are interrupted,” he said, trying to keep his voice silken, although I could see uneasiness in his opaque eyes. “You will be taken back to your cell upstairs. I’ll take care of you later. Some slight disturbance has occurred outside the grounds of the estate. If, by some chance, it might be anyone seeking you—” he broke off ominously. Then he went on. “We have several thousand sticks of explosives hidden under the grounds and the house on this estate. The explosive is controlled by a central switch. Miss Cartwright, her Father, Professor Engles, here, and yourself, will all be blown to Hell if it appears as though there is the least likelihood of our being discovered. Remember that, Mr. Burke, if you please!”


  And then Khan barked something at the two Asiatics who stood guard over me. A moment later, and he had darted out into the cellar passageway—evidently going out to see what the trouble was. I was wondering about it myself, when the two guards jerked me to my feet and began to propel me to the door—obviously on instructions left by Khan. The door closed behind us and we stood in the dank, dark passageway, and the scene in the laboratory was cut off as if by a stage curtain. But back there, I knew, poor Engles was still being drained dry of knowledge by the dictagraph, while Khan’s lackeys stood guard over him.


  We Were moving along, a guard on either side of me, and in the darkness I stumbled once or twice. The second time I stumbled, I must have kicked a loose pebble that rattled hollowly in the cavernous passage. It startled my squat captors, and they peered excitedly ahead. Which gave me my idea. If their nerves were beginning to get sleazy—now was the time to act!


  MY cigarette case was still in my pocket, and I wasn’t noticed as I reached back for it. It was too dark, and besides both my captors knew that I’d been disarmed. Then the case was in my hand, a silver thing, rather large. Even under the circumstances I hated to think of parting with it. Joan had given it to me two years ago.


  I held it behind my back as we marched along through the darkness. The stone walls were damp, and close enough to reach out and touch. Close enough to hit with a cigarette case, even throwing it with a high, backward, backhand flip—which I did at that instant.


  The clatter of the case striking the stone sides of the wall was like an unexpected fire gong—and instantly, just as I had hoped, both my captors wheeled as one, peering excitedly back through the darkness!


  This gave me my chance. As they wheeled, I turned too, but stepped back six inches, extending both hands wide to grab their smoothshaven skulls. I don’t think I ever put as much uuuuuumph into anything as I did to the yank I gave those two skulls as I brought my arms together. There was a nasty “crack” as their heads collided, and they slumped down at precisely the same time—both out cold!


  In something less than a minute, I had taken both their guns, jamming one in my pocket and holding the other ready for trouble. Then I got their keys, and for an instant I looked back at the great iron door behind which Engles was still held captive. But I knew I didn’t dare chance barging back in there. There were two more guards with him, and Khan and the others might be coming back at any moment.


  I did pause long enough to tear a few shirts apart and bind and gag the two unconscious little yellow men who lay at my feet. Then, sweating icily, I dragged them back into a darkened comer and got on my way. Speed was what counted now. And plenty of it.


  It was hit and miss, as I groped my way through the upper sections of the huge house. And there was no telling when I’d run into one of Khan’s little grizzly gnomes. Room after room, one by one, I used the keys that I’d taken from my captors, and I finally hit a winner, barging in on Professor Cartwright—tied and gagged, and lying stretched out on the floor of a bedroom!


  I had his bonds untied in less than a minute, and he sat up groggily, rubbing his chafed wrists and ankles and fighting for the breath that the gag in his mouth had taken away.


  “Give it to me fast, Professor,” I told him. “We haven’t a lot of time, and this isn’t the grand delivery, yet. There’s still a swarm of yellowjackets running around this diggings, and we’re liable to be greeted by some of ’em at any minute. Where’s


  Joan? Do you know where they’re holding her?”


  “Jim,” he began. He was badly shaken, bewildered. But I had to cut him short.


  “There’s time for that later,” I said urgently. “Come on, try to stand. Here.” I pressed the automatic I had in my pocket into his hand. “You’ll need this. Now, again, where’s Joan?”


  Professor Cartwright was a little, sawed-off man with white hair and a perpetually inquisitive glance. He would have looked funny standing there holding a gun and looking grimly bewildered if the circumstances had been any different. But they weren’t.


  “I’m not certain,” Cartwright said, “but I think she’s on this floor. I got a glance of her through an open door along the hallway outside when they were bringing me up here!”


  “Let’s get going then,” I barked.


  THERE was no one in the hall, as yet, when we stepped quickly out of the room in which they’d been holding Cartwright. With the set of keys I’d stolen, we began moving along all the doors along the hallway. There must have been at least fifteen of them in addition to the one in which I’d found Cartwright. Suddenly Cartwright snapped his fingers.


  “I remember, Jim. It’s down at the end of this hall, the very last door. Was too dazed to recall it until now. But I’m certain she’s in that room!”


  He was pointing about twelve doors down the hall, and I was suddenly thankful. This would save us a lot of time. In ten seconds flat we were down to that door. And in that instant later we had thrown it open and stepped inside. I didn’t know quite what I’d been expecting to see, so of course I held the gun ready. I think Cartwright was waving his automatic around, too, but I can’t recall exactly, for the shock of the sight that met our eyes left me cold all over.


  The room was empty!


  But Joan had obviously been in the room, and recently. The unmistakable odor of her perfume hit my nostrils immediately. And in addition to that, a broken piece of coral bracelet that belonged to her was lying on the floor. But no Joan—that was the thought that choked my heart in a sudden, awful wrench!


  Cartwright started to say something, and


  I’ll never know what it was, for in the next split-second a shot slammed out in the hallway and a bullet whined less than a foot from my ear and splattered into the wall behind me!


  I dived to the rug, dragging Cartwright down with me, my finger instinctively squeezing hard on the trigger of the gun in my hand. I don’t know if I hit anything, but I was aiming in the direction of that shot, and my gun was kicking hard, spitting orange streaks in the right direction. The noise and smoke and confusion was astonishing.


  Suddenly the smoke cleared enough for me to catch a quick glimpse of three little Asiatics darting to the shelter of doorways along the hall. And in a moment later the three were blazing forth from their hasty barricades, their shots panging too accurately for comfort.


  It was during all this that I squirmed my way out of range, old Professor Cartwright inching right along beside me, to a spot where I was able to make a rising leap for the wall switch. My hand caught the button, and we were given the instant advantage of inky blackness to conceal our movements.


  There were three more shots, then, followed by a ringing silence. A silence that seemed to last an eternity, and made the flesh creep along the nape of my neck. I could hear Cartwright breathing softly beside me, and I turned my head a little to whisper.


  “Wonder what in the hell they’re up to?” I hissed.


  “Ummmnnnh,” the Professor muttered back. “Wish we knew.”


  “I don’t like it. Another three minutes of this and they can round up everyone in the joint to start potting us out of our hole!” I answered.


  But I was mistaken, or so I thought, for the shooting broke out again an instant later, and we were kept busy rolling out of the way of splintering plaster. Cartwright was shooting now, and I had a second to marvel at the way he used a gun—carefully, but with efficiency. We were saving our shots, by unspoken agreement. However, we had to return every fourth or fifth bullet to show them we were still on the job. Much more of this and our guns would be empty.


  The din was terrific, and it was certain that Khan was in on the fun by now, for he couldn’t have missed the noise. I was speculating on this, and wondering how many of the yellow devils had ganged up in the hallway there—when the walls caved in and everything went inky!


  They must have used gun butts to do the trick, the lads who had crept stealthily in through the window of our room—while the gunplay was going on!


  CHAPTER VI


  Welcome, Mr. Wu!


  SOMEONE was sloshing water over my face, and it was ice-cold and quite unpleasant. Voices murmured in the background, hazily at first, and then more clearly. A great, white, hot light seemed to be tearing my eyelids apart. And then I regained, consciousness.


  Morea Khan stood over me, an empty glass in his hand. One glance showed me that we were back in his cellar laboratory, and that Professor Cartwright was also present. The old man was bound and gagged, strapped in a chair directly opposite me. I was pigtied in the same fashion. But I wasn’t gagged. There were seven of Khan’s Asiatic flunkies standing around the dictagraph machine.


  The flunkies moved slightly, giving me my first clear view of the machine. Professor Engles was still strapped in the wired chair beside it. He was dead. Morea Khan, the baldheaded yellow devil, must have seen the horror that sprang to my eyes at the sight of Engles’ body.


  “Unfortunate, Mr. Burke, that I had to leave my boys in charge of the machine. The disturbance at the gates to the estate was but a trifling one, but by the time I returned to the laboratory, my able assistants had permitted Engles to die. However, not before the record was made. A pity.” But even as Khan’s words hissed to a polite ending, I could see that his cockiness was vastly shaken. The short, but healthy fight which Cartwright and I had made of it must have scared hell out of him.


  “What’s the pitch?” I snarled. “Why didn’t you get rid of us when you had the chance upstairs?”


  “There is still a certain question, the answer to which I think you know,” Khan said ominously. “Professor Cartwright, over there, refused to divulge the knowledge. Unfortunately, our methods of persuading him to do so resulted in his losing consciousness for the moment.”


  I glanced quickly to the old Professor. I hadn’t noticed it until now, but he was out—definitely. One look at the soles of his naked feet was enough to make me want to vomit. The unconsciousness which had come to ease the pain had been a blessing for him. Then Khan must have read my thought about the dictagraph machine.


  “Perhaps you wonder why I did not put Cartwright in his own device, and thus obtain the information?” he asked silkily. “The answer is simple. The information we want is contained in the black book, the one I, er, mentioned to you before. If we’d risk Cartwright’s life in the machine, and fail to get the information, we would never be certain of obtaining it.”


  “And what do you want from the book?” Khan smiled evily at my question. “It is the revitalizing process by which the effects of the machine are repaired, by which the brain information grooves are restored in the individual who has been sapped of his knowledge. Through it, we will be able to use our information guinea pigs again and again. Very important to the scheme in which the Cause intends to use our, er, borrowed scientific knowledge. It was a shame, for example, that Engles had to die. We could have forced him to work out further formulae for us.”


  “So?” I tried to dig up every last ounce of scorn for the word.


  “You can tell us where the book is,” Khan’s voice contained an ominous hint of what he intended to do if I wouldn’t talk.


  “I told you before,” I shouted, “I was relieved of the damned thing by—”


  I didn’t finish that sentence, for at that moment the iron door swung open, and someone stepped into the laboratory. That someone’s voice said politely:


  “By Mr. Wu?”


  THE entire room seemed to hang suspended in a shocked silence, while all eyes gazed askance at the figure standing in the doorway. It was as perfectly a timed entrance as a Barrymore might have demanded. But this wasn’t Barrymore—it was Mr. Wu!


  He was smiling, that same silly little smile. He still wore his frock coat and striped trousers, but his homburg hat was missing. His almond eyes peered pleasantly out from behind his spectacles, and his gloved right hand held a gun, quite unwaveringly, on the entire room.


  Cartwright and I were bound, and Engles was dead. Consequently Khan nor any of his henchmen were displaying fighting ware. You could see Mr. Wu’s sharp little eyes noting all this with satisfaction.


  “You all have weapons concealed on your person. Do not attempt to reach for them,” Mr. Wu declared, and his voice was like a host’s asking guests to stay for tea. “Please move more closely together,” he added, waving that gun ever so slightly. Khan’s thugs shuffled closer, and Mr. Wu, with never a trace of fear, moved over to them. Calmly, one-by-one, he took their weapons. He deposited all these in a neat little pile at his feet.


  “That is better,” he said. “Much better. Now please untie the bonds of Mr. Burke.” The Asiatics behaved as though they were hypnotized, and even Khan, glaring wildly at Mr. Wu, hadn’t uttered a word yet. Then one of the lackeys was untying me. Moments later I was stretching the kinks out of my muscles, while Mr. Wu said:


  “You will untie Professor Cartwright please, Mr. Burke. Dash water in his face to bring him around.”


  It was while I was loosening Cartwright’s bonds that Khan suddenly broke loose in a violent torrent of strange dialect.


  Mr. Wu had moved back to lean against the laboratory wall, next to what looked like a gigantic fuse box. He was still smiling foolishly, but the corners of his mouth seemed drawn and extremely tired. He barked a single sharp sentence at Kahn, also in a strange dialect that wasn’t Chinese, gesturing sharply with his gun.


  Kahn shut up instantly.


  “He told me that I was being exceedingly foolish, Mr. Burke.” Wu said conversationally. “He remarked that his other henchmen would close in on me, once the alarm were given. But of course, I had adjusted the matter of the others before entering the laboratory. Not being young—as I observed to you once before, Mr. Burke—it is not my habit to be foolish.” But I was frantically splashing water over Professor Cartwright, and at last he came out of his fog, moaning slightly as the pain in him wakened also. Then, blinking, Cartwright saw the entire panorama, his jaw falling open in astonishment,: the sight seeming to drive the thought of pain from his mind.


  “What does this add up to, Mr. Wu?” I demanded. “Why are you freeing us, or are you? Where is the girl?”


  “I am freeing you, but not out of any emotional instability. I am freeing you because I have found that many things are necessary in this last twenty-four hour period. You and Professor Cartwright will be permitted to leave, without the machine, the dictagraph. I will remain to clean up a most untidy affair—to, as you occidentals might say it, settle a score, with Mr. Khan and his friends.”


  I was almost screaming my question. “But damn you, Wu, what about Joan? What about the girl? You seem to know everything, so where is she?”


  MR. WU smiled that silly smile that was growing more weary with every passing minute.


  “The girl is safe. She is waiting in a car, outside. Her mind will have to be restored. However, her father, with the aid of his very valuable black book. . .” Mr. Wu paused to extract the black leather notebook from his pocket and toss it into my startled grasp . . . “will be able to successfully restore her mind, once you have all gotten to safety.”


  I might have only imagined it, but I thought I saw the gun in Mr. Wu’s hand waver ever so slightly. But his quiet, precise voice went on.


  “Briefly Mr. Burke, the story is this. Khan’s government is planning, through a union with certain European powers, to crush my own homeland. Khan is an agent for this government, and I serve my own country. It was essential to my government that Khan’s seizure of the deadly dictagraph machine was not successful. I was delegated to prevent that seizure.


  “Up until this point, my efforts have been inexcusably clumsy, very poorly timed. Khan almost succeeded, thanks to my dull wit. But at the moment, I hold all the . . . ah . . . aces. I intend to keep them. Khan shall not escape these grounds, neither will his henchmen.”


  For a second I started to say something, then Mr. Wu went on.


  “Your lives are not essential to our plans, Mr. Burke, and so I am giving you time to leave. It was I who removed the girl from her room at the moment that Khan held you captive down here. As I said, she is safely awaiting you in an automobile by the side gate. One of my assistants is driving. I must have your pledge that you do not try to hold him, once he has taken you all back to the city.”


  “You’ve got it,” I said quickly. “But why don’t you come—”


  Mr. Wu cut me off, politely.


  “You do not understand the code of my race, Mr. Burke. I almost bungled my mission in stopping Mr. Khan. I have determined not to bungle again. According to code, there is but one thing I can do—escort Khan and his devils to the gates of Hell.”


  Sweat stood out in tiny drops on Mr. Wu’s brow, and he seemed to be needing all the support he could get from the wall. His hand went up to touch the switch beside him.


  “This estate,” he said, “is mined with dynamite. One touch of this lever, and all is destroyed—the machine, Mr. Khan, his henchmen, and myself. Someone must remain to touch this switch. I will do so.”


  And as I looked at Mr. Wu’s gloved hand on the switch, I saw for the first time that a thick stream of red trickled down his sleeve, and that there was another blotch of crimson just above his heart. He hadn’t silenced Khan’s outside forces without paying the price. He saw my glance and smiled.


  “A bad cut,” he explained apologetically. “I was clumsy. Now please leave. I shall give you five minutes to get to the car, and another five minutes to get safely away from the grounds. That will give me ten minutes in which I can have an interesting discussion about racial philosophies with Mr. Khan. And then—” Mr. Wu broke off with his silly smile, a smile that was suddenly very unfunny. He bowed politely, never letting his gun waver from Khan and his men for an instant.


  “Please,” Mr. Wu repeated courteously. “You have ten minutes.”


  WE left, of course, and precisely ten minutes after that, as we were speeding along the highway in a car driven by a slant-eyed young chap, the entire countryside was rocked for a radius of five miles. The explosion was tremendous, and great orange streaks shot skyward.


  There was a pretty bad moment in which I had a vision of a courtly, frock-coated, smiling little man with a crimson stain above his heart and an inquisitive gleam in his almond eyes—the imperturbable, painfully correct Mr. Wu.


  And then I pushed this picture out of my mind, and looked down at the girl in my arms. Joan was sleeping as peacefully as a baby. But I knew that in less than two hours she would be restored to normal, and that those eyes would open, and I would be looking again at the mentally grown up girl I loved.


  THE MASTERFUL MIND OF MORTIMER MEEK


  First published in the May 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  All he had to do was command, and he was obeyed! But would his power work when his very life depended on it?


  MORTIMER MEEK raked a cold eye over the desks and typewriters of the Snappy Service Loan Company. Squaring his narrow shoulders he pointed an accusing finger at a lattice wire wastebasket.


  “So,” he hissed, “it’s you, Bloody Bill, who started this mutiny. With your guns and your gold you’ve corrupted my sailors, incited them to rebel.”


  Here Mortimer Meek paused dramatically, glared about the empty office, and then flung his head back at a defiant tilt.


  “Well it won’t work,” he cried, his voice swelling to a squeaky shout, “because you are helpless against the power of my will. You are powerless to resist my commands. And I command you to put down your guns. Put down your guns and clear off the bridge of my staunch ship, the whole sorry lot of you.”


  As the last command echoed through the office, Mortimer jerked himself up to his full height of five feet four inches and raised one arm challengingly above his head, triumph and vindication radiating from every inch of his puny frame.


  “Mortimer Meek,” a bewildered feminine voice snapped behind him, “whatever in the world are you doing?”


  To say that the sudden voice startled Mortimer would be putting it mildly. He reacted as if he had been prodded with a red hot poker. A surprised squawk ripped from his throat and he sprang from the floor, his spindly arms flailing desperately.


  Returning to earth, as it were, Mortimer’s knees buckled suddenly, dumping him with a sickening thud on the hard floor. Flat on his face, his arms and legs spreadeagled like a butterfly on canvas, he presented a ludicrous spectacle.


  Painfully conscious of this, Mortimer scrambled to his feet, to face a girl—the girl in Mortimer’s life, as a matter of fact—whose delicate, lovely features registered every expression from exasperated annoyance to scornful amusement.


  “Betty,” he gasped, “I didn’t know you were here. I mean,” he struggled on desperately, “you don’t usually get down to work this early. I got here ahead of time so I could practice.”


  “Practice for what?” Betty asked in a tone of voice that would have bored through chrome steel.


  “I didn’t tell you about it,” Mortimer said excitedly, “because I wanted to surprise you.” There was a jittery tremor in his voice and his heart was behaving foolishly as it always did in Betty’s presence.


  “You see,” he explained, “I’m taking a correspondence school course in will power. Every lesson I have to overcome a difficult situation. This morning I had to put down a mutiny on board my ship. All by myself and with just my will power. The book says it isn’t fair to use weapons no matter how tight a spot you’re in.”


  “Oh does it?” Betty planted her hands on her shapely hips. “Does it really?”


  “Yes it does,” Mortimer rushed on blissfully unaware of the storm signals. “That’s one of the most important things.


  “But,” he added slyly, “sometimes I cheat. As a matter of fact, just last week I had to pull a knife on a big bully down in Mexico.”


  BETTY was ordinarily a patient, sweetly understanding creature but one would never guess it from her present reaction.


  “Mortimer Meek,” she blazed, “what has happened to you? This is the most terrible thing I’ve ever heard of.”


  “But it was self-defense,” Mortimer pleaded, “he was about to strangle me.”


  “Oh I don’t mean that,” Betty said helplessly. “I mean this nonsense about will power lessons. Talking to yourself, dreaming all of these wild, impossible situations. That’s what I mean. You’re going crazy.”


  “Crazy?” Mortimer said in a grieved voice. “You just don’t understand, that’s all. I’m trying to develop my will power so that people will respect me. Why it’s the most wonderful thing that ever happened to me.”


  “If that’s what you think,” Betty said grimly, “then I’m through with you. Until you get these wild ideas out of your head you can just forget about those . . .” her voice was suddenly uneven “. . . those plans we had.”


  “But I can’t give it up,” Mortimer cried frantically. “I paid for the course in advance.”


  “Then I hope you’ll be very happy with it,” Betty said brokenly, She brushed a large tear angrily from her cheek, then turned and marched away.


  Mortimer started after her, frantic pleas trembling on his lips, but his pursuit was abruptly checked by the opening of the office door and the entrance of the tall, cadaverous figure of Jeremiah Judson, president of the Snappy Service Loan Company.


  Jeremiah Judson’s motto was: “All work and no play is the way to spend the day,” and with the possible exception of an income tax blank, nothing infuriated him more than the sight of an idle employee.


  He stopped at sight of Mortimer’s hesitating figure and then coughed meaningly.


  Jeremiah Judson did not waste coughs or anything else for that matter. This particular cough hinted strongly that time was passing and that there was work to be done, and furthermore there were hundreds of capable men who would be glad to take over Mortimer’s job if he were tired of it.


  Mortimer hesitated, torn between love and fear, but finally the latter triumphed and with a last mournful look at Betty’s retreating figure, he turned and ducked across the office to his desk.


  SAFE at his desk, where he interviewed prospective borrowers, there were routine matters to handle, and the office began to hum with the activity of a new day, people of all sorts to question and interview.


  But through all these diversions a part of Mortimer’s mind dwelt moodily on the events of the morning.


  It was terrible to think that Betty was through with him. Terrible to think of facing life without her beside him. Suddenly he decided on a great sacrifice. He’d give up his will power lessons—that’s what he’d do. He’d tell her so at noon.


  “I’ll go to her on bended knee,” he murmured fervently, “and beg her forgiveness.”


  “Now ain’t dat poetic,” an unpleasantly nasal voice growled next to his desk.


  Mortimer looked up, startled. He saw a large, tough looking young man, attired unbecomingly in a loudly checked, extremely cut tweed suit. His features were heavy and coarse and from his tightly clenched teeth a stubby cigar jutted belligerently.


  “Don’t let me distoib ya,” the loudly dressed young man said with heavy sarcasm, “I c’n wait till ya finish dat poem. Time’s nuttin’ to Slug McNutty.”


  “I beg your pardon,” Mortimer said stutteringly. “I must have been thinking of someone—of something else. Won’t you have a seat?”


  “Don’t mind if I do, chum,” the large young man slid into a chair next to Mortimer’s desk and shoved his white fedora back to the crown of his head.


  “What was it you wanted to see me about?” Mortimer asked.


  Slug McNutty looked quickly about the office and then leaned closer to Mortimer.


  “All I want from you, chum, is a little information. And I’m tellin’ ya, de easier de talk flows de easier it’s goin’ ta be on you.”


  “Why . . . why,” gasped Mortimer, breathlessly, “what do you mean?”


  “Just dis,” the nasal growl sank to an ominous whisper. “Dis outfit of yours is makin’ a special shipment of dough dis week in an armored truck. All I want to know from you is where dat truck is goin’ to be at t’ree o’clock tomorrow aftanoon.”


  It took a little time for the full impact of Slug McNutty’s words to make themselves felt on Mortimer’s brain but when they did his knees began to tremble under the desk. He gazed desperately, beseeching about the office. Why . . . why, he thought wildly, this man is a gangster.


  Mortimer knew the armored truck would be at the corners of Plaza boulevard and Fifth Place at three the next afternoon. The shipping clerk had mentioned that to him but if he told that to the gangster . . . why he would be an accessory to the crime.


  “I can’t tell you,” he croaked dazedly, “it wouldn’t be honest . . . you must be joking.”


  “If you t’ink it’s a joke,” McNutty growled, “you got a good sense of humor. Dat truck is goin’ to be knocked over tomorrow aftanoon and if you ain’t willing to play ball wit us we’re goin’ to have to knock you off instead.”


  “Oh my goodness,” Mortimer gasped, as a rising tide of panic engulfed him. He thought of crying out, screaming for help, but one frantic look at the gangster’s ominously hardened jaw convinced him that his first scream would also be his last.


  “Please,” he begged, “don’t pick on me. I don’t want to be a criminal.”


  “We ain’t pickin’ on ya,” McNutty returned impatiently, “we just want a little cooperation, that’s all. Now look. I’m goin’ to give ya de rest of de mornin’ to get me de dope I want and I’ll be back here after lunch. If you ain’t got it you ain’t goin’ to be nuttin’ but a memory at dis time tomorrow. And don’t get any smart ideas about spillin’ dis to anybody cause from now on one of de boys is goin’ ta be on your tail. Get me?”


  Mortimer stared with glassy, terrified eyes at the huge, ominous figure of the gangster and his head bobbed weakly on his neck.


  “I get you,” he whispered hoarsely. “I get you.”


  HIS heart continued to leap at his ribs like an imprisoned bullfrog for minutes after the heavy figure of Slug McNutty had disappeared from the office. And then as reason began to return, the hideousness of his plight struck him with the force of a loaded night stick.


  If he acceded to the gangster’s demands he would be guilty of grand larceny—just as surely as if he held up the truck himself. But if he didn’t—he shuddered at the thought—there was no dodging the fact that Slug McNutty meant business.


  He groaned and sank his head in his hands. Why did this have to happen to him? What would Betty say? The last thought snapped him upright in his chair.


  Betty was through with him!


  But no . . . when she learned of his trouble she couldn’t stay angry with him. The thought cheered him slightly. He would see her at noon, take her to lunch and pour out his troubles into her sympathetic ear. She could help him, suggest something that might untangle him from this mess.


  He felt a glow of confidence spreading its comfortable warmth about him as he thought of this. Feverishly impatient he watched the hands of the clock move with agonizing slowness from hour to hour, until at last they crossed at twelve and the bell announcing the lunch hour pealed through the office.


  Before it stopped echoing Mortimer was out of his chair and halfway across the office. Betty was standing next to her desk adjusting a jaunty little hat on top of her dark curls when he reached her side.


  “Darling, I’ve been a fool,” he panted, “I’ve got something terribly important to talk to you about.”


  “I’m sorry,” Betty said coolly. “I’m afraid it will have to wait.”


  She pulled out a tiny mirror and studied her carmined lips critically. “I have a date for lunch and I’m late now.”


  “About ready Betty?” a smooth masculine voice asked from behind them.


  Betty looked up and flashed a brilliant smile over Mortimer’s shoulder.


  “I’m all ready, Jon,” she said brightly.


  Mortimer turned, his eyes following the direction of Betty’s smile. They encountered a slender, foppishly dressed young man whose blandly handsome features were creased in a smug, superior smile.


  The foppishly dressed young man was Jon Debaere, a junior executive of the Snappy Service Company. Mortimer had never trusted him and now he realized that his suspicions had been well grounded.


  “Just a minute,” he said indignantly. “You’re not taking my girl to lunch or anywhere else for that matter.”


  Jon smiled. A languid, superior smile. “You seem to be in your usual state of confusion,” he purred, “but supposing we leave it up to the young lady. After all, it’s her choice. What do you say, Betty?”


  Betty hesitated and Mortimer seized the occasion to demonstrate his ignorance of feminine physchology.


  “You’re not going with him,” he bleated shrilly. “Do you hear me?—You can’t.”


  Betty reacted as any member of her sex would have. Her lips pressed tightly together and she marched past Mortimer and put her hand on Jon’s arm.


  “Shall we leave?” she asked, looking up at him. “I find the air getting a little close in here.”


  “But . . . but,” gurgled Mortimer, “you can’t do this. I need you. I’m in trouble. I’ve got to . . .”


  “Sorry, old man,” Jon broke in lightly “Just another case of the better man winning.”


  Before Mortimer’s beaten and distracted brain could think of a rejoinder the two had moved off, and laughing gaily, passed through the door, out of the office.


  Mortimer watched the door swing shut behind them, and a lump the size of a billiard ball crawled up his throat. His shoulders slumped wearily and his chest felt as if an elephant had suddenly sat on it. Gloom and despair blanketed his brain and with all this came the sharp, stinging sense of irretrievable loss.


  “She’ll be sorry,” he muttered bitterly, “when she sees me lying on the floor, riddled with machine-gun bullets, wallowing in my own blood.”


  With this chilling thought settling over his spirit like a damp pall, he turned and plodded listlessly out of the office.


  FIVE minutes later, leaving the building, he joined the throng of lunch-bound office workers. Immersed in his own troubles, Mortimer staggered on blindly for blocks until his way was obstructed by a hurrying stream of humanity, bound—he discovered on looking up—for a noisy carnival that had planted its mushroom-like tents and loud red posters on a vacant lot in the city district.


  Ferris wheels were revolving, perspiring barkers were clamoring for the attention of the crowd and on a makeshift stage set back from the street, four scantily clad girls were wiggling their provocative torsos to the very vocal appreciation of the multitude.


  Mortimer paused, fascinated. Carnivals and circuses had always possessed a strange enchantment for him. The bewitching glamor of the devil-may-care performers dazzled him and acted as a heady draught of wine to his sober soul.


  He had no intention of dallying. In fact he reminded himself as he took the first timid steps into the sawdust sprinkled enclosure, that he would only look around.


  Peering delightedly at the strange sights, he was borne along by the crowd and finally jostled in front of a small platform on which a heavy set barker was waving his arms for attention.


  “Quieee-et pleeeeze,” the barker’s raucous voice rolled over the crowd like a wool blanket. An expectant hush settled over the milling throng.


  “The exhibit which you are about to witness,” he shouted impressively, “has thrilled and amazed every country of this great world. It is the most stupendous, incredible soul-chilling demonstration that human eyes have ever been privileged to behold. Myfisto, the incomparable, the one and only mental marvel, is waiting inside this tent to baffle you, to bewilder you, to mystify you with the wisdom and clairvoyance that have been handed down to him from the ancients who lived and died when Time was in her teens.” The barker paused and wiped his face with a red and white handkerchief before launching into his peroration.


  “And now,” he bellowed, “the show is starting. Get your tickets while there is still time. This is an opportunity that comes but once in any man’s existence. Don’t let the price—the tenth part of a dollah—prevent you from witnessing the most amazing man the world has ever produced—Myfisto—the mental marvel.”


  As he finished speaking a five-piece band broke into a wild march that sent


  Mortimer’s normally conservative blood dancing crazily through his veins.


  He had no intention of going inside and therefore it was a slight surprise to find himself seated in the front row of the small tent peering expectantly at a dimly lighted stage hung with oriental trappings.


  His troubles had disappeared into the limbo of lost things and with naive delight Mortimer waited to be mystified, amazed and bewildered.


  He did not have long to wait. The heavy draperies parted slowly and a tall, impressive figure strode dramatically onto the stage. His skin was dark, almost black, and he was dressed in a strange, white garment that buckled at his shoulders and fell in rippling folds to the floor. His head was swathed in a red turban and where the bands crossed on his forehead a huge bright emerald blazed.


  The strange figure stared silently at the awed crowd with dark, fathomless eyes, then he turned and walked silently to the side of the stage.


  THE draperies parted again and the barker, dressed now in an oriental costume, stepped onto the stage. He held up one hand and walked to the front of the stage.


  “Myfisto,” he announced solemnly, “is ready to commence his exhibition. His first demonstration will be one of simple hypnosis. And for this it will be necessary to ask the assistance of a member of the audience.” His eyes flicked calculatingly over the crowd. “Aha,” he cried, “I see the very gentleman we need. Will the handsome young man in the first row kindly step up on the stage? There’s nothing to be alarmed about. No danger at all.”


  Mortimer peered about excitedly, looking for the handsome young man who was to take part in the experiment.


  He saw no one that fitted the description. His attention was jerked back by a sharp dig in the ribs.


  “Go ahead buddy,” the fat man in the seat next to him whispered. “Show him you ain’t afraid. Show’m you got the guts.”


  “Me?” gasped Mortimer. “What . . .” He broke off and jerked his eyes back to the stage. The barker was pointing at him.


  “No, no,” he cried. “I can’t. That is I . . .”


  “It won’t take a minute,” the barker shouted over Mortimer’s thin protests. “Let the young man through down there. Help him along.”


  The fat man put a heavy hand on Mortimer’s shoulder and gave him a helpful shove that dumped him into the aisle.


  “Go on,” he whispered encouragingly. “He said there wasn’t nothin’ to be afraid of.”


  Helpful hands jerked Mortimer to his feet, pushed him along until he stood at the bottom of the steps that led to the stage.


  The barker hopped down the steps, grabbed Mortimer’s hand in a vise-like grip and dragged him up the steps onto the stage.


  Mortimer stared helplessly about him. The barker had left his side, the audience had quieted to an expectant hush and Mortimer looked up to see Myfisto, the mental marvel, moving slowly toward him.


  “Be not alarmed,” Myfisto said in a deep, mellifluous voice. “You are becoming drowsy, a peaceful sleep is stealing over you.”


  This was not exactly the truth. Mortimer had never felt more thoroughly and completely awake.


  For a space of several seconds Myfisto’s black, all-knowing-eyes bored into Mortimer’s very soul; and then he looked up and signaled the barker.


  “Our subject is ready,” he said. “Let us prepare.”


  The barker bowed low, hurried off the stage—to return wheeling before him something that looked like a tea table. On top of the table reposed a square metal box, with wires leading from it to disappear under the table.


  Myfisto stepped to the table, lifted the lid of the box and drew forth a curious shining object that looked like a stream-lined football helmet. On the side of the device there were several rheostats and gadgets and on the cone-shaped top of the peculiar object, tiny, shining wires were coiled in thick little clusters.


  Mortimer edged closer and peered over Myfisto’s shoulder. He saw that the interior of the dome was completely lined with glistening threadlike filaments. From these, insulated wires led to the box on the table.


  Myfisto turned slightly.


  “You will put this on,” he said in a tone of voice that brooked no argument.


  “But,” gasped Mortimer, “I don’t


  “Fits excellently,” Myfisto cut in as he raised the shining headpiece and pressed it down firmly on Mortimer’s head.


  Mortimer trembled. The thing felt funny on his head. The filament wires were pressing into his scalp as if they wanted to crawl right into his brain.


  The barker turned and walked to the front of the stage.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he bawled, “this object you see on the head of the subject is a device that coordinates electrical impulses with human thought waves. By this, the thought waves of Myfisto, the mental marvel, can be carried by electrical vibrations to the receptive brain of the subject. Thus the will of the subject becomes completely subservient to the will of the master.” An expectant hush settled over the audience as the barker retreated and Myfisto raised one arm dramatically over his head.


  “Quiie-et,” he hissed. “I must have absolute silence.”


  He picked up a rheostat from the table, peered at it closely and then bent down and threw a switch on the side of the box.


  Instantly a faint humming reverberated across the stage.


  MORTIMER looked about helplessly. There was a strange tingling sensation in his ears, a sensation that became more pronounced as the humming noise grew in volume. The wires pressing against his head seemed to be vibrating gently as the humming settled to a steady purr.


  He felt a peculiar giddy sensation stealing over him as the wires seemed to burn into his very brain, as the strange tingle spread from his ears to the base of his skull.


  Sweat stood out on his brow as the headpiece grew warm. He looked despairingly at Myfisto just in time to see him snap another switch on the other side of the box.


  At the same instant he felt a sharp, painful prick at the base of his skull. As if a red hot needle had been jabbed into his flesh.


  “Ouch,” he cried, “that hurt.” He grabbed the headpiece with both hands and jerked it off his head, and held it out accusingly. “What’s the idea?” he demanded angrily.


  Mortimer’s comically indignant pose snapped the audience out of their temporary trance. Waves of laughter, loud, ribald laughter, broke from their lips to crash deafeningly about Mortimer’s blushing ears.


  Mortimer stared helplessly about him, his face a dull crimson, his eyes smarting with angry tears. They had got him up on the stage to make a fool out of him, to provide the audience with a laugh. That was all there was to it. To make an object of ridicule and derision out of him.


  With this realization came a swift, bitter anger. He turned to the barker and waved a puny fist under his nose.


  “Think you’re smart, don’t you?” he fumed. “Making a laughing stock out of honest, law-abiding citizens. Well there’s nothing funny about it,” he shouted rather pointlessly, “nothing funny about it at all.” He wheeled and marched indignantly to the steps but before he could descend the barker caught his arm.


  “You got the wrong idea,” he said anxiously. “Something funny as hell happened just now.”


  But Mortimer cut him off.


  “Oh, you think it’s funny,” he cried. “Well then, just . . . just . . .” he plumbed his brain for the most scathing, derisive retort he could think of . . . “just go take a running jump for yourself. You, too,” he shouted at Myfisto, “both of you, go ahead. See if I care.”


  With tears of humiliation blinding him, he pounded down the steps and fought his way through the crowd, his soul burning with bitter disgrace as the gleeful cries of the crowd suddenly swelled to riotous, screaming laughter.


  Laughing at him, he thought with sickening mortification. Well, let ’em laugh. Struggling and sweating, he forced his way blindly through the milling audience and without a backward glance, broke free and plunged through the flap of the tent . . .


  Mortimer had not looked back . . . but if he had, he would have seen that the sudden clamorous roar of the crowd was not directed at him, but at something else far more amazing, far more arresting.


  Myfisto and the barker had stood stock still as Mortimer stamped off the stage, a bewildered, dazed expression spreading over their features.


  And then like men in a hypnotic trance they had raced to the edge of the stage and leaped into the air. A long, flying leap that landed them with a crash on the laps of the patrons of the third row of the tent.


  They had taken a running jump for themselves!


  THE tent was in an uproar as they attempted to extricate themselves from the tangle of legs and chairs. But over the din Myfisto’s voice could be heard shouting:


  “Catch him. Don’t let him get away.”


  He scrambled to his feet, jerking the barker with him.


  “Hurry,” he hissed in the other’s ear. “Follow me. We must stop him.”


  In another ten seconds, panting and disheveled, they burst through the flap of the tent. Myfisto gazed wildly about the milling throngs and a groan burst from his lips.


  “We are too late,” he gasped. “He is loose.”


  “What’s it all about?” the barker asked bewilderedly. “What do you want that little guy for? And say,” he cried suddenly, “what made us act like a pair of screwballs just now? Leaping off the stage into the audience.”


  Myfisto was still gazing distractedly at the faces that drifted by him and as he turned to the barker there was a frightened, terrified look in his eye.


  “We couldn’t help ourselves,” he groaned. “We couldn’t resist his will.”


  His voice broke into an excited babble, “It’s the headpiece,” he groaned.


  “It’s worked. Gave that little man a terrible power. An irresistible will. Nobody can disobey him. We must stop him before he innocently unleashes the horrible power that is his.”


  “Are you goin’ batty?” the barker said scornfully. “We’ve been usin’ that thing for months in our act. It’s nothin’ but a phony; a gag to impress the audience. You know that as well as I do. You’re goin’ batty, I tell you.”


  “No, I’m not,” Myfisto cried. “That headpiece was an invention of mine designed to increase by electrical stimulation the forces of will that are dormant in every human psyche. But it never worked; I thought it was a failure. So I used it in the act for effect. But now, somehow, it worked on this little man. We’ve got to stop him.”


  “Cripes,” gasped the barker, incredulously. “If what you say is true, if nobody can resist that little guy’s will, he’s liable to turn this town upside down.”


  “That’s why he must be stopped,” Myfisto groaned. “When I was completing this machine I also developed an antidote for its effect. It may not work—but it’s our only chance. We must find him, strip that power from him, before he has a chance to use its hideously destructive force . . .


  TEN minutes later, looking like anything but a latent destructive force, Mortimer slouched into the bustling lobby of the Snappy Service building, his steps lagging as if they were reluctant to carry him to the elevator.


  In comparison with Mortimer’s beaten appearance a whipped cur would have looked like a jaunty, confident creature. The humiliation at the carnival, the prospects of facing the gangsters, the loss of his girl, all these rested on the shoulders of his spirit with a leaden, crushing weight. Gone was any notion of resisting or fighting back.


  “What happens, will happen,” he muttered with gloomy unoriginality.


  He stepped into the elevator and squeezed back into the comer as the lunch hour crowd jammed in after him.


  “Twelve, please,” he squeaked over the mumble of voices.


  More people were crowding into the elevator and Mortimer was crushed back against the wire netting of the car as they forced their way in. He wondered with uncertain timidity whether he had been heard.


  “Twelve,” he cried again. “Twelve, please.”


  The elevator operator, a haggard, perspiring young man, turned around and snapped.


  “Okay, bud, I heard you.” He turned back to the controls but suddenly the exasperated expression was wiped from his face to be replaced by one of respectful obedience. “Yes, sir,” he stammered, “right away.”


  The door slammed shut with a bang, the throttle lever shot into place and the elevator started upward with giddy, unaccustomed speed.


  “Three,” a voice said.


  “Five,” said another.


  Seven, eight and ten had been called by the time the elevator shot past the third floor.


  “Hey, what’s the idea?” a man cried. “I called three.”


  The elevator operator did not reply, merely shoved the throttle over another notch. The elevator responded with another burst of speed.


  “Young man,” a woman screamed shrilly, “let me off. You passed my floor!”


  Other voices joined in the clamor and by the time seven, eight and ten had been swiftly passed, the noise in the car had swelled to a noisy babble.


  “My time’s valuable,” the burly man in front of Mortimer shouted. “I’ll take this up with the management.”


  Before he had got the last words out of his mouth the elevator stopped with sickening abruptness and the doors clanged open.


  “Twelve, sir,” the operator said respectfully.


  “Now,” the man in front of Mortimer bellowed, “let’s see who it is that’s so much more important than the rest of us.”


  “Pardon me.” Mortimer quaked fearfully. “Could I step by, please?”


  The man whirled and glared at Mortimer.


  “So,” he snapped, “it’s you, is it? Who do you think you are, the King of Siam?”


  “No, not at all,” Mortimer stuttered, edging past his burly bulk. The angry, impatient muttering grew in volume as Mortimer struggled and twisted in an effort to force his way out of the jammed car. It was with a relieved sigh that he finally squirmed his way into the corridor. He turned, an apology trembling on his lips, but the operator, in response to the indignant demands of his passengers, had slammed the door and started back down.


  “Well,” gasped Mortimer, “what do you think of that?”


  He walked toward the Snappy Service office shaking his head wonderingly. What had made the operator disregard the other passengers and whisk him up to the twelfth floor? He wrinkled his forehead trying to figure the thing out. Why should the elevator operator . . .


  It was then he remembered the extra loud tone of voice he had used in calling his floor. He stopped suddenly, a strange excitement rushing over him. The loud voice! The commanding voice! That was what the will power book had insisted upon in every lesson.


  Was it possible . . .? Could it be that the will power lessons were beginning to work?


  HE was still puzzling over the strange occurrence when he seated himself at his desk for the afternoon; and it was still buzzing around his head like an annoying fly when the first client of the afternoon sauntered up to Mortimer’s desk and dropped himself into the chair alongside it.


  Mortimer looked up to see a fat, flashily dressed little man regarding him with sly blue eyes set in a pink, bland face.


  “What can I do for you?” Mortimer inquired, tearing himself away from the riddle of the elevator. “Something in the nature of a loan?”


  “As a matter of fact,” the fat little man said, “I could use a hundred or so. One of those things, y’know,” he shrugged nonchalantly. “Caught a little short between the pater’s monthly check. I could’ve borrowed a stack from young Vandergilt but I just learned he’s out of town.”


  “Well, that’s too bad,” Mortimer said solicitously. It was his first experience with a real, honest-to-goodness playboy and as he handed the application blank to him he said eagerly, “just fill this out and I’m sure we’ll take care of you.” And as the flashily dressed “playboy” started away, he added perfunctorily, “Answer all questions accurately and truthfully to the best of your ability.” The pink-faced little man nodded and moved to the writing desk, seated himself and spread the form out in front of him.


  Mortimer watched him as he started to write and then he turned back to his desk, his thoughts and worries returning with him.


  It was a quarter of one and Slug McNutty had promised to be back “after lunch.” he was due any minute. Looking over at Betty’s desk he realized that she wasn’t back from lunch yet. He thought of dimly lighted cocktail bars and Jon’s glibly persuasive tongue and his soul writhed with jealousy and anger.


  He writhed unhappily for a bit and then he turned his thoughts to the more menacing of his problems. The gangsters and their demand that he “case the joint” for them. Gnawing nervously at his pencil he tried desperately to think of some way out of his predicament.


  It was about that time that the little man returned and with trembling fingers laid the application on Mortimer’s desk.


  Mortimer looked up and to his surprise the man was quailing visibly, a furtive, guilty look on his face as he peered about the office.


  Looking back to the application blank, Mortimer spread it open on his desk and examined it.


  “What . . . what the . . .” he gasped, but he was unable to finish the sentence for his mouth had dropped open in sheer astonishment.


  For the flashily dressed “playboy” had written in answer to the question on the blank:


  


  OCCUPATION—Confidence man.


  PURPOSE OF LOAN—To skip town.


  REFERENCES—None, except the ones I forged.


  


  For a second Mortimer’s brain reeled giddily and then he peered incredulously at the “playboy” who stood twisting his hat miserably in his hands.


  “Why . . . what do you mean?” sputtered Mortimer.


  “It’s a racket,” the self-indicted con man said hoarsely. He paused and swallowed nervously and a gleam of terror showed in his eye. “I’ve worked it all over the country, but—” he broke off, peering about apprehensively, “you told me to put down the truth and I . . . I just couldn’t help myself. I just had to do what you said. I don’t know whether I’m going balmy or not, but one thing’s certain. I am going.”


  Before Mortimer could open his mouth the fat little man had wheeled, and with surprising speed, raced across the office and bolted through the door and out of sight.


  Mortimer stared after the flying coattails, his mouth hanging open in ludicrous bewilderment and a dazed, unbelieving expression on his countenance.


  He looked down at the application blank and as he did a sentence that the confidence man had spoken jumped before his eyes.


  I just had to do what you said. Mortimer trembled with excitement. Twice in a row his commands had been obeyed. It must be the will power lessons that were responsible for these amazing occurrences. He remembered a phrase from the book:


  All men in whom greatness is dormant will one day be recognized for their true worth. A truly dominant spirit might manifest itself, even after years of timidity and uncertainty.


  It came as a shock for Mortimer to realize that he was the dominant type and that people were beginning to appreciate him for his true worth. He stood up at his desk, his eyes focused on some far distant horizon and unconsciously his shoulders squared, his chin thrust out.


  “Today,” he whispered dramatically, “I am a man.”


  HE looked about him, seeing the office as it was for the first time. He saw the mole-like clerks at the desks, the cringing, frightened people waiting for their requests to be considered and he took another deep breath. About the third in his entire life.


  Walking toward him he saw Bennie, the office boy, a lanky, callow youth, one of the minor banes of Mortimer’s existence. Mortimer’s head tilted defiantly, a stern, cold look froze on his face.


  “Bennie,” he snapped, and his voice would have delighted the author of the volume of will power, “come here.”


  Bennie turned, the impudent expression on his face gradually changing to one of dazed, helpless deference.


  “Yes,” he gulped, “right away.”


  He hurried to Mortimer’s desk.


  “What is it, sir?” he asked obediently.


  “In the future,” Mortimer said icily, “you will address me as Mr. Meek. And as for the present, get me a glass of water and be quick about it.”


  “Yes, sir,” Bennie gasped. “Immediately, Mr. Meek.”


  He wheeled and with one last bewildered, frightened look over his shoulder, scurried away.


  Mortimer sat down, a strange, intoxicating glow spreading over him. He was the dominant type. The book was right. “Assert yourself,” it said, “and respect and obedience are yours for the asking.”


  Well, he had asserted himself—and it worked!


  Bennie was back with the water and Mortimer seized the glass in one firm hand and stood up again.


  “To the new Mortimer Meek,” he cried, and then he tilted the glass and drained the water in one long gulp.


  You cannot go about a modern business office drinking toasts to yourself without attracting a certain amount of undesirable attention, and, in this respect, the Snappy Service office was no exception.


  “What is the meaning of this?” a chilled voice inquired behind him.


  Mortimer spun around to face the formidable figure of Jeremiah Judson, president of Snappy Service. Under the stare of Jeremiah’s gimlet-like eyes, his confidence melted away, like putty before a drill.


  “Heh, heh,” he laughed weakly, in an attempt to convince Mr. Judson that the whole situation was very droll. “Heh, heh, just a little joke. Think nothing of it.”


  Jeremiah’s frown faded and a blank look stole over his lean face.


  “Think nothing of it,” he muttered. “Very well,” he said dully. Turning, he strode away, his face as empty and expressionless as an idiot.


  Mortimer sagged into his chair, his breath whistling through his teeth like steam from a leaky radiator. This was too much. He wiped the perspiration from his brow with a shaky hand. He, Mortimer Meek, had cowed the boss, Jeremiah Judson.


  Why . . . why, anything was possible now. If his will power had been developed to the extent that he could bluff a hard, flinty-eyed old warrior like Jeremiah Judson . . . then he could do anything with it. Nothing was impossible!


  Judson was halfway across the office by the time Mortimer reached this conclusion. Intoxicated by the sudden surge of power that swept over him, he sprang to his feet, squared his shoulders.


  “Mr . . . Judson,” he shouted, come back here.”


  Jeremiah Judson stopped in his tracks and then turned, the expression of a sleep walker stealing over his face.


  “Yes . . . y . . . yes, sir,” he stammered, hurrying to Mortimer’s desk.


  Mortimer felt a moment of panic. Maybe he had gone too far. But it was too late to stop now. He had to carry the thing off.


  “Judson,” he said loudly, “I’m not at all satisfied with my present salary. If you aren’t in a position to pay me what I’m worth I shall be forced to tender my resignation. Effective immediately.”


  “How . . . how much do you want?” Judson gasped weakly.


  MORTIMER staggered back, his brain reeling. He tried twice to speak, but he succeeded only in producing an incoherent squawk. This was incredible—but it was happening. Judson was waiting patiently, meekly, for his answer.


  Mortimer started to ask for two dollars, but suddenly a wild, rash confidence took hold of his tongue.


  “Four dollars,” he stated. “Four dollars a week.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mr. Judson even bowed slightly. “That will be arranged. Is that all?”


  “No, it isn’t,” Mortimer snapped. Gone was his hesitation, his timidity, his lack of confidence. Mortimer Meek had arrived.


  He swept a majestic eye over the awed and open-mouthed employees who were regarding the scene. He turned back to Jeremiah Judson.


  “I want you to give every one of your employees a two-dollar-a-week raise. And,” he waggled a stern finger under Jeremiah’s nose, “this slave driving nonsense is a thing of the past. Get me?”


  Mr. Judson mopped his perspiring forehead.


  “Yes, sir,” he managed to squeak. “Two dollars a week for everybody.”


  “And another thing,” Mortimer said reflectively, “I don’t particularly like the position of my desk. There’s not enough light for one thing, and on top of that, it’s dusty as the dickens. It’s bad for my hay fever. Let’s see,” he looked critically about the office, “I think you’d better have it moved over there next to the window.”


  “But that’s where Mr. Debaere’s desk is,” Judson’s voice was incredulously horrified.


  Mortimer smiled maliciously. Mr. Debaere was out to lunch with Betty, his girl. Probably sitting across from her right this minute in some dimly lighted cocktail bar,


  “That’s a pity, isn’t it?” he said casually. “Nothing to do but put Mr. Debaere’s desk where mine is. He hasn’t got hay fever. He won’t mind it.”


  “Yes, sir,” Judson said helplessly. “I’ll have the maintenance department take care of it right away.”


  “That’s a good fellow,” Mortimer said. “Snap into it.”


  “Yes, sir,” Judson bowed again and scurried away.


  A few minutes later he was back with two husky laborers trailing in his wake. Mortimer took charge of things.


  “Move that desk away from the window,” he ordered, “and we’ll shove mine right in its place.”


  The two laborers nodded, moved to follow Mortimer’s instructions.


  Mortimer watched them clear the papers off the desk with a happy, gratified smile. At last one of his long-sought dreams was about to be realized. The laborers carried the desk to the middle of the office and then one of them turned a flushed, perspiring face to Mortimer.


  “Where to now, bud?” he gasped. “Set my desk down,” a voice cried. The words, angry and loud, had not issued from Mortimer. He looked up to meet the indignant gaze of Jon Debaere, who stood inside the office door, his face mottled with fury. With him was Betty.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” he shouted, advancing on the laborers. “Who gave orders to move my desk?”


  Mortimer coughed.


  “I did,” he said.


  “You?” Jon cried unbelievingly. “Who do you think you are?”


  Mortimer threw back his head defiantly and raised an arm dramatically over his head.


  “Hah,” he cried. “I am Mortimer Meek.”


  “So what?” Jon snapped. “I’m telling you, Meek, you’re liable to get yourself into a mess you hadn’t figured on.”


  “Ain’t it de truth?” a horribly familiar voice rasped in Mortimer’s ear.


  A CLAMMY, cold sweat broke out on Mortimer’s brow and his thin hair tried to stand up and walk away. He didn’t need to look around to know that the voice belonged to Slug McNutty the gangster any more than a man has to look around to know that he has been slugged in the head with a baseball bat.


  It was Slug McNutty, accompanied by a dark, dapper little man, carrying a violin case under his arm,


  “Didja tink over dat little deal,” McNutty snapped, “or are you still goin’ to play dumb?”


  Mortimer felt Betty’s hand tugging at his sleeve.


  “Who are they?” she whispered. “They . . . they look dangerous.”


  “Don’t worry,” Mortimer heard Jon’s voice in the background. “They’re just a couple of his cheap friends. I’ll take care of you, darling, never fear.”


  “How about it, chum?” McNutty’s voice was ominously impatient. “Are ya ready to spill?”


  “I have to settle one thing at a time,” Mortimer cried. “Don’t rush me.”


  He glared wildly about from one couple to the other. Here were all his troubles, concentrated and localized, dumped suddenly onto his neck. This, he knew, was his Thermopylae. If he failed now everything was lost. He clenched his fists and jerked himself up to his full height. He recalled fleetingly the comforting words of the book:


  In times of great stress, when the outlook is darkest, strike with the cunning of the fox; the strength of the lion; the savageness of the tiger, and the battle is won.


  It was a large order for Mortimer, who had spent but one afternoon in the city zoo in his life, but it was now or never, and Mortimer’s soul was rising to the occasion. He cleared his throat and opened his mouth.


  “Looks like a hooked bass, doesn’t he?” Jon cut in maliciously.


  The impatience, the humiliation, the anger that had bubbled in the crucible of Mortimer’s soul, frothed over at this last slur.


  “Oh!” he exploded. “Go . . . go to blazes!”


  He wheeled to the grim figures of the gangsters, his head snapping back in a defiant tilt, his features cold and stern.


  “Now,” he snapped belligerently, “what the hell are you thugs hanging around here for?”


  “Don’t get tough,” McNutty whispered menacingly. “You know what I want. Where’s dat truck goin’ to be at t’ree o’clock tomorrow aftanoon?”


  “It’s going to be at Plaza and Fifth,” Mortimer snapped, “but that information is never going to do you any good.”


  McNutty’s companion glanced nervously about the office.


  “I don’t like it,” he whined. “Dis guy sounds like he stooled. Let’s get outa here.”


  “You little rat,” McNutty snapped at Mortimer. “Did ya tip the coppers off?”


  Mortimer threw back his head and laughed loudly. He had seen this gesture used innumerable times in the movies and he had longed secretly for an opportunity to use it himself. He threw back his head and laughed again.


  “You flatter yourself,” he sneered. “I don’t need the police to attend to the likes of you. You cheap cads have met your match in Mortimer Meek.” Drawing himself up he launched into the finale of the bridge scene, chapter twelve, page 443. “Because you are powerless to resist my commands. Do you hear? Helpless!”


  It was at this point that Jeremiah Judson chose to inject himself into the scene.


  “What do you men want?” he cried, waving his arms at the gangsters. “What’s the idea of standing around my office like a pair of . . . of gangsters?”


  Mortimer experienced a pang of jealousy. What did Judson mean stealing the spotlight from him that way? His voice had a distinctly frozen edge as he said:


  “I’ll take care of things, Jerry, just—”


  “But I demand to know,” Judson interrupted, “what—”


  “Oh, shut up,” Mortimer cut him off exasperatedly. “Go climb a flagpole, you old fossil, and I’ll take care of these crooks. These cheap hoodlums have met their match in—”


  Two things cut off Mortimer’s harangue.


  One was Betty’s shrill scream and the second was the beefy fist of Slug McNutty crashing into the side of his head.


  MORTIMER hit the floor and bounced twice before he settled for good on the back of his neck, his fingers and legs twitching spasmodically.


  “Mortimer,” Betty screamed. “Mortimer.”


  Dimly Mortimer heard the clamor in the office, the shrill cries of the women, the rasping voice of Slug McNutty.


  “Don’t anybody make a move,” he heard him yell. “Spike, get out the chopper. We’ll shoot our way outa here.”


  And then he felt soft, cool hands on his face and heard Betty’s anguished voice in his ear.


  “Mortimer, darling,” she moaned, “you’re hurt, bleeding.”


  Mortimer felt a surge of returning confidence.


  “Hah,” he said thickly. “What’s a little blood to Mortimer the mighty?”


  He struggled to his knees but Betty pulled him back. “Don’t,” she begged. “You’ll be killed.”


  “So what?” Mortimer snarled for the first time in his life. “So what?” His courage returned with a rush as the defiant phrase rolled off his tongue. He pulled free from Betty’s grip and struggled to his feet, his lackluster eyes trying hard to flash commandingly.


  The situation was one that would ordinarily call for a riot squad, tear gas and a dozen or so husky cops.


  Slug McNutty was backing toward the door, a heavy automatic clenched in his right fist. His companion had unsnapped the violin case and dragged out a stubby, vicious looking tommy gun, which he pointed menacingly at the huddled group of frightened employees.


  “Stop,” Mortimer cried, advancing toward them. “Stop, you . . . you thugs.”


  The tommy gun swung around, its black barrel aiming at Mortimer’s midsection and Slug McNutty’s finger tightened on the trigger of the automatic.


  “You’re beggin’ for dis,” McNutty rapped.


  “Drop those guns,” Mortimer cried desperately. “Drop them, I say.”


  An instant later, to the astonishment of Mortimer and the terrified employees, the gangsters released their grip on the guns and let them drop with a clattering crash to the floor.


  An awed, incredulous murmur rose from the trembling office workers as the gangsters stared helplessly down at their guns and then looked dumbly and dazedly to Mortimer.


  It was a sweet, soul-satisfying moment for Mortimer. He filled his lungs and swept a triumphant gaze over the breathlessly silent office.


  “That’s better,” he said, trying to keep his voice from cracking with relief. “Much better.” He turned to the white and shaking figure of Jeremiah Judson. “Nothing to worry about now, Jerry,” he said loftily. “I have things under control.”


  “Oh, Mortimer,” breathed Betty. “You’re . . . you’re wonderful!”


  “Sure I am,” Mortimer agreed. “The dominant type.”


  He turned back to the gangsters, his features hardening, his head snapping back defiantly.


  “Come here,” he cried, in a tone of voice that sounded like the bark of an anemic pekinese. “Come here, and make it snappy.”


  The gangsters obeyed numbly, their eyes staring glassily.


  “Now get this,” Mortimer said when they cowered before him. “I’m not going to be hard on you fellows. You don’t deserve any mercy, but I think you’ve learned the futility of crossing swords with Mortimer Meek.”


  “Jeez,” said Slug McNutty humbly, “ya mean ya ain’t goin’ to turn us over to de cops?”


  “No,” said Mortimer, “I’m not. You’ve learned your lesson.” He paused, delighted with his new role of kindly benevolence. “If you ever need any advice or inspiration feel free to call on me. Now go on about your business, like real men.”


  “Jeez,” said Slug McNutty. “We sure will.”


  TWENTY seconds after the door had closed upon the sheepish exit of the gangsters, a mild sort of pandemonium broke loose. The employees surged about Mortimer, pumping his hand, slapping his back, almost tearful in their relief and happiness. But Mortimer heard only one voice, saw only one face.


  “Oh, darling,” Betty was crying, “I’ve been such a fool.”


  The words trickled over Mortimer like cool water on a parched plain. He looked about for Jon, his erstwhile rival, but he was nowhere to be seen.


  But he did see something that made him start like a prodded horse.


  The metal door that led to the incinerator chute was swinging gently, and caught on an edge of metal was a piece of light gray cloth; light gray cloth of the same shade as the suit that Jon had been wearing.


  “I don’t know where Jon went,” Betty rushed on, “and I don’t care. He certainly got out of here in a hurry when he saw those guns.”


  Mortimer heard the sound of Betty’s voice but the words were not registering. He was looking at the piece of cloth with horrified eyes while his brain recalled the last thing he had said to Jon.


  Go to blazes, that’s what he had told him. The incinerator chute led to the furnace. Could it be . . . had Jon, impelled by his powerful will, taken the command literally? The evidence pointed that way.


  He remembered with a feeling of relief that it was summer—there was no fire in the furnace. At least he hoped there wasn’t.


  “He certainly proved himself a coward,” Betty said indignantly, “when things got too hot for him.”


  “I hope they haven’t by now,” Mortimer answered.


  “Oh, you were splendid,” Betty rushed on. “The way you bluffed those gangsters was the most thrilling thing I’ve ever seen.”


  Mortimer held up a deprecating hand and smiled modestly.


  “A little firmness now and then,” he said, “is useful.”


  “But the most wonderful thing of all,” Betty gushed, “was the charitable way you gave them another chance and then calmly told them to go on about their business. That was big of you, Mortimer.”


  “I didn’t want to be too hard . . .” Mortimer’s voice choked off as his heart began to tumble around like an egg in boiling water. A phrase of Betty’s had suddenly leaped across his brain, glaring like a bright neon sign.


  Told them to go about their business!


  The words sprang before his eyes in letters a foot high. That’s what he’d told the gangsters to do, to go on about their business. And the business of the gangsters had been to rob the special truck. He had told them, commanded them with his new, powerful will to hijack the armored truck!


  “What’s the matter?” Betty asked solicitously. “You look ill, Mortimer.”


  “This is terrible,” Mortimer babbled excitedly. “The gangsters . . . they’re going to rob the truck. I told them to. They can’t help themselves.”


  “Now, now,” Betty said soothingly, “you’re just overwrought. You’re suffering a reaction from the nervous excitement.”


  “But you don’t understand,” Mortimer cried wildly. “The truck . . . I told them to rob it! That’s their business. I told them to do it.”


  “You told them nothing of the sort,” Betty scoffed. “Those men were thoroughly cowed when you got through with them. They won’t cause anyone trouble.”


  “That’s what you think,” Mortimer yelled. He felt his courage rising again to meet this emergency. He remembered that he had boastingly named the intersection where the truck would be. He’d have to hurry to stop them. Breaking free from Betty’s restraining hand he strode across the office and wheeled dramatically to face the bewildered circle of employees.


  “Never fear,” he cried, raising one arm triumphantly above his head, “Mortimer Meek will take care of things.” With a final dramatic wave of his hand he turned and raced down the corridor to the elevator . . .


  DASHING out of the lobby of the building he wheeled and streaked down the street like Equipoise after a sack of oats. He was secretly glad that another chance to demonstrate his will power had presented itself.


  “Good practice for me,” he panted as he scurried along. Oblivious to his surroundings he pelted down the street turning over in his mind the most dramatic way to rout the gangsters.


  He had just decided to order them to march away from the scene single file, when he remembered something. Something that acted as a brake on his driving legs and slowed him down to a walk.


  He had just remembered that the robbery was scheduled for the following day.


  Feeling slightly foolish he came to a stop, his sides heaving from the unaccustomed exertion. He stood scratching his head for a minute before he decided upon a course of action. Why, it was simple. He’d go to police headquarters, at the City Hall, and explain the situation to them. They’d take care of it for him. No sense in him going to all that trouble of stopping the robbery when they were being paid to do it.


  Silently congratulating himself on his keenness he started walking again, hurrying in the direction of the City Hall.


  It was not until he turned the block leading to the entrance of the City Hall that Mortimer became aware of the hurrying streams of humanity that were excitedly rushing in the same direction.


  Strangely enough, they were all peering up at the sky, shading their eyes with the backs of their hands.


  Mortimer looked up and saw nothing, not even a cloud in the sky.


  Dropping his gaze, he hurried along through the thickening crowd. Using his elbows and knees, he plowed ahead until finally his way was blocked by a solid, unyielding mass of humanity that stretched from sidewalk to sidewalk, completely closing off the street.


  “What’s it all about?” Mortimer muttered bewilderedly.


  “Ten cents a look,” a harsh voice twanged behind him. “Ten cents for a look at the madman. Can’t climb any higher. Won’t come down. Take a look while there’s still time. He may jump any minute.”


  Mortimer looked around and saw a dark, monkey-like little man standing next to a telescope mounted on a tripod.


  A crudely lettered tin sign reading see mars for a nickel dangled from the telescope.


  “Ten cents a look,” the little man was intoning. “Take a look before he jumps. While there’s still time. Don’t miss the chance of a lifetime.”


  Entranced, Mortimer moved closer, fumbling for a dime.


  “What’s it all about?” he asked.


  “Man on the flagpole of City Hall,” the pitch man answered laconically. “Probably some nut.”


  Excited, Mortimer paid the man a dime and squatted behind the telescope, placing his eye to the barrel. He swung the ’scope up the brown facade of the Hall, past the top ramparts, and then tilted it until it focused on the flagpole.


  Sure enough, right at the top of the pole he could see the enlarged figure of a man, clutching desperately to the slender swaying flagstaff.


  “Gosh!” said Mortimer.


  He tilted the ’scope and then the man’s face was visible—and the breath left Mortimer’s lungs with an incredulous whoooosh.


  For the bewildered, dazed, pathetic face that focused in the telescope was that of Jeremiah Judson!


  FOR a dizzy second Mortimer’s head reeled and then with sickening force he recalled the exasperated command he had hurled at Judson when the gangsters were in the office. Go climb a flagpole, that’s what he’d told him. And that’s just what Jeremiah had done.


  “This is terrible,” Mortimer cried. “I’ve got to tell him to come down before he falls and is killed. I’ve got to get through.”


  “No soap, Buddy,” the man next to him said. “The cops have got the crowd roped off. They’ve got a net spread for him. Not a chance in a million to get through.”


  But Mortimer had not waited to hear the last. Kicking and scratching, he plunged through the mob, his breath searing his lungs like a blast from a furnace.


  “I’ve got to get through,” he yelled. “I know him. I’ve got to get through.” The crowd parted unwillingly with angry mutterings and Mortimer plunged on like a miniature broncho until he collided with a broad, blue-clad back.


  “Aisy now,” a heavy voice growled, a foot or so above his head. “We got one nut to watch wit’out bein’ bothered by the likes of you. Get back there now.”


  “But I tell you I know him,” Mortimer pleaded hysterically. Furiously, but futilely, he struggled against the hands that held him.


  “Get back there,” the policeman roared. “I’m not foolin’ wit’ you.”


  He placed both hands on Mortimer’s chest and pushed, suddenly and heavily.


  Mortimer staggered backwards, tripped on a loose stone and sprawled to the street, landing in a pool of murky, dirty water.


  Tears of humiliation blinded him as he struggled to his feet, water dripping from his clothes. “Who do you think you’re shovin’ around?” he cried angrily.


  “Sure and maybe it’s Napoleon Boneyparty,” the policeman sneered sarcastically. “Or maybe just the King of England.”


  “It’s Mortimer Meek,” Mortimer cried, “and I’m telling you to clear out of my way.”


  The policeman’s huge fists doubled menacingly, but then he began to tremble.


  “Go right ahead, sir,” he quaked, backing fearfully away.


  Mortimer ducked past him, raced across the street and up the steps of the City Hall.


  “Let me by,” he shouted at the officer who was guarding the doors. Instantly the doors were jerked open by the dazedly obedient guard and Mortimer dashed into the interior of the building.


  A fat, red-faced little man was standing in the middle of a group, moaning and wringing his hands.


  “A week before election it’s gotta happen,” he groaned. “It couldn’t be a week after, oh no. This is terrible publicity. The papers will say he jumped in protest against my taxes. This is terrible.”


  Mortimer recognized the Mayor from the pictures in the paper. He made a beeline for him and grabbed him by the arm.


  “Listen,” he cried urgently. “I can get that man down if you’ll take me up to the roof of the building.”


  The Mayor looked at him sourly. “What makes you think you can,” he asked, “when all the cops in town have failed?”


  “Take it or leave it,” Mortimer snapped. “I’m telling you I can get him down.”


  The Mayor hesitated for an instant, then he snapped his fingers.


  “I’ll give you a chance,” he snapped. “You can’t be any worse than these police have been.”


  AN express elevator whisked them to the roof. There Mortimer saw fifty or sixty policemen, sergeants, captains, lieutenants crowded about the base of the flags pole shouting and gesticulating at the figure fifty feet above their heads.


  “It’s no use,” one of them cried as the Mayor bustled out of the elevator. “The nut won’t come down. If we climb after him, he’s liable to jump.”


  Mortimer stepped out of the elevator after the Mayor. “I’ll get him down,” he said confidently. “Just watch.”


  “What are you goin’ to do?” a captain asked suspiciously. “Put salt on his tail?”


  “No,” Mortimer said calmly. “I’m just going to tell him to come down.”


  “What?” yelled the Mayor. “I thought you had some plan, something in the way of strategy. If this is a gag, you’ll find out it isn’t funny!”


  Mortimer favored him with a cold look and then strode to the base of the slender, swaying flagpole. He looked up its shining length to the pitiful, huddled figure that had clamped itself to the top of the pole. He turned to the crowd of officers and officials.


  “Please,” he yelled. “Be quiet. I must have silence.”


  The murmuring talk died away until the only sound on the top of the roof was the wind whistling past the flagpole.


  Again Mortimer looked up the pole at Jeremiah Judson and then he cupped his hands over his mouth.


  “Jeremiah,” he shouted. “Can you hear me?”


  A second later a quivering affirmative floated down to the tense crowd on the roof.


  Mortimer paused, stared dramatically around the silent, breathless circle of spectators and then looked back up the pole.


  “Okay, then,” he yelled. “Come on down.”


  IN the Mayor’s office a congratulatory, back-slapping crowd surged around Mortimer. Flash bulbs popped in his face and reporters with greedy notebooks shot questions at him.


  “How’d you get him to come down,” one of them asked, “when all the efforts of the police had failed?”


  “I just asked him to,” Mortimer replied nonchalantly and then he added maliciously: “That’s the one thing the police forgot to do.”


  “What a story! What a story!” the newshawk chortled happily. “Fire hoses, safety nets, police cordon fail but polite request turns trick. It’s headlines for you, buddy.”


  Mortimer felt a light tap on his shoulder and he turned to face an alert looking, well dressed young man who grabbed Mortimer’s hand and pumped it enthusiastically.


  “Name’s Blake, Terry Blake,” the young man said. “Represent the Me, John Public, radio show. You’ve heard it. Odd slants on the day’s news. Now I wonder if you’d do us a favor and make an appearance on tomorrow’s show and tell the radio audience about your experience here today?”


  “Oh it wasn’t that important,” Mortimer began but the other chopped him off.


  “Yes it was. That’s the kind of stuff that John Public eats up. Now will you do it? There’ll be a nice check in it for you.”


  “Well,” Mortimer prolonged the delightful conversation, “what time is the show?”


  “Two o’clock tomorrow afternoon. Can I expect you?”


  “Well,” Mortimer tried to sound as if he were weighing factors, “I think I can make it. As you say the public enjoys that type of thing. Makes it sort of a duty, doesn’t it?”


  “Right you are,” the affable young man agreed. “Two o’clock, don’t forget. I’ll be looking for you.”


  It was quite a time after he disappeared before Mortimer was able to break away from the enthusiastic crowd and get to the corridor.


  And it was then and only then that he remembered the business that had brought him to the City Hall in the first place.


  The robbery. The robbery of the delivery truck that was scheduled to take place the following day.


  “Gosh,” he muttered to himself. “Be too bad if I forgot that.”


  Peering about, he saw a door lettered CHIEF OF POLICE and turned his steps in that direction.


  “They can take care of it,” he thought. “I’ll be too busy. I’m going on the air tomorrow.”


  “—AND NOW, ladies and gentlemen, it is the privilege of the Quiscuit Biscuit Company to present to you at this time a man whose name has been blazoned across the headlines for the last twenty-four hours.”


  Mortimer clutched his speech nervously as the announcer approached the climax of the introduction. He smiled wanly at Betty who stood next to him gripping his arm tightly.


  “Are you nervous, dear?” she asked worriedly.


  “N. . . not at all,” Mortimer lied. “It’s just that . . . it’s just that it’s a little close in here, that’s all.”


  “And now,” the announcer signaled Mortimer with his hand, “you will hear Mortimer Meek tell you in his own words the thrilling story that has captured the imagination of the country overnight. Quiscuit Biscuit takes pleasure in presenting, Me, John Public’s Man of the Minute—Mortimer Meek!” Mortimer walked to the “mike” on knees that shook and wobbled painfully. He swallowed nervously and then he felt a draft on his neck.


  He risked a quick peek over his shoulder and saw that Betty had raised one of the windows. A refreshing breeze was wafting through the studio.


  He smiled fleetingly at her and then turned back to the “mike” clearing his throat.


  “Go on,” the announcer whispered. “You’re on the air.”


  Mortimer rallied his courage and set his feet firmly as if he were preparing to take a swing with a golf club.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he read, “my name is Mortimer Meek. I was walking downtown yesterday afternoon when suddenly—”


  An eddying gust of wind whistled through the studio and Mortimer paused to push the hair out of his eyes. “When suddenly,” he struggled on again, “I noticed a crowd—” He stopped again as another burst of wind rattled the papers in his hand. He tried desperately to get a firmer grip on the paper and then it happened.


  His sweaty fingers slipped on the smooth paper and the next instant his speech was flying across the room, twisting and twirling like a leaf in a gale.


  Mortimer started after it but the announcer jerked him back.


  “You’re on the air,” he hissed. “Keep talking.”


  Mortimer stared in terror at the “mike.”


  “Hello,” he gulped inanely. “I didn’t do anything much . . . that is . . . I mean, I didn’t think it was much but I suppose you people want to hear about it anyway. The radio executive was telling me how foolish you people are about things like that.” Mortimer paused and looked desperately about the studio. The announcer and two control men were still chasing after his speech.


  “What I mean,” he floundered on, “is that it wasn’t much of a job for me. As a matter of fact the biggest job I had was to convince the police to let me through so I could get the man down. You know the police in this town are not as bright as they might be.” Mortimer remembered the policeman who had shoved him into the puddle and warmed to his subject.


  “We’d get along a lot better if all the dumb, incompetent policemen listening to this program would go and take a two week vacation for themselves. What this city needs—”


  A STRONG hand grabbed Mortimer’s shoulder, jerked him away from the “mike.” Then the announcer was saying breathlessly:


  “Due to circumstances beyond our control we will be unable to give you the rest of this broadcast. A transcribed organ solo will follow.”


  The announcer switched off the “mike” and wheeled to Mortimer.


  “You can’t say things like that,” he cried wildly. “It’s slander. The Federal Commission may jerk our license for this.”


  “But it’s true,” Mortimer insisted weakly. “The police are incompetent.”


  “Oooh,” the announcer groaned. “That doesn’t make any difference. This is terrible.”


  Mortimer felt Betty tugging at his sleeve.


  “We’d better be going dear,” she said. “That’s the thanks you get for trying to help your old city. They just don’t appreciate it.”


  Mortimer felt slightly better. “I guess you’re right,” he said in a voice dripping with self-pity. “I’m just a martyr, that’s all. Just a martyr.”


  Outside in the hallway leading to the elevators Mortimer almost bumped into a large, red faced policeman who was hurrying by.


  “Sorry, fella,” the cop yelled over his shoulder, “I’m just starting on my vacation and I’m in a little hurry.” Slightly puzzled, Mortimer followed him to the elevator and crowded in behind him.


  At the first stop three more policemen pushed into the car.


  “I’m heading for the lakes,” he heard one of them say. “I’m really going to enjoy myself this vacation.”


  The others laughed heartily and slapped him on the back.


  “So are we,” one of them chuckled. “I can’t wait till I get the old fish pole in my hands.”


  Mortimer cowered in the back of the elevator, a strange, wild premonition chilling his spine. Maybe it was a coincidence—maybe . . .


  The elevator stopped and Mortimer dashed out of the cage and raced through the lobby to the street.


  And then—his premonition became a horrible reality as he stared at the chaos and confusion that greeted his eyes.


  Policemen were walking arm in arm, laughing merrily at the snarled traffic, at the bewildered, panic-stricken pedestrians.


  A mounted policeman galloped through the street, waving his cap over his head.


  “Hiyo, Silver,” he bellowed. “Awaaay. Awaaaay for a vacation. Gang Awaaaay!”


  Dimly, through the fog of terror that swept over him, Mortimer realized that Betty was screaming in his ear.


  “Mortimer,” her voice was edged with panic. “What’s happened? All these policemen are deserting their posts. They’ve gone crazy. What does it mean?”


  “They’re going on vacations,” Mortimer whispered hoarsely. “They’re going on vacations because I told them to.”


  “Oh nonsense,” Betty exclaimed. “If you’re thinking about what you said on the radio—why that’s absurd. And besides,” she concluded triumphantly, “you distinctly said that only the incompetent policemen should take a vacation.”


  “But don’t you see,” Mortimer cried hysterically, “that’s just it. They’re all incompetent. They’re all leaving.”


  He stared wildly about at the milling crowds, at the jammed traffic. Then his eyes flicked past a clock and subconsciously registered the time.


  Two thirty! Suddenly, with the force of a pile driver, a terrible realization crashed into his consciousness.


  Two thirty! In a half hour the gangsters would be hijacking the armored delivery truck. There was nothing and no one to stop them. The police, in response to Mortimer’s thoughtless command, were deserting their posts in droves.


  It took Mortimer several long seconds to recover from the shock, but when he did his head snapped back defiantly. Gangsters ready to strike; police nowhere in sight.


  It was Mortimer Meek to the rescue.


  “Betty,” he grabbed her by the arm, “Wait here for me. I’ve got a little job to take care of.”


  “Darling,” there was a note of alarm in her voice, “where are you going?”


  But Mortimer was already streaking away to keep his date with Destiny . . .


  MORTIMER heard the brisk, chilling rattle of machine gun fire before he reached the intersection of Plaza and Fifth. The thought that he might be too late acted as a spur in his flank, driving him on at a breathless, increased speed.


  He heard a shout, a scream and then as he rounded the corner the scene was suddenly spread before him.


  Gangsters were swarming about the wrecked delivery truck, menacing the bystanders and armored truck drivers with machine guns. A moving van had been backed up to the delivery truck and Mortimer saw then that the rear doors of the armored truck had been forced open. A familiar, bulky, loudly dressed figure was clambering into the armored truck, a heavy automatic in his fist. Slug McNutty.


  And a second after Slug McNutty’s figure had disappeared into the interior of the truck, a heavily stuffed money bag came flying out, to vanish through the open doors and into the bowels of the waiting van.


  In this crisis Mortimer was calm. He squared his shoulders, tilted his head defiantly and then charged into the middle of the street.


  “Stop,” he cried. “Stop. It is I, Mortimer Meek, who commands it.”


  His sudden, surprising arrival checked the gangsters. Their muzzles dropped uncertainly as Mortimer looked about sternly.


  “Now,” said Mortimer. He stepped between the two trucks and just at that instant a heavy currency sack hurtled through the air. It struck him at the base of the neck with a stunning paralyzing blow that ignited a sparkling constellation of stars in his head, and then knocked him flat on his face.


  Mortimer didn’t hear the excited exclamation that ripped from the life of the gangster, nor did he see the figure of Slug McNutty clamber down from the back of the truck.


  “Cripes,” gasped McNutty, “it’s de little shrimp from de Loan Company. Here,” he yelled to one of the gangsters, “gimme a lift wit dis guy. We can’t leave him here, he’d tip the cops for sure.”


  Strong hands lifted Mortimer’s limp figure and tossed it into the van on top of the currency sacks.


  “Let’s get rollin’,” McNutty snapped, “before som’thin’ else happens.”


  The words had hardly passed his lips before something else did happen.


  Something in the form of a clawing, scratching, dark-haired bundle of feminine fury that launched itself at Slug McNutty like an angry tigress.


  “Mortimer,” the dark-haired girl screamed. “What have you done with him?”


  McNutty wheeled, yowling as long red fingernails raked the back of his neck. Twisting he grabbed the squirming, kicking girl and hoisted her onto his shoulder.


  “Open de doors of de van,” he yelled, “it’s de little guy’s dame, we gotta take her wit’ us too.”


  The doors swung open, McNutty dumped his struggling burden into the van, the doors swung shut, a padlock snapped.


  “Come on,” shouted McNutty. “The bulls will be along any minute. We’ll take care of dese two when we get to de hideout.”


  MORTIMER climbed wearily through thick clouds of fog and opened his eyes to see Betty looking down at him a tender, worried expression on her face.


  “Betty,” he gasped weakly. “Where are we? How did you . . .?”


  He started to rise, but sagged back groaning as a thousand hammers started to pound in his skull.


  “Oh Mortimer,” Betty groaned. “We’re, in terrible trouble. The gangsters brought us here to this little farm house about twenty miles from the city. I heard them say it’s a hideout.”


  “But how did they get you?” Mortimer asked dazedly.


  “I followed you,” Betty said. “I suppose it was foolish, but I had some strange feeling that you were going into danger and I wanted to be with you. The gangsters grabbed me, threw me in the truck and that’s where I found you. You’ve been unconscious for three hours. You must have had a terrible fight with them.”


  “Three of them,” Mortimer said, “jumped me from behind.”


  He climbed to his feet, disregarding the pain in his head.


  “But they won’t get away with this,” he cried. “I am Mortimer Meek. I’ll show them they’re playing with dynamite.”


  “Oh Mortimer,” Betty said ecstatically. “When you scowl like that it sends chills up my spine. You’re wonderful.”


  Mortimer squared his shoulders. He hadn’t had a chance to display his will power at the robbery but he’d make up for it now.


  Striding to the door, he pounded on it with both fists.


  “Come in here,” he shouted, “and make it snappy.”


  There was a moment’s silence and then a slightly bewildered nasal voice answered.


  “Okay buddy, we’ll make it snappy for you.”


  Mortimer turned to Betty, his chest swelling proudly.


  “Did you hear that,” he asked happily. “I’ve got ’em on the run.”


  A bolt and chain rattled and then the door swung inward and a wedge of light slanted into the room. A second later the large bulk of Slug McNutty moved into the room.


  Mortimer paused and sneered at the burly gangster. He searched his brain for the most humiliating command that he could think of. They wouldn’t dare bother him again. He opened his mouth—but he was too late.


  Slug McNutty’s beefy hand flashed out and clamped over Mortimer’s mouth.


  “Yer talkin’ too much,” he grated. “There’s somethin’ funny about de way you order people around. We’re goin’ to fix ya so ya ain’t so gabby.”


  Mortimer squirmed helplessly. The gangster’s heavy hand clamped over his mouth and nose almost strangling him.


  “Glug,” he mumbled desperately.


  McNutty twisted his arms behind his back and then propelled him through the door, slamming it behind him on Betty’s whimpering protests.


  MORTIMER gazed frantically about the room, at the five or six hard bitten thugs who leered at him.


  “Get them leather thongs,” McNutty snapped. “I’m goin’ to fix dis punk go’s he’ll stay quiet.”


  One of the gangsters walked to a closet and returned carrying four or five hide strips which he tossed to Slug McNutty.


  The hand over Mortimer’s mouth was suddenly removed. But before he could shout the commands that would save him, a leather thong was shoved between his teeth and jerked tight. The strap cut into his lips and cheeks as McNutty wound it through his mouth to the back of his neck, again and again.


  Mortimer struggled desperately and frantically. If he couldn’t talk he was helpless. He managed somehow to squirm around in the gangsters grasp and then with all of his strength he pounded his fists into McNutty’s face.


  “You little rat,” McNutty snarled. He tied a last knot in the leather gag and then his fist lashed out and exploded with a solid, stunning smack on Mortimer’s jaw.


  Mortimer flew backward, crashed into a table and slid to the floor. His hands tore helplessly and futilely at the gag in his mouth, as he squirmed around on the floor.


  He had to get the gag out of his mouth. If he couldn’t, gone was any chance of saving Betty or himself.


  He didn’t see the kick that McNutty directed against his threshing figure. His first knowledge of it came when it crashed into his posterior anatomy. Under its impetus he slid along the floor and rolled under the table. His hands encountered something cold and hard and with the dazed idea of using whatever it was as a club, he clutched it to his chest.


  “Kick the table over,” he heard a voice shout. “I ain’t through with the little punk yet.”


  A heavy foot struck the table and the next instant Mortimer’s huddled figure was exposed to the gangsters.


  “I’ll get him,” a heavy voice yelled, but the words were almost drowned out in the shrill scream of terror that blasted through the room.


  “Look out,” a voice screamed. “He’s got the tommy gun!”


  Mortimer clambered to his feet and there was a wild scurrying of bodies as the gangsters hurled themselves from his path.


  Mortimer took advantage of the momentary opportunity to tug desperately at the leather straps that were almost strangling him. But it was no use. Slug McNutty had done his work well. The gag held. It was only then that he became conscious of the instrument of destruction he held tightly clutched in his hand.


  Mortimer knew just as much about intricate machine guns as the average Zulu tribesman.


  He peered uncertainly at the weapon and then he tucked it under his arm and raced out the door. He knew that he wouldn’t have time to stand there and figure out how the gun worked. His only salvation was to get a few minutes of uninterrupted time in order to get the gag out of his mouth. Then he’d show ’em.


  He clattered down the steps into the yard and a large red barn loomed before his eyes. With terror and hope guiding his steps he fled toward it in a crouching, bobbing run.


  A shot whisssshed past his ear and he heard shouted cries behind him.


  “Don’t let him get away,” a voice cried. “Keep him in sight.”


  The barn was large and dim and as Mortimer peered wildly about for some niche or cranny, he spied a ladder leading up to a loft.


  And by the time the gangsters crept cautiously into the barn Mortimer had scrambled up the ladder and disappeared from sight.


  IN the loft, like an hysterically scared ostrich, Mortimer burrowed deep into the hay until only the tip of his nose was visible. With one hand he worked furiously at the leather gag and with the other he clutched the gun to his chest as if it were a hungry baby.


  “He’s in here somewhere,” he heard Slug McNutty’s voice bellow. “Look in de stalls and den we’ll try de hayloft.”


  Trembling with a strange mixture of terror and anger, Mortimer twisted to dig himself deeper into the hay, and as he did, his hand tightened involuntarily on the gun.


  A metallic clatter ripped the silence and a stream of bullets shot by his nose and whistled into the hay.


  There was a triumphant shout below him that sounded like the bay of a bloodhound to Mortimer. He hurled the gun from him and scrambled out of the hay, glaring wildly around for some place to flee.


  There was none! The gangsters were below. The gag was still firmly in place. He was out of the frying pan into the fire.


  Fire! What had made him think . . .?


  He sniffed curiously and then with horror as the burning odor of pungent hay stung his nostrils. He wheeled to see tongues of flames leaping from the hay. Smoke was billowing up in great choking clouds as the fire licked its way greedily through the tinder-dry hay.


  It must have been the sparks from the gun, he thought distractedly.


  “Fire,” he heard Slug McNutty shout. “Clear out. We can pick off the little guy as he tries to get down.”


  Mortimer backed away from the fire, his mind tossing about like a straw in a tornado. The gag was still cutting into his mouth, cutting off air. Almost choking as the bitter smoke burned into his lungs, he staggered across the floor, his eyes and hopes riveted on a small window through which smoke was spiralling. Sparks and embers were burning the back of his neck by the time he reached the wall and stuck his head out of the window.


  Disregarding the fact that it was a fifty-foot drop to the ground, Mortimer clambered up the wall and hoisted himself onto the sill of the window. He looked down into a small fenced enclosure built against the barn evidently to save additional fencing. Tethered in the enclosure Mortimer noticed a large black cow pawing the earth and goring the air with huge, thick horns.


  It was the first “cow” Mortimer had ever seen with horns, but then Mortimer had never seen many cows.


  He was on the point of leaping when he noticed the lightning rod. It ran down the side of the barn about two feet from the window. Gathering his courage, he climbed to his feet and reached out and gripped the rod. He hadn’t decided to slide down, but suddenly the decision was made for him. The window ledge gave way with a splintering crash and Mortimer swung crazily from the rod, one puny, rapidly weakening hand between himself and a fall to the ground.


  He managed to get a grip with his other hand and then began a careful descent. He wondered where the gangsters were. If they were waiting for him on the opposite side of the barn he might be able—


  “There he is. Hurry up.”


  The shout cut off his optimistic thoughts. Straining about he twisted his head for a look over his shoulder. Slug McNutty was unfastening the gate with one hand and waving excitedly with the other. Mortimer’s hopes plummeted to his shoes as he saw the four remaining gangsters join McNutty at the gate.


  Mortimer clung to the lighting rod, his soul in a tumult. His arms were strained and quivering with fatigue and the gag was swiftly strangling him. The fire was raging a few feet above his head and it would only be a matter of seconds before it was licking at his hands. He peered helplessly, despairingly over his shoulder. The gangsters were crossing the enclosure, guns drawn, greedy anticipation in their eyes.


  “Glug, glug,” groaned Mortimer. In the stress of the moment he clapped his hands to his head—and then as he started to fall, scratched furiously at the side of the barn. But it was too late. Mortimer was on the way down.


  HE landed at the feet of Slug McNutty with a jarring bounce that deflated his lungs with a whooosh.


  He felt himself jerked to his feet and when he opened his eyes he was looking into the black muzzle of Slug McNutty’s automatic.


  “Say yer prayers,” McNutty grated. “You’ve caused us de last bit of trouble your goin’ to.” His finger tightened on the trigger—but just at that instant a strange noise sounded in their ears.


  It was more than a noise. It was an enraged moose-like bellow that sounded like a cross between a hungry lion and a donkey with sinus trouble.


  Mortimer’s eyes strayed over McNutty’s shoulder, focused on the source of the sound.


  “Glug, glug,” he attempted a warning.


  McNutty wheeled, his eyes following the direction of Mortimer’s gaze.


  “It’s a bull,” he gasped. “A wild bull. He’s ready to charge.”


  Mortimer’s “cow” was pawing the earth furiously. Enraged by the humans, terrified by the sparks that fell on his back, he strained his massive bulk against the thin rope, his small red eyes gleaming viciously.


  His mouth yawned open and his angry, terrifying bellow thundered through the air. His heavy shoulders lunged frantically against the thin rope. Another lunge and the rope snapped—sending him to his knees.


  The gangsters fled, wild, hoarse screams of terror ripping from their throats, but Mortimer’s nerve centers were paralyzed, refused to work. He stood rooted to the spot, powerless to move a muscle.


  “Glug, glug,” Mortimer croaked desperately. “Glug.”


  The bull glared at Mortimer and then at the fleeing gangsters. Whether he felt there wouldn’t be much sport in goring Mortimer or whether he just liked to play the field will never be known, but at any rate, he wheeled and charged after the gangsters, his sharp, driving hooves kicking a spray of dust back into Mortimer’s face.


  The chains of paralysis were struck from Mortimer, and with a sobbing cry of thankfulness, he turned and raced around the corner of the barn and struck off across the yard, sprinting toward the highway.


  This was his chance, his one, heavensent chance. He heard the gangsters shouting and yelling on the opposite side of the barn and he redoubled his efforts.


  He had covered a good hundred yards before they spotted him again.


  They had evidently managed to escape the bull, for as he glanced over his shoulder he saw two of them racing after him, brandishing their guns.


  They were too late, he thought exultantly. With a hundred yard start they could never catch him before he reached the highway. There he could spot a car and—


  Mortimer didn’t see the well!


  He didn’t see it until he crashed into it—and then it was too late.


  His hoarse desperate scream was choked back by the the leather gag that cut into his mouth. His hands clawed at the air as if they expected to find an invisible ladder there. And then his frantically twisting body plummeted into the depths of the well.


  It struck the green, scummy water with a splash that sent geysers of water shooting back to the top of the well.


  For a minute or so Mortimer was mercifully unconscious and then as reason began to filter back to his brain, he opened his eyes to find himself sitting in about eighteen inches of water.


  “Well, well,” Slug McNutty’s unpleasant voice drifted down to him. “You saved us a lot of trouble, chum. We was wonderin’ what to do wit’ your body and what could be nicer than a nice private well?”


  Mortimer peered fearfully up to the top of the well. Slug McNutty was gazing down at him and as he watched, the heads of the remaining gangsters appeared over the rim of the well.


  “Let’s let him have it,” McNutty said with a wolfish grin. “At dis range we can’t miss, can we boys?”


  Five muzzles pointed down at Mortimer.


  “Glug,” he gasped. His mouth and eyes were full of water. “Glug,” he gasped again and this time he felt something slip. The water soaked leather straps were stretching, giving, as Mortimer worked his jaws.


  “Okay,” McNutty’s trigger finger clenched. “Let ’im . . .”


  “STOP! Stop!” Mortimer’s voice, muffled and indistinct, reached the gangsters ears paralyzing them. “Stop. Put those guns down.” Mortimer ripped the loosened thongs from his mouth and clambered to his feet. “Throw those guns away,” he yelled, “and get a rope and get me out of here.”


  He stared commandingly, scornfully at them and then threw his head back defiantly.


  “Make it snappy you hoodlums, before I lose my temper.”


  Mortimer Meek was back in the saddle.


  Dripping, but masterful, he was hauled out of the well and deposited on the ground. Slug McNutty and his henchmen cowered before, him, their faces stamped with a mask of bewilderment and obedience.


  “You stupid, moronic thugs,” Mortimer said icily, “have made your biggest and last mistake in matching wits with Mortimer Meek. Now . . .”


  His eyes roved speculatively over the farm house, the still smouldering barn, lighted on the well and stopped there. An expression of malicious amusement passed over his features.


  “Now,” he repeated, “you are going to pay for it. Climb down into this well. All of you.”


  “But jeez,” Slug McNutty protested weakly, “it’s dirty and cold and—”


  “Get down in that well,” Mortimer’s shout cut him off. “And snap it up.” Without another word Slug McNutty stepped to the rim of the well, threw a leg over the stone embankment and plunged into its depths.


  Mortimer looked meaningly at the other gangsters.


  “You too,” he snapped.


  One by one they repeated McNutty’s plunge until, vindicated and triumphant, Mortimer was left alone—master of all he surveyed.


  He reveled in the heady, thrilling sensation of complete power until a cry disrupted his pleasant thoughts, jerked him around.


  He saw Betty running toward him.


  “Oh Mortimer,” she sobbed as she threw herself into his arms. “You’re not dead. You’re not dead.”


  “Why not at all, not at all,” Mortimer said blandly. “Whatever gave you the idea that I might be in trouble.”


  “But I thought . . .” she started, and then her voice broke suddenly and she looked around in sudden alarm. “Mortimer,” she gasped, “where are the gangsters?”


  “All taken care of,” Mortimer said loftily. “Right down to the last detail.”


  “But how?” Betty asked incredulously.


  Mortimer blew on his knuckles.


  “It wasn’t very pretty,” he said, glorying in her admiring glance. “Quite a bit of gore and all that.”


  “Oh, my hero,” Betty breathed. “I knew you could do it, but I was worried a little bit anyway. When the gangsters left the house after you, I got out of the room and found a phone. I found a phone and called the city. The police are still acting funny so they’re sending the G-men down. They should be here soon.”


  Before she had got the words out of her mouth, the faint, banshee wail of police sirens drifted to them on the breeze.


  “There they are now,” Betty said. “Hardly necessary,” Mortimer said loftily. “Just tell them that Mortimer Meek has arrived and has the situation well in hand.”


  MORTIMER MEEK was not the sort to be late for his own wedding. As a matter of fact, he arrived at the church some thirty minutes ahead of schedule. Arrived briskly, in the manner of an impatient Napoleon at a coronation.


  He pushed his way through the throngs which had already gathered outside the canopied entrance, throngs attracted by the headlined announcements of the Meek nuptials in the morning papers, and made his way to the rectory.


  Humming “Pomp and Circumstance” lightly, almost gaily, Mortimer pressed the bell at the Rectory door, and was rewarded by the sight of the minister peering out quizzically from behind its half-opened panel a moment later.


  “What—” began the minister, a short, rotund, bald little fellow, looking like a vicar in an English novel.


  Mortimer pushed in past him, and swept on into the parlor. The round little minister followed him bewilderedly. “Wha—” began the rotund little parson again.


  “I,” announced Mortimer, fixing him with a gaze that seemed to challenge any denial, “am Meek.”


  The minister’s brows knit at this announcement, and he seemed to be slightly at a loss for something to say.


  “Oh,” he ventured after a moment, “are you?”


  “Yes,” said Mortimer.


  “That’s nice,” murmured the clergyman. “The Good Book says that the meek shall inherit the earth. However, if there’s something I can do for you . . .?” he left his sentence dangling lamely.


  “I,” said Mortimer frigidly, “am decidedly not meek. I am Meek!”


  “Oh,” said the parson, edging toward the door fearfully, “is that right?” He gulped apprehensively, for Mortimer was fixing him with “The Dominant Stare” of page 38.


  “I am getting married in half-an-hour,” said Mortimer, “and I thought it wise to check up on the ceremonies beforehand.”


  The minister paled.


  “I’m afraid you can’t get married in half-an-hour, young man. We’ve another marriage scheduled. A Mr—” his eyes opened, and his expression became one of acute apology.


  “Ohhhhhh,” he murmured, light breaking forth, “you are Mr. Meek!”


  “Yes,” Mortimer replied testily. “I’ve been trying to tell you as much.” He glanced briskly at his watch. “There’s only twenty-five minutes left until the ceremony starts. I want to make sure that you don’t botch up my wedding.”


  The minister looked hurt. Hurt and indignant. Clearly, he wasn’t used to having bridegrooms accuse him of incompetence.


  “Really . . .” he began.


  “Never mind,” Mortimer cut in, “making any apologies. Have you much experience at this sort of thing?” His tone was that of an employer hiring a scullery wench.


  “I have married,” the minister replied acidly, “over four hundred couples.”


  Mortimer reflected on this. Reflected, then said:


  “Did all of them take?”


  “Take?”


  “Yes,” Mortimer snapped impatiently. “Did all of the weddings turn out well?”


  THE minister looked like a chef who has been accused of leaving hairs in the bottom of his soup bowls.


  “All my weddings turn out right!”


  “Hmmmmm,” said Mortimer. “I suppose I’ll have to take your word for it.” Then: “How about the arrangements for the ceremony? What about the music?”


  “Our organist,” the parson said indignantly, “is the best. He has selected the usual appropriate music. The Wedding March for the entrance, and Oh Promise Me, for the exit.”


  Mortimer frowned.


  “The entrance music is fair enough. But I don’t like the exit stuff.”


  “It is customary,” the minister replied testily. “Really Mr. Meek, if you’ll leave this in our hands, I’m sure—”


  “Never mind,” Mortimer broke in. “I’ll take care of the music. I’ll see the organist personally.” He stared thoughtfully at the little parson. “See to it,” he concluded, “that your end of the thing goes off without a hitch!” He started toward the door.


  The rotund little minister felt red waves of indignation rushing up to his head, but much to his amazement, the best he could say as Mortimer stepped out the door was . . .


  “Yes, sir, I’ll see to it, Mr. Meek.” Mortimer had no sooner stepped out of the rectory door than he was surrounded three deep in clamoring humanity. News reporters, press photographers, curious spectators and autograph seekers milled around him. He glowed importantly as he pressed his way through all these.


  Truly, this was to be a wedding befitting the importance of Mortimer Meek, he reflected. Then he remembered that he wished to see the organist.


  “Please,” he demanded of the crowd, “let me through!”


  The crowd parted, and Mortimer marched on. Up on the steps of the church, he could see the Mayor and other local dignitaries waiting top-hatted and impressive, for the start of the ceremony.


  “Please, Mr. Meek,” a chorus of voices begged him, “won’t you give us a few shots?”


  Mortimer saw that the chorused request came from a battery of press photographers. He smiled tolerantly, halting.


  “How’s this, boys?” Mortimer asked jovially striking a pose.


  “Fine, Mr. Meek. Chin just a bit higher, please.”


  Mortimer lifted his chin a bit higher, gazing directly into the line of cameras pointing at him. Good boys, the photographers. Knew a good subject when they saw it. He recognized some of them from his experience at the City Hall, others from his triumph after aiding the F.B.I. Then, behind the shining brass plate of a reflector flash, Mortimer saw a face he recognized from quite a different source.


  He was about to open his mouth, about to single out that face with an accusing finger, when the first flash bulbs popped. More popped, and Mortimer blinked dazedly. Suddenly there was a blinding flash, an explosive detonation shattering his eardrums, hurling him to the ground with its concussion!


  Head swimming, blood trickling slightly from his nose, Mortimer realized dazedly that he was on the ground. Hazily, he saw a face bending over him, the same face he had recognized a moment before among the photographers. The face of Myfisto, the magician!


  He saw, too, that Myfisto’s assistant was beside him, that the pair of them were bending over him.


  “Good,” Myfisto was muttering rapidly to his assistant. “The concussion’s done the trick. Give me the plate!”


  Dazedly, while trying futilly to rise, Mortimer realized that Myfisto’s assistant had handed a copper battery set to the magician. Myfisto was pressing the battery set against Mortimer’s aching skull, and the thing was filling his brain with a strange vibration.


  The sensation were those of sudden weariness, a momentary weariness, during which something seemed to drain from him, like water from a punctured bag. Then he felt the assistant’s hands leave his shoulders, heard Myfisto mutter:


  “It is good. See the expression in his eyes. My electra-therwillific set has removed his dangerous power!”


  PEOPLE were helping Mortimer to his feet, spluttering angry protests. Myfisto and his assistant had vanished into the crowd. Indignantly, Mortimer pushed all hands away from him. He was about to scream out: “Stop those men!” but there were no men to stop.


  “Are you all right?” someone was asking anxiously, and Mortimer saw the Mayor.


  “Certainly,” Mortimer snapped. “Certainly. This shall not interfere with the ceremony. Let us proceed. Where is my bride?” He was climbing the steps to the church as he spoke.


  “She’s already arrived,” someone answered. “We’ll have to get around to the vestry for your entrance.”


  Then, hurriedly, Mortimer was led around the side of the church, up to the front side entrance. Nervously adjusting his cravat, the Mayor, acting Best Man, whispered hoarsely to Mortimer. “Now!”


  Mortimer and the Mayor stepped into the vast, crowded church, walking pontifically toward the center front where he was to join his bride. The organist was slipping gracefully into a selection when Mortimer remembered. He’d forgotten to tell the fellow what to play.


  Mortimer halted, turning toward the choir loft.


  “Stop!” he shouted.


  The organ ceased abruptly, and a shocked murmur ran through the church as all necks craned to see the dramatic interruption.


  “I don’t want that number,” Mortimer announced.


  The Mayor was plucking frenzily at his sleeve.


  “Don’t make a scene,” he pleaded. “I have over a thousand votes in this church!”


  Mortimer ignored him, fixing the tiny figure at the organ in the choir loft with a commanding stare. In a loud clear voice he indicated the number he desired played. There was a feeble protest from the loft, a shocked protest. Mortimer repeated the number. Then the organ commenced again, dutifully.


  And to the strains of “Hail The Conquering Hero,” Mortimer Meek strode to the center of the church where his bride was to join him.


  THE QUANDARY OF QUINTAS QUAGGLE


  First published in the June 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Quintus Quaggle’s whole future depended on instant and decisive action. But just at that important moment—he turned to stone!


  THE San Francisco office of the Puff and Huff Advertising company was in the midst of something that could only be described as a turmoil.


  Account executives unbent to whisper to clerks. Clerks unbent to the extent of answering them. In addition to these precedent shattering occurrences the switchboard operator had stopped chewing her gum, and after that anything could happen.


  For the rumor was flying about the firm that Mr. Phineas P. Puff, of the New York office, was arriving in town that very day and his first port of call would naturally be the branch office.


  His visits always created a furor because, Mr. Puff being pretty much a standard executive, was fond of shouting incoherently at his employees to cover up the painful fact that he had nothing intelligent to say to them. But on this particular trip, rumor had it, Mr. Puff was going to shake up the staff, fire half the office, promote the other half and deliver a rousing pep talk to the new employees. This latter group, the dark rumor also hinted, would be great in number.


  In an obscure corner of the outer offices a small, timid looking individual sat hunched behind a neat desk taking no part in the subdued hysteria that was rampant in the agency. This in itself was not unusual, for Quintus Quaggle, filing clerk un-extraordinary, made it a habit to pay attention to his work and no attention to office gossip and speculation.


  But Quaggle’s tranquillity this morning was due to another reason. Quintus Quaggle wanted desperately, almost frantically to be a copy writer and he hoped to convince Mr. Puff of his ability and ingenuity. Therefore Mr. Puff’s visit filled him with hope and confidence, for Quintus had prepared several layouts and sample advertisements to display to the all-powerful Puff.


  Quintus knew they were good. They had to be good. His whole future depended on their being good. Thinking of this, Quintus dotted a last “i” carefully, stood up and walked the length of the office, not stopping until he reached a desk where a slim, darkhaired girl in a red dress was working.


  He swallowed once, then twice, as he always did in Phylis Whitney’s presence. In Quintus’ opinion, it was the eighth wonder of the known world that this adorable girl would even speak to him. He didn’t question the miracle when she did. He merely accepted it as a Tibetian Llama might accept the inner mysteries of some hallowed monastery.


  “Phylis,” he faltered, “I—I’ve been working on some layouts in my spare time and I’m going to show them to Mr. Puff when he gets here. I—I wanted you to know.”


  “I’m glad you told me about it,” Phylis said warmly. “It gives me a chance to wish you the best luck in the world. I just have a feeling they’re darned good and I’ll bet Mr. Puff thinks the same thing.”


  “‘I don’t know,” Quintus said miserably. “Sometimes they look all right and then sometimes I think they look terrible.”


  “Quintus, you musn’t talk like that,” Phylis said in a tone of voice that might have told Quintus something had he sense enough to hear it. “You’ve got to develop more confidence, more enthusiasm in your work.”


  “What work?” a voice, masculine and superior, asked behind them.


  PHYLIS and Quintus turned.


  Leaning noncholantly against an adjoining desk was a sleek young man with a satisfied, superior smile touching his lips.


  Quintus felt a strange resentment stirring in his breast. This was Gordon Strong, one of the firm’s copy writers. His sarcastic tongue was usually flicking at Quintus’ sensitive hide and his cynical eyes were generally slanting hopefully in the direction of Phylis’ pretty, dark head.


  “I repeat,” he said with a ripple of amusement in his voice, “what work?”


  “Quintus has written some copy,” Phylis said defensively. “Darned good copy, too. He’s showing it to Mr. Puff when he gets here.”


  “Ahh,” Strong said mockingly. “Competition, eh Quaggle? Why didn’t someone tell me there was a genius lurking under that modest exterior? I feel terribly, terribly alarmed. Oh yes, terribly.”


  Quintus felt the not-so-subtle dig and shifted uncomfortably. He noticed one rather peculiar fact. Phylis’ hands had balled into small, but capable looking fists, and her lips were pressed together like a pressed rosebud. Given plenty of time, Quintus might have deduced something very encouraging from this, but, unfortunately, time was called at that precise instant by the stormy arrival of Phineas P. Puff.


  The outer door banged inward and a loud, blustering voice filled the spacious office with unintelligible sound. Everyone within range of Mr. Puff’s vocal chords immediately dug into their work with highly suspicious alacrity.


  Mr. Puff, a short, pompous man with a red face and small eyes strode to the center of the office and glared about.


  “Not satisfied,” he suddenly bellowed. “Not satisfied at all. Everything gone to pot. Lots of changes coming around here. Shake things up. Needs it.”


  Quintus shrank against the wall and tried to blend like a chameleon against the mahogany woodwork. It would be terrible if Mr. Puff discovered him away from his desk at this hour of the day.


  But Mr. Puff apparently had more important things on his mind.


  “Want copy,” he said loudly. “New copy, bright copy, funny. Gotta be funny now. Everybody wants to laugh. I don’t know why. I’ve got nothing to laugh about. But I don’t count. Gotta think of the customer.” Mr. Puff paused to breathe. Then: “Get me some funny copy. I don’t care what your job is now. If you can get funny copy you’re a copy writer.” Mr. Puff paused again and glared slowly about at the faces of his assembled workers. “Hello,” he said quietly.


  Then he marched to his office.


  WHEN it was safe, Gordon Strong laughed, pulled a sheaf of papers from his pocket.


  “Right up my alley,” he said smugly. “I’ve already written the copy on Snatzy’s Shorts, and it’s just what he wants. Light, funny copy.”


  He tossed the copy on the desk before Phylis and Quintus.


  Quintus read it with wistful envy. It was excellent copy. Smooth, clever and sophisticated. It had just the light sparkle and gay snap that was required for Snatzy’s Shorts for Men.


  “Clever?” Strong stated rather than asked.


  Phylis’ small chin hardened.


  “Not too clever,” she said casually. “I think Quintus could do as well. In fact, I’d go so far as to say he could do better.”


  An expression of incredulity crossed the bland face of Gordon Strong. It was followed immediately by one of delighted, undiluted amusement.


  “I’ll bet he can,” he chortled, “and I’ll bet I’m going to give him the chance. Who am I to hold back genius such as his?”


  He handed the copy to Quintus.


  “Here, Lad,” he said with mock solemnity, “take these home with you. Study them carefully. Then just knock out something better. I’m sure you’re as confident as your very charming champion.”


  Quintus almost strangled.


  “I—I can’t,” he blurted. He looked despairingly at Phylis. “I can’t write better than that,” he wailed. “I’m just a dub, Phylis. I’m glad you think I can do it but honest, I really can’t.”


  “Will you stop apologizing for yourself?” Phylis cried angrily. “Now take that copy, and if you don’t write something that will make this look like juvenile babblings by comparison I’ll never—I’ll never talk to you again.”


  “Phylis!” Quintus cried, in shocked anguish.


  Her chin tilted stubbornly.


  “I mean just that,” she said.


  Gordon Strong was laughing openly now.


  “Old Man Snatzy will be here tomorrow to see his new copy,” he said between chuckles, “so have your contribution ready. And just in case he doesn’t go wild about it, you’d better bring mine back with you. He might like to see my copy after he sees yours.” Quintus stared helplessly from Phylis’ firm, unrelenting chin to Strong’s mocking smile and a baffled, hurt feeling of rage grew hot in him, and finally bubbled over.


  “A—all right,” he said, searching desperately for something devastating and epigrammatic, “I—I’ll show you!”


  HOURS later, Quintus sat hunched over a table in his small walk-up room and wished fervently that he could recall his brash promise. Before him were spread pages of copy and innumerable layout designs, the results of four hours of feverish work. With a weary sigh, Quintus laid down his pencil and sagged despairingly against the back of his chair.


  “They’re no good,” he muttered. “No good at all. My best effort looks terrible beside Gordon Strong’s copy.”


  It was almost midnight. Quintus could hardly keep his heavy-lidded eyes open. Only the thought of how much hung in the balance kept him at his task. If he didn’t get an inspiration before morning—he shuddered at the thought. His chances at getting a copy writing job would be about on a par with his chances with Phylis—which of course would be nil.


  In the midst of these black musings there came a sudden, sharp rap on the door. The next second the door opened and a tall, gaunt creature, dressed in somber black and carrying a tray before him, entered the room.


  “Hello, Professor,” Quintus said unenthusiastically. “I’m sorry but I’m pretty busy right now. Won’t have much time to talk.”


  The Professor smiled tolerantly and shoved Quintus’ copy to one side to make place for the tray he was carrying.


  “I just brought you a little drink,” he said genially, “It will help you think better.”


  Quintus glanced dubiously at the greenish liquid in the glass and then back at the Professor. Neither sight reassured him particularly.


  The Professor was a landmark at the boarding house. He had been a philosophic and cheerful inmate since the time, years ago, when his baggage and scientific paraphernalia had been seized by the management in lieu of rent. It had been a costly move for the management. For the Professor had refused to part with his precious apparatus and had settled down comfortably in the basement of the boarding house and had remained there ever since. Now he helped a bit with work around the house and puttered with his equipment. He had developed a strong attachment to Quintus and delighted to surprise him with special delicacies which he pilfered shamelessly from the well-stocked cuisine.


  He stood before Quintus now, beaming fondly at his expression of dubious bewilderment.


  Quintus, loath to hurt the Professor’s feelings, picked up the glass gingerly. “What’s in it?” he asked uneasily.


  The Professor’s smile widened. He shook a coy finger under Quintus’ nose.


  “Mustn’t ask questions,” he chortled with vast good humor. “I’ll tell you what it is—after you drink it.”


  Quintus chose to overlook the obvious flaw in this argument.


  “All right,” he sighed resignedly. “Anything for peace in the family.”


  HE tilted the glass and drank. The green liquid flowed down his throat with surprising smoothness. He set the glass back on the tray and smacked his lips. The stuff wasn’t bad, he conceded. Had a sort of tangy, solid taste to it.


  “Okay,” he said. “I fulfilled my end of the bargain. Now it’s up to you. What was in that stuff?”


  The Professor beamed with childish delight.


  “Hah,” he cried, “you didn’t recognize it, then did you? I made that from grapefruit juice and—and the formula I found in your room this morning.”


  “Formula!” Quintus gasped.


  “Sure thing,” the professor nodded his head vigorously. “Found some of that advertising copy of yours on the table and copied the formula right from your figures.”


  “Why you couldn’t,” Quintus gasped. “That formula didn’t make any sense. It was just supposed to—to bring out a point in the advertisement. It was supposed to attract the reader’s interest, nothing more.”


  “I don’t care,” the Professor said promptly. “It may not have made sense but it made a good drink. I saw the formula and something about the way those symbols and letters fitted in kind of caught my eye. I’ve got a great eye for formulae you know. I said to myself, I said, a formula that pretty must be of some use. So I took it down stairs and mixed it up. Got some potash and calcium and stirred the thing up. Then I put in the grapefruit juice and there you have it. If nothing happens to you, I’ll put it on the market. Might make a good liver extract.”


  “If nothing happens to me!” Quintus echoed in horror. “You mean you didn’t try this on any one else before you gave it to me?”


  “That’s right,” the Professor said genially, “you’re the first. If you feel anything funny let me know. Can’t put it on the market till it’s just right. Well,” the Professor moved to the door, “good night now. See you tomorrow,” he paused in the doorway to add cheerfully, “that is, if you’re up. Good night.”


  “Good night,” Quintus quavered. His head was reeling. His stomach felt very queer. He looked down at the copy into which he had been trying to put spark and zest, and groaned. He got up groggily and moved to his bed. He stretched out wearily. A dozen weird, confused thoughts chased around in his head. Phylis Whitney and Gordon Strong were writing humorous copy together while the Professor and Mr. Puff drank calcium highballs and laughed happily. Then he must have dropped off . . .


  THE sun in his eyes awoke him. He peered uncertainly about and then clambered anxiously to his feet. His alarm clock said eight o’clock. That was desperately late for him. He looked down at his rumpled clothes and decided he wouldn’t have time to change them. He shoved his thin hair from his eyes and moved to the door.


  Then he remembered the copy he had promised to write.


  He paused in his tracks and his shoulders slumped with the weight of his gloom and despair. Gone was any chance of making good his wild boast. Phylis would be through with him and he could already hear Gordon Strong’s superior laugh and sarcastic jibes. He picked up Strong’s copy and stuck it glumly into his inner pocket. He looked at the alarm clock again and, for one revolutionary instant, he thought of defying everyone with the grand smashing gesture of arriving late at the office. But years of habit had a strong hold on Quintus’ actions, and, after a brief but losing battle he turned wearily and left his room.


  He paused at the head of the stairs, thinking gloomily of his complete and dismal failure. Suddenly a hoarse feminine voice disrupted his melancholy reverie.


  “Quaggle!” the piercing hail emanated from the dining room just under Quintus’ feet. “Are you coming down to breakfast or ain’t you?”


  Quintus started. Goodness, he thought wildly, on top of everything else, I’ll have Mrs. Murphy after me.


  “Coming,” he shouted.


  He started down the steps—and something happened!


  He paused in the middle of a step, every muscle, every nerve in his body suddenly contracting into rock-hard rigidity. Before he had a chance to cry out, he was falling. Falling with majestic, ponderous deliberation. Like a giant redwood he toppled, gathering speed with every inch he fell. He could hear the air rushing out from under him. He tried frantically to throw his hands before his face but it was a futile attempt. His arms seemed bound to his side, his whole body felt as if it were in the relentless grip of some mighty contracting force.


  Then he struck. He heard a rending, tearing crash as the stairway gave way beneath his body. Through the ragged, splintered wood his rigid body plummeted, smashing everything under it, until it landed with a mighty thumping crash on the dining room floor.


  He could hear Mrs. Murphy screaming and crying to the saints for deliverance. There was roaring Babel of voices beating against Quintus’ ears as he struggled dazedly to his feet. But he heard them not. His mind was oblivious to all but the incredible phenomenon it had just recorded. Unbelievingly he stared upward at the jagged rent in the ceiling and stairs.


  It was not a hallucination. It had actually happened. He had crashed through the floor just as if he weighed tons. He remembered then the paralysis that had assailed him momentarily and his confusion increased. What had happened to him?


  IT was about this time that the voices began to filter in.


  “You’ll pay for every cent of it,” Mrs. Murphy shouted for the tenth time. I’ll have no April fool monkeyshines in my house.”


  One of Quintus’ fellow boarders, a dark-haired paunchy lawyer, grabbed him by the arm.


  “Don’t listen to her,” he cried. “We’ll settle this in court. You might have been killed!” He wheeled on the Mrs. Murphy, face crimson with indignation, “What are you running, may I ask, a death trap? Is it that you don’t like Mr. Quaggle personally that you try to kill him? I will ask you that in court and before you can answer I will get a continuance for my fine client and friend, Mr. Quaggle.”


  “Please,” Quintus said tearfully, “I don’t want any trouble. It was my fault. Something funny happened to me. I don’t know just what it was but—”


  Mrs. Murphy paid him no heed. Her eyes and attention were focused on the righteous figure of the lawyer.


  “So,” she said with terrible calmness. “It’s a death trap I’m runnin’ is it? Well let me tell you Mr. Wolf,” her voice rose to a strident scream, “you’ll think it is before I get through with you.”


  Mr. Wolf backed hastily away. Mrs. Murphy followed grimly. Mr. Wolf turned suddenly and sprinted toward the kitchen and Mrs. Murphy, with a Comanche scream, gave chase.


  Quintus wheeled and ducked out of the house. His mind was churning at full speed but it wasn’t giving him any answers to the baffling questions it presented. He groaned to himself as he hurried down the street. He was almost late for work now. If he didn’t get to work with Gordon Strong’s copy on Snatzy’s Shorts, he’d be through forever with Puff and Huff. And, he thought miserably, with Phylis too. But even more than these disastrous possibilities, he pondered on the amazing thing that had happened to him on the staircase. It was baffling and incredible but still it had happened. He wiped his damp brow with a trembling hand.


  HE was still thinking of this when he started across the street. A large truck was bearing down on him and Quintus quickened his pace to get out of its path. He was in the middle of the street and the truck was within twenty feet of him when it happened again.


  A sudden rigidity seized him. Every muscle froze into rock-like hardness. Poised on one foot, arms flailing the air, Quintus concretized into statuesque immobility, presenting a spectacle that might remind one of a moth-eaten Discus Thrower.


  He was powerless to move, powerless to scream, powerless to even move the muscles of his face. He heard the shrill screech of the truck’s brakes, heard the whining protest of the tires and then he felt a jar travel through his rigid frame. He fell, slowly, ponderously to the pavement. He felt nothing, no pain, no sensation at all. To his horror he heard the concrete pavement crack and chip as he struck and rolled. Lying on his side he could see the truck—on the sidewalk, its hood rammed through the front of a grocery store.


  The driver was climbing from the cab, staring at Quintus’ figure with incredulous horror and shock.


  A police whistle blasted through the air and then a large blue-coated, redfaced figure came into Quintus’ range of vision. He glanced at Quintus in amazement and then turned his attention to the driver of the demolished truck.


  “What happened?” Quintus heard him ask.


  “Chief,” the driver gasped hysterically, “I swear I’m telling the truth. That guy,” he pointed at Quintus, “walked right in front of my truck. Just as calm as you please. Then he stopped right there in front of my truck, like he was asking me to hit him. I try to swing out but I can’t make it. I hit him and then the truck goes out of control. So help me officer that’s the straight of it.”


  “Hmmmm,” the copper said thoughtfully, “we’ll see what our friend has to say.” He stepped over to Quintus, stopped, grabbed him by the shoulder. “See here—”


  His voice broke off and a wondering expression crossed his face. He straightened up slowly and fixed an accusing eye on the truck driver.


  “So you’re tryin’ to fool Tim Doolin are you?” he bellowed. “It walked in front of you did it? Well maybe you can tell me how it is a stone statue walked in front of your truck?”


  Quintus listened in stunned disbelief. The officer was calling him a statue. That wasn’t possible. It was—Quintus gave up thinking. A blanket of quiet despair settled over him.


  The truck driver had dropped to his knees, was shaking Quintus frantically.


  “He walked, I tell you,” he shouted desperately, “walked in front of my truck and then stood there without moving.”


  “What’re you givin’ me?” the copper roared. “You can see it’s a solid stone statue can’t you? Some devil’s helper must’ve put some clothes on it and dragged it here for a prank.”


  “No, no,” the truck driver screamed hysterically. “He walked I tell you. Maybe he’s turned to stone or somethin’.”


  QUINTUS heard the words and they sounded like a death knell. Turned to stone! That’s what had happened. But why had he snapped out of it the first time it had attacked him? For he was now sure that this was the explanation of his drop through the stairs at Mrs. Murphy’s boarding house.


  This numbing realization came to Quintus as he lay helpless and rigid in the street while the altercation between the officer and the truck driver raged over him.


  It was not a comforting thought. He searched his mind desperately for some explanation and then, with the force of a pile driver, a thought burst into his consciousness.


  The Professor’s queer compound of calcium and potash and grapefruit juice that he had drunk the night before must be responsible for this amazing transformation. The hodge podge of chemical formulas that he had written into the sample advertising copy must have contained some mysterious or accidental properties that would account for his metamorphosis. It was a wild, unimaginable conclusion but it was the only one his tired, distraught brain could reach.


  A wailing siren put a period to his thoughts. Seconds later a black maria pulled up to a stop and a half dozen policemen climbed out.


  “What’s up?” the sergeant snapped.


  “This drunken son of satan,” the copper roared, pointing a thick red finger at the truck driver, “ran into this statue that some wag put in the middle of the street. Now he’s tryin’ to tell me that it isn’t a statue at all. He says it walked in front of him, if you please, and waited there for him to run into it.”


  The sergeant scratched his head. Then he prodded Quintus with his toe.


  “It’s a statue all right,” he said grimly, “a rock statue.” He turned to two of his men, nodded toward the truck driver. “Throw him in the wagon, book him for drivin’ while intoxicated and insultin’ the intelligence of a police officer.”


  “But,” the driver protested hysterically, “I tell you he did walk. He walked right in front of my truck and—”


  His sentence was rudely interrupted at this point as two husky policemen grabbed him by the arms, dragged him to the patrol wagon, and tossed him inside. A second later the motor roared to life and the black maria rumbled away.


  “I’ve had the museum notified,” the sergeant said,” returning from the call box, “and they’re sending a truck over right away.” He glanced down at Quintus and shook his head. “Though why anybody should want to keep something like that is beyond me.”


  QUINTUS heard this with growing anger and mortification. While he was smarting under these emotions he heard a truck turn into the street, pull up to him and stop. Lettered on the side of the truck was the information: San Francisco Municipal Museum.


  Quintus could see men crawling from the rear tailgate of the truck with ropes and tackle in their hands. They went to work speedily and efficiently. Ropes were draped about Quintus’ recumbent form and the truck was backed up next to him. He heard a hoist crank revolving creakingly and the next instant he was rising from the pavement. Four feet, five feet he rose before a couple of the men swung his two-ton body into the truck. Then the hoist rachet was released and Quintus dropped to the floor of the truck with a stony rattle.


  “Don’t know how they got it away,” he heard one of the workmen say bewilderedly. “Must’ve stole it from the museum last night with a truck and a block and tackle. Can’t see how any man would want a silly looking thing like that, though?”


  “Funny thing,” another added. “I mean those clothes on the statue. They’re regular clothes. They wouldn’t waste good clothes on a statue would they?”


  “It’s not our worry,” the first replied. “All we got to do is get this thing back to the museum and our troubles are over.”


  Quintus heard the tailgate clam with a banging sound of finality. Seconds later the motor started and the truck rumbled away. Quintus felt an anguished despair creeping over him. On his way to the museum to be displayed like a statue while the Puff and Huff advertising agency tore their hair and damned the day that Quintus Quaggle had entered their employ. It was too much.


  On top of these calamities there was Phylis, sweet lovable Phylis who had had confidence in him. What would she think of him? Maybe when the memory was no longer bitter she would come down to the museum on Saturday afternoons and put flowers around his neck. This was a touching thought but not very encouraging.


  The truck rumbled on and Quintus thought of the language he would use if he ever got back to normal. He had reached the end of his not too extensive vocabulary when the truck stopped with a jar.


  The doors were opened. The ropes and hoists did their work again and finally Quintus’ rigid body was wheeled into the museum on a dolly.


  A MAN with a black satin smock came over and peered closely at Quintus.


  “I don’t remember this one,” Quintus heard him mutter, “but wheel it over to the municipal gallery. We can use something innocent-looking over there. The wives of the Municipal board are coming here today to protest against the indecent art work they claim I’ve brought in here. With this statue to show ’em we may get by.”


  The laborers rolled Quintus through the museum, past the countless objet d’art that were littered about the floor, through to a narrow aisle that led to a group of statuary entitled simply, MUNICIPAL EXHIBITION OF SAN FRANCISCAN EXPRESSIONISTIC SURREALISM.


  Quintus was wheeled in front of this imposing group and unceremoniously dumped to the floor. His soul was writhing with the indifference and lack of interest displayed in him but there was nothing he could do about it. He could see a clock on the wall and its hands pointed to nine o’clock. Mr. Snatzy was just about stalking into the Huff and Puff agency to demand a look at the copy which Quintus had in his breast pocket. The situation was lost now. Everything had gone smash.


  In the middle of these gloomy thoughts Quintus heard a number of voices approaching him. They belonged, it turned out, to three smock-coated men, evidently museum attendants. They stopped at sight of him, perplexed. Then they hurried to his side. Quintus could hear snatches of their conversation.


  “Never saw this before.”


  “Somebody put some clothes on it for a practical joke.”


  “Well we haven’t got all day. Let’s take ’em off.”


  Quintus tried desperately to open his mouth, to shout the truth to them but it was no go. He could feel his clothes being torn from his body, his shoes jerked off, his shirt removed. In a matter of minutes Quintus was stretched on the floor with nothing but his shorts left to hide his mortification.


  “Get a jack and a hoist,” he heard a voice say, “we’ll prop this specimen up in place.”


  Within a few minutes Quintus found himself on top of a pedestal, poised on one foot, arms outflung. It was the supremely embarrassing moment of his life, but not by a flicker of an eyelid or the blush of a cheek did he betray his humiliation. He stood there on one foot, a thin narrow-chested little man, with a furtive, hunted expression stamped in stone on his face, posed like a poor facsimile of a heroic Grecian athlete.


  The museum attendants laughed uncontrollably.


  “Wait a minute,” one of them said between spasms, “we haven’t taken the shorts off yet. That’s why the blamed statue looks so funny. It’s the shorts, they make it look almost human.”


  Suddenly a babel of voices could be heard over the hum of the museum; feminine voices, strident and angry, coming closer and closer.


  “The jig’s up,” one of the attendants hissed, “here come those women that was goin’ to look over this group this morning. We’ll get the sack for this sure.”


  “Not if they don’t see us,” another snapped. “Quick! Grab those clothes and those shoes. We gotta clear out of here. No time to get those shorts off that statue now. Scram!”


  THERE was a frantic scurrying of footsteps and Quintus was left alone. Alone in his shorts to meet the indignant women and the photographers who now came tumbling through the narrow aisle and into the room that housed the SAN FRANCISCAN statuary group.


  Quintus felt wave after wave of embarrassment flooding over him. With all his spirit he longed to flee, to leap from the pedestal and hide himself behind something more concealing than the shorts he was wearing. Pink striped shorts, he recalled with a shudder. Down the legs of the shorts the word Snatzy was formed by looping violets intermingling with trailing hyacinths. As if he need that to make his humiliation complete. He had been wearing them in the feeble hope that they might inspire him to write of them with more effectiveness and sparkle. He was sorry now that he had ever donned them.


  The women and the photographers were milling in front of him now. From the horde of angry women uncomplimentary epithets floated up to him.


  “Disgraceful!”


  “Revolting!”


  “It should be smashed!”


  The photographers moved in close with their flashbulbs raised. The women gathered in a determined circle at the base of Quintus’ pedestal as if they wanted to smash it and him on the spot.


  “Just a minute, ladies,” one of the photographers called.” We need one clear shot before you do anything violent.”


  An instant later a brilliant, blinding light exploded in the room as eight or ten flash bulbs ignited simultaneously.


  Some of the women jumped involuntarily.


  So did Quintus Quaggle!


  At the instant of the lightning explosion the rigidity flowed from his body, his muscles loosened and—he jumped involuntarily.


  He teetered precariously on top of the swaying pedestal and then with a wild cry he crashed to the floor, landing in the center of the throng of astounded women. For a split instant there was a terrible, pregnant silence. Then the women found their voices and made up for their silent second. Their wild, hysterical screams flooded the museum as they fought and clawed to get out of the room. Some of them stared at Quintus as if mesmerized, unable to speak or move.


  “I—I’m sorry,” Quintus began but that was as far as he got.


  With a wild whoop the women came to life and charged after their fleeing sisters, who were chasing after the cameramen.


  Quintus was left quite alone.


  FOR several seconds he was too amazed to act and then, as full realization struck him, he wheeled and darted down the corridor taken by the museum attendants, who had purloined his clothes. But it was not his clothes that Quintus was after primarily. It was the Snatzy shorts copy that was in the pocket of his coat. If he could get that, get to the agency, there might still be hope.


  He rounded a corner, jerked open a door and stumbled into a furnace room. His eyes swept the room expectantly. There was nothing—his heart suddenly pounded hopefully. There on a garbage heap was a brown coat. Hardly daring to believe his good luck, Quintus dragged the garment from the ashes, slid his hand into the pocket—felt smooth crisp paper under his fingers. Holding his breath, Quintus pulled out the sheaf of papers. A glance convinced him that he had what he wanted.


  He shoved them hurriedly back into the pocket, slipped into the coat. He looked about frantically but he could see nothing of his shoes or pants. It was at this moment that the Hero in Quintus Quaggle rose to the surface.


  “To hell with ’em,” he cried stoutly. “This copy has got to get through.” With this high resolve burning in his heart, Quintus set out. Short on pants but long on courage, shirtless but plucky, Quintus wrapped the skimpy coat about him like a shield.


  He raced through Bay’s park and was mistaken by a group of maypole maidens for one of their number, who happened to be missing. An irate copper chased him through the park and he escaped durance vile by leaping on the rear bumper of a car that pulled out from the curb and roared away.


  This was just the start. For a frantically hectic half hour, Quintus dodged women and police, clung to trucks and cars, and finally, panting and desperate, stumbled into the lobby of the building which housed the Puff and Huff advertising agency. Fortunately the elevator operator knew Quintus and, with some grave misgivings, whisked him to the sixteenth floor.


  Quintus staggered from the elevator, bare-footed and bare-legged, clutching the Snatzy shorts copy in his hand like a banner. It might not yet be too late. He shoved open the doors to the agency just in time to hear a fat, stormy, bald-headed man bellow:


  “I’m through forever with Puff and Huff and more than that. I’m through for good. Where is the copy you are going to have for me? Do you think it is funny to keep Samuel Snatzy waiting for two hours? I give you no more chances but one. Produce that copy or I go. And with me goes my business!”


  Quintus swallowed weakly. No one had noticed him yet. Mr. Puff and Gordon Strong were trying futilely to placate Mr. Snatzy. Phylis Whitney was at her desk, he noticed miserably. For one humiliating instant Quintus looked down at his nude nether extremities and then he drew a deep breath. The die was cast.


  “Gentlemen,” he said weakly, “here’s the copy.”


  HEADS turned as if they were one hinge. Every eye in the room focused on Quintus’ pathetic, half-clad figure. For a long minute a stunned silence reverberated in the room. A stunned silence that was broken by the head of the Puff and Huff agency.


  “You blithering nincoompoop,” Mr. Puff raged. “Give me that copy and get out of my office before I have you thrown into jail. You’ve almost lost me my biggest account. Where have you been? No! Don’t answer that. It doesn’t matter. Get out! Get out!”


  “You—you mean,” Quintus faltered, “you—you don’t want me here any more. You—you sort of want me to get out. Is that it?”


  “Yes that’s it!” Puff almost screamed. “I want you to get out and stay out forever.”


  “Not a very clever idea, Quaggle,” Gordon Strong said smoothly. “Trying to steal my copy to make me look bad. You should have known you couldn’t get away with it.”


  “I didn’t try and steal your copy,” Quaggle said beseechingly. “Something—something very funny happened to me.”


  Quintus saw Phylis then. She looked very angry and determined. She faced Mr. Puff and Gordon Strong, hands on her hips.


  “Why don’t you give him a chance?” she blazed. “You’re condemning him without giving him a chance to explain what delayed him.” She turned to Quintus. “Tell them,” she said pleadingly. “Tell them why you weren’t able to get here with Gordon’s copy.”


  Quintus moistened his lips. He had a good excuse, the best excuse in the world, but who would believe him? He might as well be hung for a steer as a calf or something. He squared his shoulders.


  “I haven’t got a thing—” he started, but he never finished the sentence.


  The doors behind him were burst open. Two agency men dashed into the office waving papers over their head.


  “Look at this,” one of them yelled. “Talk about advertising ideas. This is the great grand-daddy of them all. Snatzy shorts are made from this day onward.”


  They flung the papers to Mr. Puff and Mr. Snatzy, and Quintus staggered from the edge of the crowd, crestfallen and despondent. Suddenly a war whoop blasted through the office. Quintus jerked his head up just as Mr. Puff and Mr. Snatzy bore down on him, waving the papers excitedly.


  “Why didn’t you tell us?” Mr. Puff demanded delightedly. “It’s the biggest idea in years.”


  “My boy,” Mr. Snatzy cried breathlessly. “It was worth waiting for.”


  In unison they spread the papers before Quintus’ widening eyes. He stared at the front page spread and his knees wobbled.


  For there in screaming black headlines was the legend: SNATZY’S SHORTS ARE STATUARY SENSATION! Beneath this headline was a full page picture. A full page picture of Quintus Quaggle poised on a teetering pedestal, clad in a pink-striped pair of shorts, plainly marked SNATZY on either leg.


  QUINTUS sagged weakly. “B—but,” he protested, “it wasn’t really—”


  “Don’t be modest, my boy,” Mr. Puff said grandly. “I know genius when I see it. That’s the kind of copy I want. Humorous stuff, funny stuff. Makes this drivel of Strong’s look stupid. I want more of this stuff, Quaggle, and you’re my man. Name your price and I’ll meet it.”


  “Don’t say anything,” Phylis whispered in his ear, “until—until we talk it over.”


  Quintus put his arm around her shoulder almost, it seemed, by instinct.


  “All right, Darling,” he said confidently.


  “Now look, Quaggle,” Puff said suddenly, “I’ve got a campaign lined up in New York and I want you to get to work on it. It’s a campaign conducted by some civic group and they want a lot of advertisements to show how heavy and unbearable the taxes have become. If you can get me a good idea on that we’ll make millions.”


  Snatzy beamed fondly and patted Quintus on the back.


  “He can do it,” he said proudly. “That boy’s a genius I’m telling you.”


  Quintus thought desperately. He knew he wasn’t expected to pull an advertising campaign out of his hat but if he just could get an idea right on the spot it would be terribly impressing.


  He thought feverishly and little by little an idea grew.


  “Look,” he cried excitedly, “I haven’t got it all, but listen. We have billboards printed, showing the average, middle class man.”


  “Go on,” Puff said tensely.


  “We show this average man,” Quintus was thinking rapidly, “almost crushed under a mighty avalanche of taxes and assessments.”


  “It’s good,” Puff cried. “Go on!”


  “There’s this little fellow,” Quintus said excitedly, “bowed under, crushed to the floor by this huge load. It’s so heavy he can’t stand under it.” Quintus knelt down, arms outspread. “He’s doing his best trying to hold it up but it’s no use. He’s crumbling under the load, sinking, sinking, sinking . . . Quintus’ tongue clove to the roof of his mouth. A horribly familiar sensation enveloped him, freezing him into immobility and rock-like hardness. He heard a crunching, cracking under his feet and then with rumbling speed Quintus crashed through the floor.


  A stunned, unbelieving silence gripped the office. Mr. Puff was the first to recover. He stepped forward gingerly and peered through the ragged hole. Then he looked solemnly about the awe-stricken group.


  “Colossal,” he whispered reverently. “Colossal!”


  SIDNEY, THE SCREWLOOSE ROBOT


  First published in the June 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Sidney, the robot, was perfect in every detail, except for one thing—he had a screw loose! Which made a difference . . .


  STRETCHED out on the workbench he—I almost said “it”—looked just like one of those illustrations you see in science fiction magazines. You know the kind . . . robots with jointed arms and legs, cylindrical steel bodies and bucket-like heads, generally caught by the artists in the act of crushing their creators.


  But Sidney—why we called him that I don’t know—was not a picture. He was the real McCoy. A living, thinking robot. Our tests had just proved that beyond any doubt.


  I gazed down at him paternally. I don’t suppose he was actually any more handsome than a polished-up garbage can, but to me he was the most beautiful sight in the world. Family pride, I guess.


  I heard my partner, Dave Wright, draw a deep trembly breath behind me. I looked at him and smiled at the somehow, ludicrous expression that was stamped on his fat pear-shaped face.


  “Well,” I said, “it’s all over but the shouting. Sidney hits an all six so I guess that makes fathers out of us—or something.”


  “Yeah,” Dave continued to gaze solemnly at Sidney. “Do you think we ought to pass out cigars—or something?”


  I laughed and slapped him on the back. In spite of our clowning this was probably the biggest moment of our respective lives. For four years Dave and I had slaved to prove that the creation of rational robot life was more than just a wild dream.


  And now we had before us the tangible evidence that our years of toil and sacrifice had not been wasted. Important also was the fact that our success had arrived just in time to save our financial as well as our scientific standing. Bills had been piling up for months and our only hope had been to get Sidney ready in time to exhibit at the science convention. If the judges considered Sidney a useful, productive addition to society—and we knew they would—we would be eligible for a fellowship that would enable us to continue our experimental research free from the spectre of impatient creditors and nagging collectors.


  “Come on,” I said jubilantly, “let’s have a drink. Every father is entitled to that much after pacing the floor all night. We’ll connect Sidney up again when we come back. We’ve got to get an early start on his education, y’know.”


  “About his education,” Dave said later, as I poured him two fingers—up and down—of Scotch, “just how much will we have to teach him?”


  I scratched my head.


  “That’s kind of hard to say. We know of course that he has an adult brain. We’ll have to explain a lot of things to him, but I’m not anticipating any trouble on that score. Our big job is to make him appreciate his responsibility and obligation to mankind. We’ve got to teach him to work.


  “And we’ve got to prove to the judges at the convention that he can and will work or we won’t have a chance at that fellowship.”


  “It sounds like a big order,” Dave said dubiously.


  I drained my glass.


  “It is,” I said. “So let’s get back and hook him up. The sooner he gets to work the better.”


  IN the lab, Dave made the necessary adjustments under Sidney’s metal scalp and then slid it back into place. In a few seconds we heard the faint humming noise that emanated from the brain coils and then Sidney opened his eyes and sat up.


  We had introduced ourselves in the first experiment, so there was a gleam of recognition in his eye as he regarded us.


  “Well here we are again,” I said rather inanely. “How do you feel?”


  “Oh fine,” Sidney answered vaguely. “How do you feel?”


  Dave nudged me.


  “Hear that? Smart as a whip.”


  Sidney apparently heard this, for his metal mouth slit parted in a wide smile. He stared with new friendliness at Dave.


  “Now Sidney,” I said hurriedly. “We have several important things to tell you. First of all you are a robot. You must always remember that. You must be industrious, you must be efficient, you must be useful. These are the three laws that are to govern your behavior. In short you must make up your mind to work.”


  “What was that last word?” Sidney asked, and I thought I detected a note of apprehension in his voice. “It’s got a kind of a nasty ring to it. What is it?”


  “Work,” I repeated. “Work.”


  “It doesn’t sound very pleasant,” Sidney said, and then I was sure there was apprehension in his voice. “Tell me about it.”


  “Well,” I said, “the best illustration I can give you—”


  I stopped. Sidney was stretching himself out on the table.


  He looked up in embarrassment as my voice trailed off. “I’m sorry,” he said apologetically. “I just feel a little better when I lay flat. You don’t mind do you?”


  “Maybe he’s just like a growing boy,” Dave said rather weakly. “You know,” his voice faltered as he looked at me, “tired all the time.”


  “Sure,” I said. I looked back at Sidney. He had thrown one metal arm across his eyes. “Light bothering you?” I asked and I’m afraid there was a distinctly cold edge to my voice.


  “It’s all right,” Sidney’s voice sounded muffled. “I can stand it. Tell me some more about this work business.”


  Dave smiled at me triumphantly. “See,” he whispered. “You’ve got him interested.”


  “Well,” I started again, “by work we mean, well, for instance, just what we’re doing now.”


  Sidney removed his arm from his eyes.


  “Oh,” he said relievedly, “is that all? You had me worried for a while.”


  “Don’t get me wrong,” I said grimly. “You’re not working now. We are. When you start to work it will be much different. You’ll carry bundles, mow the lawn, scrub the floors, things like that to start with. Then when you get a little experience we’ll get you a job in a factory. Then you’ll learn how to operate machinery, handle tools, make yourself generally useful.”


  Sidney raised himself on one elbow and stared at me.


  “For Heaven’s sake,” he gasped. “Why?”


  “Why?” I sputtered. “Because that’s what you’ve been created for. Don’t you want to become a productive member of society. Don’t you want to work?”


  “Do you?” Sidney asked incredulously.


  Well, I tell you it almost floored me. I looked helplessly at Dave and he wiped the smile from his face.


  “Go on,” he said innocently “tell him how much you love to work.”


  Sidney was shaking his head bewilderedly as he lay down again.


  IT BEGAN to get a little uneasy.


  Somehow I’d got off on the wrong foot but I intended to erase any false impressions I’d created. I explained the whole set up to Sidney again, but this time I was really eloquent.


  I pictured to him the inspiring prospect of a world of robots lifting the burden of drudgery from the shoulders of mankind, leaving man free to devote his leisure to the arts and sciences. I was pretty terrific and I noticed that Sidney’s restlessness seemed to be disappearing. He seemed to be lost in thought.


  Encouraged, I soared on.


  “It is the golden age again,” I proclaimed, “and it is to be your glorious privilege to be the first of man’s metallic brethren to lift from his aching shoulders the burden that—”


  Ssssssh,” it was Dave’s voice hissing warningly behind me.


  “Eh?” I broke off and looked at him blankly. “What’s up?”


  “Sidney’s asleep,” he whispered. “Tone down or you’ll wake him up.”


  “What!” I shouted. I wheeled back to Sidney. It was true. Not sleep as we know it, but a passive state resulting from total inactivity of brain cells that duplicates the symptoms of human sleep.


  “Let’s leave him alone,” Dave said softly. “He’s all tuckered out. We can try again tomorrow.”


  “I hope we do better than we did today,” I said wearily. “We’ve got to get him working right or we won’t have a chance at that fellowship.” I turned to leave then and I noticed a tiny object glittering at my feet. I picked it up and saw that it was a small screw.


  “Where’d this come from?” I asked Dave.


  Dave peered at it for an instant and then a horrified look spread over his face.


  “I just remembered,” he cried wildly. “I lost it when I was assemblying Sidney’s brain this morning. I intended to look for it later but everything fitted all right,” he spread his hands helplessly, “so I forgot it. Can’t we take him apart and see—”


  “Not a chance,” I cut in. “We might never get him ready in time for the convention. We’ll have to take a chance on teaching him as is.” I looked down at the screw in my hand and then at Sidney’s peacefully recumbent figure. “A sweet set up,” I muttered bitterly. “All our hopes pinned on him—and he’s got a screw loose.”


  THE next morning I didn’t waste any time. I routed Sidney out of the lab and led him down to the basement. I introduced him to a pile of logs and an axe and told him what I wanted. I left him gazing moodily at the wood and I returned a half hour later to see how he was progressing. Sidney was asleep in the coal bin!


  I jerked him to his feet and put him to carrying out ashes. He dropped the first basket in the middle of the living room, stumbled over it and fell into a chair that collapsed under his weight. I found him there, ten minutes later, still sprawled on the floor gazing sorrowfully at the chaos he had created.


  No one could possibly have guessed from my expressionless face that something inside of me was slowly withering away. It was my cherished dream of productive, useful robot life turning up its toes.


  “That’ll be all, Sidney,” I said heavily, “for today.”


  He brightened up.


  “Fine,” he said. “I think I’ll catch forty winks down in the basement where it’s cool.” He clanked out of the room just as Dave walked in.


  I slumped into a chair and told Dave what had happened.


  “And,” I concluded, “what the hell can we do?”


  “You expect too much,” Dave said. “We’ll just have to give him a little more time. I feel sure he’ll improve.”


  “He’d better,” I said, “or we might just as well start looking for a nice cozy debtor’s prison in which to spend the winter.”


  “Don’t worry,” Dave said confidently, “he’ll do better.”


  Dave, it turned out, was a poor prophet. As the days raced by Sidney got steadily worse. Threats, bribery, cajolery all failed. Sidney was a hopeless case. He lay around in the shade with an asinine expression on his metal features, evidently quite pleased with things. Finally I threw up the sponge.


  “I’m through,” I stormed at Dave. “We may as well face the facts. Sidney is nothing but a worthless, lazy bum. If I was sure of my moral grounds I’d put him out of his misery with an acetylene torch.”


  Dave was shocked.


  “You couldn’t do that,” he protested. “Why I may be crazy, but I can’t help liking the big lug. I feel like, well,” he paused and shuffled his feet awkwardly, “almost like he was a son of mine.”


  That was the night that Sidney disappeared.


  WE missed him just before supper and after a hasty search through the house and garage we sat down to eat. It wasn’t a pleasant meal. After a few mouthfuls I pushed my plate away and stood up.


  “Where the devil could he be?” I muttered more to myself than Dave. “It isn’t like him to walk away. He might ride, but he hates walking like poison.”


  At eight o’clock I was just crossing to the telephone to call the police when Dave held up his hand.


  “What’s that noise?” he asked nervously.


  I heard it then, and as I recognized it a cold sweat started trickling down my ribs. Through the window came the sound of a voice, a tinny, bleary voice singing:


  For he’s a jolly good felloooooo-oow—which noboooody can deeeee—ny.


  Dave beat me to the window and as he jerked aside the curtain my astounded eyes encountered a sight that will be stamped on my memory forever. Sidney was standing in front of the house, weaving crazily about, and as we watched in mingled astonishment and horror, he started up the stone walk that led to the door. And then we could see something was radically wrong with him.


  He lurched forward, staggering with every step to keep his balance and then he stopped and stared at the house as if he were seeing it for the first time.


  “Helloooooo,” he bawled at the top of his unmusical voice. “Helloooooo, house.” He bowed low and almost fell on his face.


  “Ye Gods,” I groaned. “What’s the matter with him?” I wheeled.from the window and opened the door just in time to meet Sidney face to face as he staggered the last few steps up the stone walk.


  He blinked owlishly at me and then giggled.


  “Hello.” He peered solemnly about and then turned to me and placed one finger over his lips. “Sssssssh,” he whispered, “gotta keep quiet.” He hiccoughed Violently and almost toppled over. “Howsh about a lil’ drink?” he beamed happily. “Noshin’ like a lil’ drink to fiz ya up.”


  “Sidney,” I said desperately, “what’s happened to you?”


  He giggled coyly.


  “Just ha’ a lil’ drink.”


  He swayed precariously and then as he raised his arm I saw what he was holding in his hand.


  A gallon of penetrating oil!


  And as I stared at it in bewilderment he raised it to his lips and took a long swig.


  I jerked the can away from him and grabbed him by the arm to prevent him from falling. Dave, who had been watching in open-mouthed astonishment, grabbed his other arm and between the two of us we dragged Sidney into the house.


  “To the lab,” I snapped. “I don’t know what he’s been doing but I’ve got an awful suspicion.”


  We stretched him out on the lab table and I wiped the grease from his mouth and chest.


  “What’s the matter with him?” Dave cried. “He acts like—like he’s drunk.”


  “He is,” I said dully. “He’s as drunk as a lord!”


  “BUT how,” Dave gasped. “How . . . I mean he’s a robot. He can’t—”


  “Sure he’s a robot,” I cut in bitterly. I picked up the can of oil that Sidney had carried away from the lab and handed it to Dave. “See that. It’s penetrating oil. He found it here, started drinking it instead of his usual heavy grease. With the result that all of his gears and wheels began to revolve at about three times their normal speed.”


  “Well I’ll be darned,” Dave gasped incredulously. “He’s oiled up.”


  “That’s just it,” I said. “He gets the same kick from thin oil that you or I would from alcohol.” I waved my hands helplessly. “On top of being a lazy, good-for-nothing loafer, he’s taken to drink.”


  “Now don’t be too hard on him,” Dave said. “There’s nothing wrong with a young guy goin’ on a tear every now and then. He’s just sowing a few wild oats.”


  “I suppose he’ll get a bumper crop of rivets,” I said sarcastically.


  “Aw, don’t—” Dave’s voice choked in his throat. “Look,” he managed to yell.


  Sidney was threshing and twisting around on the bench. Streams of crazed, incoherent words were pouring out of his mouth and a froth of oil bubbled over his metal lips.


  “Hold him down,” I yelled. “He’s going crazy.”


  We grabbed him by the arms and held him as firmly as we could but his head continued to roll wildly on his neck.


  “Thousands and thousands,” he groaned. Thousands and thousands coming after me. On the wall, on the ceiling, on the floor. Thousands of ’em. Points, points, sharp points coming after me.”


  “What are you talking about?” Dave shouted at him.


  “Pink can openers,” Sidney screamed. “Pink can openers, thousands of pink can openers coming after me. Points, points, pink points coming for me.”


  I let go of his arms and staggered back, wiping my forehead with a shaking hand.


  “By the great Jehovah,” I gasped, “Sidney’s got the D.T.’s.”


  “You mean delirium tremens,” Dave demanded, “from too much liquor?”


  I nodded bitterly and stared at Sidney’s moaning, twitching figure. There lay our years of work and sacrifice. We had dreamed of creating a useful addition to mankind in the form of robot life. Instead we had produced a drunken bum who would never do anything worthwhile in his life except boost the stock of Standard Oil.


  A WEEK later Dave and I sat in the living room and stared gloomily at one another. The representative of the Finance Company had just left. So had his truck. So had our equipment.


  The convention was to open the following day and Sidney—


  “Where’s Sidney?” I asked dully.


  “In the lab,” Dave answered dispiritedly.


  “Is he sober?”


  “He was when I left him.”


  “That’s fine,” I said bitterly. “If he stays sober another hour he’ll break his own record. Then we can get him a temperance badge and a membership in the W.C.T.U.”


  The last week had been hell. After his first binge Sidney had been repentant, but it hadn’t lasted. We couldn’t keep him away from the oil. He’d find it no matter where we hid it and we were afraid to lock it up for fear he might be tempted to wander into the village and steal some.


  Gone was any hope of entering him in the convention. We’d be the laughing stock of the scientific world if we took Sidney down there.


  Our equipment was gone. More creditors were nipping at our heels with foreclosures and attachments. It looked like Waterloo. And all on account of Sidney.


  “I’m going to get a hack saw,” I said grimly, “and commit mayhem on that drunken bum.”


  “You couldn’t do that,” Dave said accusingly. “He’s a good egg. You gotta admit he’s kind of funny at times.”


  “Funny?” I almost screamed. “So are the Marx brothers. I don’t want a funny man. If I did I’d turn on the Jack Benny program. All I want is a sensible, sober, unobtrusive robot. But what do I get, what do I get—?”


  “You got me!”


  The metallic voice was followed by a few unmusical clanks and then Sidney clumped into the room.


  “You!” I said bitterly. “Baaah!” Sidney hiccoughed gently and sank into a chair. I was just opening my mouth to tell him to wipe the oil from his lips when the doorbell rang.


  “Who’s that?” Dave asked.


  “I hope it’s the junk man,” I snapped, with a spiteful glance at Sidney. “Maybe we’ll get something from our invention.”


  I WALKED to the door, opened it and a slim red-haired girl threw herself into my arms and flung her arms around my neck.


  “Surprise,” she cried. “Glad to see me?”


  “Sis!” I yelled. “Of course I am.” I held her at arm’s length and took inventory. Slender rounded figure, eager youthful features and flaming red hair.


  “You haven’t changed a bit,” I said, “except you’re better looking. How come the visit? Did they throw you out of college?”


  “Just a little vacation,” she answered. “So I thought I’d blow in and see how the great quest was coming.”


  That kind of quieted me. She meant the robot of course.


  “Come on in,” I said drily, “and see for yourself.”


  She walked into the room and her cry of delight could be heard an even city block.


  “Oh you did it,” she cried happily. “I think he’s just wonderful!”


  I followed her into the room. She was regarding Sidney as if he were a six-foot pile of gold bullion.


  “You know Dave,” I said, “but you haven’t lived till you’ve met Sidney.” I motioned to Sidney. “Stand up, you lug. This is my sister, Nancy, a very nice little girl, so be on your best behavior.”


  “Oh I think he’s too cute for words,” Nancy cried. She walked over to Sidney and held out her hand. “I’m very pleased to meet you,” she said primly. “I know we’ll be great friends.”


  I watched Sidney curiously. He was shuffling his feet awkwardly like a country bumpkin at his first dance. And then it occurred to me that Sidney had never seen a girl at such close range. Especially a girl like Nancy.


  “Go ahead,” I said. “Shake hands with her. She won’t bite.”


  Sidney wiped his hand on the upholstery of the chair and then held it out as if he were sticking it into a buzz saw.


  They shook hands and Nancy smiled up at him.


  “I wonder if you’d do me a favor?” she said sweetly. “I left my grips outside on the porch. Would you take them upstairs, please?”


  “Why—why sure,” Sidney said hoarsely. “Why gosh yes, right away, thank you ma’am. I mean, you’re welcome please.” With a great deal more confusion he wheeled and ducked out of the room.


  “Oh, he’s darling,” Nancy cried, as Sidney plowed up the steps with her grips. “I wish I had one just like him.”


  “No, you don’t,” I said.


  In response to her surprised look, Dave and I explained the circumstances to her.


  “Then,” Nancy said thoughtfully, when we paused, “you’ve lost the equipment, and the lab goes next unless a miracle occurs.”


  “Right,” I said. “We’ll be back where we were ten years ago. Except, of course, we’ll have Sidney. He’ll be a big help I know.”


  NANCY bit her lip and we were silent until Sidney came charging back into the room with all the grace of an animated box car.


  “Anything else, Miss Nancy?” he gulped.


  Nancy looked thoughtfully at him and then suddenly she smiled and crossed to the sofa and seated herself gracefully.


  “Come here Sidney,” she patted the pillow next to her invitingly. “I want to talk to you.” She crossed her pretty legs and smiled charmingly at him.


  “Well, gosh,” Sidney bleated. “I don’t know, I mean gosh.”


  I caught Nancy’s wink and knew she was up to something.


  “Go ahead, old man,” I said. “Sit down and have a nice chat with Nancy. Dave and I’ll get supper ready.” I shoved him toward the sofa and grabbed Dave by the arm and pulled him out of the room.


  “What’s the idea?” Dave demanded, when we reached the kitchen.


  “I don’t know,” I answered, “but Nancy’s got something up her sleeve. Maybe she’s going to appeal to his better nature.”


  Dave shook his head doubtfully.


  “She can sing ‘lips that touch liquor shall never touch mine,’ but I doubt if it’ll help. Sidney’s beyond hope. He’s incurable.”


  Which went to prove how little he knew about Sidney.


  You wouldn’t believe the change that came over him that night. When Nancy got through with him and brought him out to the kitchen he even looked different. As if he were shining with some new inner light.


  He set the table. He passed the plates during supper. He dried the dishes. After supper he mowed the lawn, cleaned the basement, and cut about a cord of wood. To top off the entire amazing performance he went to bed sober for the first time in days.


  Sidney had hit the sawdust trail and no fooling!


  Dave and I were jubilant for the first time in months and we gave all credit to Nancy.


  “You must have given him a powerful pep talk,” I said, “because he’s certainly a new man.”


  “You boys just didn’t know how to handle him,” she said smiling. “I told him if he was a real good boy today and tomorrow at the convention, I’d let him take me for a walk the next day. And he thought that was just fine.”


  “Well,” I said, “I hope he stays on the wagon until after the convention. After that he can take up quarters in an oil refinery for all I care.”


  The next day started fine and I kept my fingers crossed. When I got up Sidney was down in the basement polishing himself on the buffing wheel. He helped Nancy pick up the breakfast dishes and then we all got in the car and started for the convention.


  This was the day. This was the all-important day that Sidney would meet his all important test. I looked at him, riding in the back seat with Dave.


  He was sniffing a violet.


  I kept my fingers crossed.


  FLASHLIGHT bulbs popped, reporters snapped questions and the throngs that gathered about the entrance to Convention Hall stared in wonder as Sidney made his entrance.


  If I hadn’t grabbed his arm and hustled him through the doors he would probably have spent the day there, bowing and scraping to the multitude like a politician.


  Inside, I hurried Dave, Nancy, and Sidney down the hall to a room which had been assigned to us for the duration of the convention.


  “The judges,” I said to Sidney, “will want to examine you in a little while. Don’t be alarmed at anything they do. They’ll inspect you and probably ask you questions the rest of the day.”


  “Will they come down here?” Nancy asked.


  “Nope,” I said. “Sidney will have to display himself in the exhibition gallery. A page will let us know when they’re ready for him.”


  I had some people to see then so I left them and spent the rest of the time praying silently that Sidney would behave.


  A half hour later I was sitting in the exhibit arena, clenching and unclenching my hands when Dave and Nancy found me.


  “He’s all set,” Dave said. “He’ll make his appearance any minute now.”


  “Fine,” I said and hoped it would be. The stands were crowded with people and up in the special boxes I could see several of the judges leaning forward eagerly. Everyone was anxious to see the man of metal, as the papers had dubbed him. To see whether he was just a clever mechanical toy or whether he was what we claimed: a rational, thinking robot.


  I swallowed nervously as the murmuring of the audience settled to an expectant hush. There was an electric tension in the air, as the judges, the assembled scientists, and the crowd waited expectantly for our brain child to appear.


  I was so nervous and excited that I didn’t feel the tap on my shoulder immediately. Not until it was repeated sharply, insistently, did I turn around.


  An angry, dark little man in overalls was standing behind me.


  “I’ma da janitor,” the little man said heatedly. “I’ma—”


  “Some other time,” I cut in hurriedly. “I’m busy now. Please, see me later.”


  “I’ma wanta see you righta now,” the janitor said emphatically. “Data beeg tin guy you make, he’sa steal my oil can. I’ma wanta know whosa gon pay me for my oil can?”


  I heard a thunderous roar of applause. Sidney was being announced.


  “Listen, Bud,” I implored, “can’t you see me tomorrow about this oil. I—” I stopped suddenly, a cold fist closing over my stomach.


  I grabbed the; janitor by the throat.


  “What did you say about oil?” I yelled.


  “I’ma walk down the hall,” the little man said angrily, “minda my own business, when dees beeg tin guy jumpa out and grab my oil can. ‘Gotta hava bracer, gotta have a bracer’ he yell and den he run like hell. Now whosa gon pay for my oil can?”


  A cold sweat broke out on my forehead and trickled down my face. Sidney was off the wagon!


  MY first wild thought was to somehow get to him, stop his appearance, but the next instant I knew I was too late.


  To the wild roars of acclaim of the entire auditorium, Sidney walked onto the stage.


  Staggered would be a better word.


  My first despairing look convinced me that he was hopelessly oiled up. There was a strange belligerent roll to his walk and his mouth was parted slightly as if he were hoping to catch flies with it. From one corner of his stainless steel mouth a thin stream of oil had dribbled and spattered onto his aluminum chest.


  “Oh,” I groaned to Dave. “He ought to be at the Keeley Institute instead of up there.”


  Dave and Nancy looked helplessly at me and then back at Sidney, who by this time was weaving his way to the front of the stage. The audience craned their necks curiously as he stopped and peered foolishly about at the judges and scientists.


  Then he hiccoughed and staggered back a few paces.


  I groaned as I listened to the incredulous murmur that arose from the spectators. The jig, I knew, was up.


  I had a horrible vision of our fellowship and scientific standing vanishing forever into the mists of scorn and derision.


  And then, if such a thing was possible, my horror increased.


  Sidney was going to make a speech.


  I closed my eyes and prayed as his metallic voice boomed clear through the hall.


  “Ish jush a lota nonshense,” he shouted. “Jush a lota damn nonshense. Jush to make a spectacle outa me, thash all it is.” He wobbled around a few steps and seemed to calm down a trifle.


  “Of coursh,” he paused to hiccough, “of coursh if you jush want to look me over thash all right. But nobody’s poking around in my stomach and that’s final. Thash not scientific curiosity, thash jush damn noseynass.”


  The shocked gasp of the audience acted as a tonic to Sidney’s ham-like instincts. His metal lips parted in a pleased smile and he bestowed a grateful glance upon the crowded arena.


  “I’ll buy a drink,” he announced suddenly. “Thash what I’ll do, buy a drink for the house. He staggered back from the edge of the stage. “Bar-teeendeerrr,” he bawled at the top of his voice, “set ’em up for everybody.”


  THE audience was laughing now and I felt tears of humiliation stinging my eyes. Dave and I would be branded as charlatans and quacks from now on, no matter what we might accomplish.


  As a man might watch his own execution, so I watched Sidney.


  The laughter of the audience had evidently convinced him that he had a mission in life as an entertainer. With a coy smile he raised one clumsy foot in the air and began the first movement of something that looked like a hideous cross between the black bottom and an Old World gavotte.


  With an absurd smile spreading his lips he pranced and leaped about the stage, his three hundred pounds threatening to shatter the floor boards with every step. Finally the inevitable happened. He fell. Not just an ordinary fall, but a high arching dive that dumped his metallic carcass to the floor with a splintering, jangling crash.


  The audience were standing in their seats as Sidney rolled over and straightened to a sitting position. He peered dazedly, but happily, at their amazed faces and then his mouth opened wide and his voice, thickened with liquor, soared over their heads.


  For I’m a jolly good fellooooooooow—


  Which nobody can deenyyy.


  He ended the song with a noisy hiccough and then collapsed on his back, out cold. Sidney had passed out cold and as I listened to the shouts and laughter of my scientific brethren I realized that with him had passed my own dreams.


  “I’ll get him,” I said wearily to Dave, “and meet you later.” I added “Don’t be so gloomy. After all Sidney’s happy so why shouldn’t we be?”


  It took me a few minutes to edge my way through the milling crowd and by the time I clambered onto the stage I saw that several of the judges were standing over Sidney’s recumbent figure.


  It was a humiliating moment for me, but I was beyond caring very much. I elbowed them aside and grabbed one of Sidney’s arms.


  “Get up,” I snapped, shaking him roughly. “On your feet, the show’s over.”


  I felt a hand grip my arm then and I turned to meet the stern, piercing eyes of old Professor Norton, head of the New York research foundation. His first words were as shocking as a lead pipe on the skull.


  “Congratulations, my boy,” he boomed. “You’ve done it; captured the human element. Your robot has a sense of humor and humor is the element that separates man from beast. Funniest imitation of a drunk I’ve seen in years.” He winked broadly at me. “If my vote will help, that fellowship’s as good as yours this minute.”


  My mouth opened and closed foolishly. I struggled to make some sort of reply. But it was no use. The words just weren’t there.


  “Tell me,” a white haired judge addressed me, “does this remarkable robot of yours think up his own imitations or do you help him. I swear his imitation seemed almost too realistic.” It was at that moment that Sidney chose to hiccough noisily. I whipped out a handkerchief and snorted into it.


  “A little cold,” I said feebly. “Must’ve picked it up at the hall.”


  A DOZEN terrible thoughts were chasing around in my head like frightened rabbits. The judges thought Sidney had been acting. If they found out differently, they certainly wouldn’t grant me a fellowship to continue robot research. Imagine anyone in their right mind wanting more steel sots like Sidney roaming around loose!


  Sidney was stirring restlessly and the judges watched him anxiously.


  “Is everything all right?” Professor Norton asked suspiciously.


  “Fine,” I lied. “Just fine.”


  I had to get Sidney out of the way until he sobered up.


  My heart hammered against my ribs with painful bangs. A wild idea had just occurred to me.


  “I think,” said Professor Norton, “we should question your robot now.”


  “No, no,” I stammered breathlessly. “He’s all tuckered out. Almost in a state of collapse. Might bring on a nervous breakdown. He needs a week to recuperate, at least.”


  “From what?” Norton asked bluntly. “Just last night,” I replied desperately. “Sidney had to take out his own appendix. Have any of you gentlemen ever gone through that experience? I can assure you if you haven’t that it’s quite trying.”


  Professor Norton coughed embarrassedly.


  “Of course old man,” he said brusquely. “I didn’t know.”


  “Then a week from now,” I said quickly, “at my laboratory. You can examine Sidney thoroughly at that time.”


  Professor Norton frowned.


  “That is satisfactory,” he said slowly, “but your robot acts just as if he’s passed out completely. Why doesn’t he show some life?”


  “He’ll show some life,” I promised. If my wild idea worked he’d show plenty of life. I stooped over and shook Sidney.


  “Quick,” I hissed in his ear, “run for your life, they’re coming after you. The pink can openers are coming. Thousands of them. Hurry!”


  Sidney’s eyes opened. He peered foggily at me for an instant and then with a wild cry he clambered to his feet. He glared hysterically about him.


  “My God,” he yelled, “they’re everywhere.” With another tinny scream, he charged off the stage and disappeared down the corridor with a tremendous clatter.


  “Well!” gasped Professor Norton. “He’s like that,” I said weakly. “Abrupt.”


  I tried to get away but they plied me with questions about Sidney and it was several minutes before I could tear myself away. Then I looked for Sidney. In the halls, in our room, and with increasing worry, through the exhibit room, through the entire building. But it was no use.


  Sidney had vanished.


  IF you follow the papers at all you probably remember the rest of the story. Sidney had disappeared and the tabloids made quite a fuss about it. Dave and I hunted high and low for him and in our spare time, built another robot.


  With Sidney as a lesson in what to avoid, we constructed a robot that was useful, efficient, productive and, in my opinion, about the most boring and uninteresting creature that ever existed.


  But the judges liked him and, with many speeches and huzzahs, Dave and I were awarded the muchly coveted fellowship.


  In spite of the acclaim of our scientific brethren everything seemed kind of flat. Nancy went back to college and a week or so later Dave looked across the room at our new robot—we called him number one—and said disgustedly:


  “He’s perfect, but who the hell wants to be surrounded by dull perfection. I wouldn’t swap Sidney for a thousand like that. He was screwy and silly and unpredictable—and human. I miss the big lug.”


  So did I. A week dragged by and then one day I was driving across town and a tire blew out. Cursing under my breath I climbed out of the car and looked around for a service station.


  Luck was against me. There was nothing but a junk yard in the block and that was on the other side of the street. I started to walk when suddenly I saw something that knocked the air out of my lungs with a whoosh and started my heart pounding with dizzy excitement.


  I should have said I saw someone because it was Sidney.


  He was lounged comfortably in the driver seat of an old model T that was parked in front of the junk yard. A battered top hat was set at a rakish angle on his metal dome and one leg was draped loosely over the side of the car. He was so crusted with rust that he probably couldn’t move if he wanted.


  “Sidney,” I yelled excitedly. “Sidney!” I dodged through the traffic and raced to the side of the car. “Sidney,” I yelled again, “it’s me.”


  Sidney’s eyelids were closed and I couldn’t tell whether he heard me or not.


  “What d’ya Want, bud?” a thick, suspicious voice sounded behind me.


  I LOOKED around. A heavy set man in overalls was standing in front of a shack built on the edge of the junkyard. He wiped his hands on a piece of cheesecloth and walked toward me. I noticed he was watching me rather curiously.


  “I just paused to look at this—this,” I paused and waved a hand at the car, “at this advertising stunt. Very clever.”


  The proprietor’s lips parted in a pleased grin.


  “Do you think so?” he asked contentedly. “Some kids brought dat tin dummy in here a few days ago. Dey found it in an alley. I buys it for a half a buck and stick it out here. Kinda gives a tony air to the joint. Gets a lotta attention.”


  I looked at Sidney closely for the first time. There was an almost beatific look of contentment on his rusty face. Sprawled on the cushions, uselessly idle, he was in his glory.


  “It’s gettin’ kinda rusty,” the junk dealer said, “so I’m going to oil it up this aftanoon.”


  I smiled.


  “Do that,” I said, “and remember—use nice thin oil.”


  I knew then that I was not going to disturb Sidney. He had found the never-never land his simple soul had yearned for. Nothing to do but rest, someone to keep him pleasantly oiled up and enough attention from passersby to gratify his exhibitionist nature.


  It was Valhalla for him and it would take someone far more heartless than yours truly to destroy his paradise.


  “So long,” I murmured and as I turned I noticed something that brought a quick smile to my lips.


  Walking away I thought of it.


  It might have been an optical illusion—but I preferred to think it wasn’t.


  For Sidney had winked at me. As I had turned to leave one of his metal eyelids had fluttered slyly. A gesture, I knew, that bade me a happy, comradely farewell.


  SIDETRACK IN TIME


  First published in the July 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Kingley knew how to get rid of the professor without murdering him—just maroon him in the future! But he found out he wasn’t so smart, because when he got back—


  PHILIP KINGLEY’S hand was moist as it closed over the cold butt of the automatic that nestled in the flap pocket of his lab jacket. He swallowed nervously and licked his dry lips. Everything was ready. The old man was washing his hands in the next room and in a few seconds he would step back into the laboratory, muttering absent-mindedly to himself and peering near-sightedly about with bright blue eyes as he always did.


  Then—raise the gun quickly and fire and it would be all over!


  Kingley knew there was nothing to worry about but he wished the cold tight knot in his stomach would stop bothering him. He wiped his free hand across his damp forehead and then clenched it fiercely and jammed it into his trouser pocket to keep it from shaking. “Well, well,” a dry, old voice sounded behind him, “you look as pale as a ghost. Matter? Trip tomorrow got you scared?”


  Kingley wheeled at the sound of Professor Newton’s voice, his heartbeats thudding frantically against his ribs. The old man was muttering to himself and his bright blue eyes were peering uncertainly about the lab.


  “Where in thunder’d I leave my glasses, Phil?” Kingley heard him mutter. “Can’t find a blasted thing when you need—ups.” He found them on his forehead and adjusted them over his eyes, harrumphing noisily all the time.


  Kingley’s hand tightened on the gun in his pocket. With his eye he selected a spot in the center of Professor Newton’s wrinkled forehead. He drew the gun half clear of the pocket flap, waited his chance.


  “Great thing our trip,” the Professor was mumbling. “Ought to be proud of ourselves, eh? First humans to travel through time and pierce the veil of the future. Yessir, a great thing.”


  Kingley tried to pull the gun then but his muscles refused to obey the desperate command of his brain. He slumped suddenly against the lab bench his chest heaving like a bellows, his heart hammering furiously.


  It was no use. He couldn’t commit murder. Not cold-blooded, deliberate murder. The gun slid back into his pocket. He couldn’t kill this way—but—already his mind was exploring another infinitely simpler and more subtle plan that had just occurred to him.


  “S’matter?” the Professor asked grumpily. “Sick? Snap out of it, ’cause”—he paused to cackle—“we can’t take any sick people into the future.”


  “No,” Kingley said weakly, “we can’t.” He watched the old man puttering about the lab bench and his lips parted in a triumphant smirk.


  IT was so simple. It was surprising that it hadn’t occurred to him before this.


  He and Professor Newton were testing the Professor’s time machine tomorrow. The machine worked—they had sent it into time by itself—but this was the first passenger trip. If they traveled, say, a thousand years into the future, what was to prevent him from leaving the Professor stranded there and return himself to the present? Then with the Professor out of the way the time machine would be his exclusive property, a source of limitless wealth and power.


  It wouldn’t be necessary to kill the Professor then, merely strand him in time, and thus eliminate him forever from the present.


  Kingley’s grin widened as his eyes followed the bent old figure of the Professor as he puttered around the lab equipment. Their time trip tomorrow would be a one way trip to oblivion for the old coot.


  “Can’t wait,” he heard the old man mutter, “to see, really see the future.”


  Kingley smiled.


  “No rush,” he thought to himself. “You’re going to be there a long, long time.”


  “READY?” snapped Professor Newton, his old voice trembly with suppressed excitement.


  “All set,” Kingley answered.


  It was the following day. They were seated inside the time machine on the leather tractor seats provided for that purpose. Around them, circling them like a cage, gleamed the shimmering contours of the time machine, undulating weirdly, as if the silvery bars were twisting and bending from one dimension to another.


  The Professor’s hand moved to a sliding bar that governed the entropy reduction apparatus on the machine, then he turned and nodded briefly to Kingley. His other hand rested on a bar, calibrated with time units. Days, months, years, were marked above small levers and another bar, fitted above this one was marked with the smaller time units of seconds, minutes, hours.


  The Professor’s hand moved a lever and suddenly Kingley felt an amazing sensation. It was if his body had suddenly developed a fluid constituency and was twisting and bending and undulating in accordance with the silver bars of the machine. For an instant he tried to yell, but then the familiar lab, visible through the bars of the machine, vanished abruptly and he seemed to be hurtling at express train speed down a black corridor that seemed, somehow to be twisting and bending before him.


  How long this sensation lasted he couldn’t tell, but after what seemed an interminable period it ceased, almost imperceptively at first and then with a swift abruptness that brought the blood to his temples in a dizzying rush.


  The shimmering, undulating bars of the time cage gradually steadied slightly and Kingley was able to see a broad, vista extending before them.


  The Professor was nudging him.


  “All right, all right,” the old voice cracked in his ear. “We’re here. Get out, get out. Let’s look around.”


  Kingley climbed out of the cramped quarters and peered about, his curiosity for the moment transcending the real purpose of his trip.


  It was a barren, rock-blighted scene that met their eyes. As far as they could see mighty boulders were piled one upon the other and everything was quiet; frighteningly quiet.


  “H-how far are we?” Kingley asked.


  “Five thousand years into the future,” the old Professor said casually. “If there’s any humans, they must be occupying another part of the globe.”


  Kingley clenched his fists nervously as the Professor moved away from the shimmering machine to inspect a peculiarly colored piece of slate. He was bending over, his back to Kingley, inches away from a fissure in the rock that dropped into a shallow valley.


  Kingley stepped behind him, noiselessly, carefully. This was his chance. He’d never get a better one. A slight shove with his hand . . .


  His hand reached out, and then the Professor turned.


  “Say look—” his voice trailed off as he took in Kingley’s tense, crouched figure. His eyes widened and his mouth opened but it was too late to cry out. Kingley’s hand collided with his frail shoulder. The old man staggered back a step and crashed downward into the shallow gully.


  KINGLEY watched triumphantly as the Professor slid down the rough shale siding, clawing frantically with his hands and feet until he stopped at the base of the rock, a cloud of rock dust rising about his frail, crumpled old figure.


  Then Kingley wheeled and stepped into the time machine. He grinned exultantly as he set the devices and levers, his hands working swiftly, automatically. But even in his haste he did not forget the primary law of time travel which the Professor had drummed into his head. Never return to the same second in time from which the trip originated. Wouldn’t do to get caught in a time groove at this stage in the game.


  He heard the Professor’s thin, cracked voice shouting frantically and he heard a scuffling, scratching sound as the old man attempted vainly to. scramble to the top of the ledge.


  Kingley’s grin split wider as he listened to these sounds.


  The twisting tunnel of blackness stretched before him then, endlessly, infinitely mysterious. Through its black unknown he rushed, backward, backward into the time that was past.


  As before, the sensation departed slowly at first and then with a dizzying rush of speed. The silvery shimmer of the bars was once again visible and through their glittering undulation he glimpsed the familiar benches and equipment of Professor Newton’s laboratory.


  He scrambled out of the machine, the delirious feeling of success and power coursing through his veins like strong drink. His eyes traveled about the laboratory, slowly, gloatingly. All of it his. The equipment, the formulas and most important of all—the time machine.


  The Professor was removed from the scene forever. Kingley thought of the old man wandering dazedly about, five thousand years in the future and he laughed shrilly. If any snooper got suspicious—why let them snoop. What could they prove without a body?


  His possessive gaze rested on the time machine and he felt himself trembling with anticipatory greed. The money, the power, the position that it would give him were beyond the limits of imagination. Millions—


  “Well, well,” a horribly familiar voice blasted into his thoughts, “you look as if you’d seen a ghost.”


  Kingley wheeled, the cold crushing hand of fear closing over his heart.


  Professor Newton stood in the doorway!


  FOR a frozen instant Kingley stared into the Professor’s bright blue eyes and then he staggered back, his jaw hanging slack, an inarticulate bleat welling hysterically from his throat. Somehow—the thought pounded with horrible force into his frenzied brain—the old man had followed him back from time. Followed him from the future to point the finger of guilt at him. Now he was moving toward him.


  Kingley’s tongue clove to the roof of his mouth.


  “For God’s sake,” he tried to scream, “Keep away from me, do y’ hear? You can’t be here, you’re not here. Keep away from me.”


  Instinctively his hand slipped into his pocket, jerked out the automatic. The muscles in his arm refused to lift the gun shoulder high. His breath hissed through his teeth in great choking sobs as he backed away from the Professor. He couldn’t kill the old man. No one could. He had gone five thousand years into the future to get rid of him, but like some horrible nemesis the old Professor had tracked him back across the bridgeless gulf of Time.


  Suddenly strength flowed into his arm and he raised the gun to his temple and pulled the trigger. The blasting report reverberated through the lab and Kingley never heard the old Professor say: “Trip tomorrow got you scared?” Nor would Kingley ever know that in his haste to return to the Present, he had selected the day before he and Professor Newton started for the Future.


  He didn’t even see the figure behind him. The figure to which Professor Newton now said, his voice unmoved by the tragedy that had taken place before him:


  “Where in thunder’d I leave my glasses, Phil?”


  DOORWAY OF VANISHING MEN


  First published in the July 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  It was just an ordinary revolving door in a department store—except for one thing; people went into it, but didn’t come out!


  MY CITY Editor hung up the phone and pointed a determined finger at me.


  “You’re it,” he said. “That’s the fifteenth call I’ve had this morning about Barton’s Department Store. It would seem something very screwy is going on over there. Check on it and let me know the minute you pick up something that we might blow up into a column. Snap into it.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “One excellent reason,” my editor said with suspicious calm, “is that you are employed by this paper and hope to draw your check next week. Another fine reason is that there might be a story there. I know this latter reason does not appeal to your idealistic nature, but for the sake of the first—scram!”


  It is my opinion that editors see too many movies and consequently get to acting like Hollywood thinks an editor ought to act. Which is a sad state of affairs for reporters.


  I climbed to my feet, like the wage slave I am.


  “What seems to be popping over there?” I asked, starting to leave.


  “People,” my editor said distinctly, “are disappearing over there.”


  “Are you kidding?” I asked suspiciously.


  The slave driver shook his head. I could tell he was serious.


  “That’s the report. It might be just a corny gag but I’ve got a funny hunch it’s more serious than that.”


  I got moving then . . .


  TWENTY-TWO minutes later I walked into the office of Brixby Barton, President of the Barton Store. He was a plump, pink, harassed-looking little man with a nervous blink to his eyes. Surrounding him were a half-dozen assorted public-relations men, department heads, complaint managers, etc. Everybody looked plenty serious.


  “It’s the press, gentlemen,” I announced. “Ready to listen, look and tell all.”


  Barton flushed a deeper shade of pink and tried to smile.


  “Now Lansing,” he said weakly, “we don’t want any wild stories to get started. If you’ll just be patient we’ll try and give you the facts in the case. Above all we mustn’t have any undesirable publicity. Is that perfectly clear?”


  I began to feel my story pulse accelerating.


  “I won’t bother you gentlemen,” I smiled, as I backed toward the door. “I’ll just peek around on my own and see what’s up.”


  “No you don’t,” Barton cried unsteadily. He rose from his desk and hurried to my side, panting heavily. “I don’t trust you,” he said, with something like desperation in his voice. “You’ll get your story from us and nothing more. I’m not going to let you start any riot in this city. I carry plenty of advertising with your paper and you’ll print what I tell you.”


  I looked at Barton closely. His eyes were widened with fear and his mouth was twitching uncontrollably.


  “You’re in a jam,” I stated. “Something is decidedly screwy around here and I’ll get the story if I have to dynamite this building. If you want to play ball, I’m willing. Give me the straight dope about what’s eating you and everybody else in the store and I’ll treat you as gently as I can. If you’d rather play the role of Tough Executive, okay. You’ll still read the story in tomorrow morning’s News.”


  Barton took a deep breath.


  “You’re quite mistaken,” he said with an effort, “if you imagine that something—out of place is going on in my store.”


  “What about the people disappearing?” I snapped. “Would you call that out of place?”


  Barton clapped a hand over his mouth and peered fearfully about the office.


  “When did you find out?” he hissed to me.


  “Come on,” I said irritably, “let’s dispense with the question bee. I know, that’s enough, isn’t it? Do you start cooperating now, or do I get this story in my own prying, snoopy, annoying fashion?”


  Barton mopped his brow with a silk handkerchief and turned despairing eyes to the stooges grouped around his desk.


  “I—I’ll go with Mr. Lansing and show—tell him the story,” he said nervously. “We must cooperate with the press, of course. D—don’t give out any information on the phone while I’m away, to anyone.” He turned then and opened the door. “After you, Mr. Lansing,” he said tonelessly.


  HE followed me out of the office and led me to the elevators. On the way down he asked me a funny question.


  “Lansing,” he said earnestly, “do you believe in—in ghosts or spirits?” He blurted the last two words out as if anxious to get them off his tongue because they were hot.


  I looked hard at him.


  “Under certain circumstances I might,” I answered. “I remember one night believing firmly in the existence of three elephants that had followed me home.”


  He looked rather unhappy at my answer and nothing more was said until we reached the main floor and were walking toward the main revolving doors. I broke the silence.


  “What’s the matter with everyone?” I asked, peering about at the clerks and customers. “They all looked scared to death.”


  “They probably are,” Barton said unhappily. He had stopped walking and I saw that we were directly in front of the main entrance to Barton’s store. The four-paneled glass revolving doors were not in motion. There was something vaguely disturbing about those doors. It might be, I decided, the odd manner that the sunlight bounced through them. The refraction was at a greater angle than the eye expected and the effect was somehow created that the panels might be out of true, or a bit warped.


  Through the door I could see cars whizzing by on State street and knots of pedestrians huddled about in a peculiar manner in front of the entrance to the store.


  “LOOK!” Barton suddenly cried in my ear.


  I followed his pointing finger and saw that a man was approaching the revolving doors. Barton was staring at him, as if mesmerized.


  The man stepped into the door and shoved the panel, and the door began to revolve.


  I saw the man clearly as he stepped into the door. I had been sober for a week. My eyes are good. May Heaven be my judge if I am not stating things accurately.


  That man vanished completely in that revolving door.


  The door turned slowly and came to a stop, concrete evidence of the energy of the man’s shove. But the man had completely disappeared. I could still see the cars whizzing by on State street through the glass panels of the door. The man had stepped into the revolving door from State street, but he had never entered the interior of the store. In some mysterious way he had been blotted up like a dew drop on a June day.


  I turned shakily to Barton.


  “D—did you see what I think I just saw?” I asked dazedly.


  Barton nodded miserably.


  “It’s been happening all morning,” he said dully. “Men, women and children have been vanishing in that revolving door since we opened the store this morning. At first we thought it was some publicity gag some magician might be working. But before we had the doors open ten minutes our complaint department was stormed by wives, fathers, mothers, all yelling their heads off because some relative or friend disappeared in the door. We’ve sent workmen in to inspect the floor and the mechanism of the door and they’ve vanished too. It’s terrible, absolutely terrible.”


  “Did you call the police?” I asked.


  “Heavens no!” Barton exclaimed. “I couldn’t stand that kind of publicity. It would absolutely ruin me.”


  I heard a shrill wailing siren in the distance and I smiled at Barton.


  “Consider yourself ruined,” I said.


  “The strong arm of the law will soon be rapping at your door.” I shuddered as I said that last word.


  INSTINCTIVELY I glanced toward the revolving door.


  “Let’s find another exit,” I said, “and meet the law when it arrives.”


  Barton nodded wordlessly and motioned me to follow him. As I turned I noticed a high-domed salesman standing before a ribbon counter which was almost directly in front of the revolving doors. He wore dark, drab clothing and perched on his bony nose were huge horn-rimmed glasses. Why I noticed him I couldn’t say. Maybe it was because he was wearing a satisfied smile on his face. The only smile I had seen in the entire store that morning. Naturally it would stand out.


  I hurried after Barton. He left the store by a side exit and by the time we walked around to the main entrance on State street, three black police cars were pulling to the curb. I almost swallowed my cud when I saw the Commissioner himself climb out of the first car and stride toward the revolving door.


  “Hold it, Commish,” I yelled. “Don’t go in there.”


  “Why not?” he bellowed back at me.


  I caught up with him and grabbed his arm.


  “Funny business is going on inside,” I said.


  “That’s why I’m here,” the Commissioner snapped, “we’ve received about two hundred calls so far from hysterical wives and mothers and fathers. All with the same story. A loved one has disappeared without a trace in the Barton store. What do you know about things here, Lansing?”


  “I don’t,” I said, “except that this revolving door here Is a very peculiar piece of business. People go in one side of it, but don’t come out the other.”


  “You—”


  “I have not been drinking,” I said, beating him to it, “but unless some one explains this thing to me in words of one syllable, every night will be New Year’s eve with me from this date onward.”


  The Commissioner gave me a look of intense disgust.


  “I might have known it would be some crackpot crank nonsense,” he fumed.


  “This deal,” I said with great distinctness, “is no nonsense.”


  “Nonsense,” bellowed the Commissioner. “I’ll bet you a new hat I’ll walk through that door as I’ve done a dozen times before.”


  “Don’t do it,” I pleaded. “You don’t know what you’re up against.”


  Without deigning to answer me, he wheeled and strode toward the door. His stout, bluecoated figure was visible for an instant as he shoved the panel, then he was gone. The doors revolved idly, but the Commissioner had disappeared, vanished like a puff of smoke in a breeze.


  AN angry, unbelieving exclamation rose from the officers and policemen who had arrived with the commissioner. A few surged forward but I got in front of them and did my best to herd them off.


  “Take my word for it,” I said desperately to a sergeant, “you can’t lick that door. Nobody’s returned from it yet and nobody’s gotten through yet. Be smart and throw a rope around this section. It’s the only thing you can do.”


  The sergeant hesitated for an instant, then he barked the necessary orders. In a few minutes a rope cordon had been formed, completely blocking off the main entrance of the Barton store.


  “This is a terrible thing to happen,”


  Barton wailed, “especially on the first day of my big sale.”


  “Isn’t it though?” I murmured.


  I hurried back into the store and made my way to the main entrance again. This was where the nub of the mystery was located, I was sure. The doors continued to disturb me. Something was wrong with the light that streamed through them.


  I saw the smiling salesman again, too. He was standing in front of his counter, which, it seemed, was doing little business, and gazing at the revolving doors. His smile was more than satisfied. It was fond and proud and paternal all at once. He even shook his head, as if he were admiring something rare and precious, which ordinary mortals could not perceive.


  I shook my head and forgot him. I had enough to do to get some sort of a story out of this mess without wasting my time worrying about peculiar salesmen with idiotic smiles adorning their pans.


  My eyes flicked about the floor, from counter to counter and noticed the universal worry and fear that was stamped on the faces of the clerks. Fear can grip a crowd and spread from person to person faster than any other emotion. While I was thinking this, a peculiar thought occurred to me. There was funny pattern to this whole thing but I couldn’t make any sense out of it. The cogs didn’t mesh together. I always ask myself questions; and my eyes were just swinging past the smiling, professor-like salesman when I asked myself the question, “Why?”


  Why indeed?


  I sauntered across the aisle until I stood beside him. He was certainly harmless enough looking, with thin, stooped shoulders and spindly arms. My little question was still bothering me though.


  “Why so happy?” I asked him abruptly.


  My voice startled him. He turned suddenly, looking pathetic now instead of happy.


  “I—I’m sorry, officer,” he stuttered breathlessly, “I—I shouldn’t be day dreaming like that, but I just couldn’t help it. I—I’m kinda excited.”


  “Why?” I asked coldly. All I needed was a whip to play Simon Legree. But as long as he thought I was an officer I decided to take advantage of it.


  “Oh,” he said vaguely, “just because.”


  “What do you think of the way things have been going around here this morning?” I asked him. I had already given him up as a dead duck.


  His eyes brightened.


  “Fine,” he said.


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Because,” he said happily, “with the main exit closed there’s no traffic past my counter. I’m not so busy now. I can take things easy like all the other fellows do.”


  His enormous eyes burned brightly into mine. “It isn’t fair for one fellow to be stuck always in the busiest spots with never a chance to take a slow breath. That’s why I changed it.”


  “You changed it?” I asked cautiously.


  HE looked down miserably at his shoes.


  “I might as well confess,” he said unhappily. “I was going to hold out longer than this but I might as well give myself up now as later.”


  “Give yourself up?” I asked. “What for?”


  “I’m responsible,” he said earnestly, “for the confusion and mystery surrounding the revolving door at this exit. I didn’t hurt anyone, but that does not mitigate or extenuate my guilt. You may take me into custody.”


  This is typical Lansing luck. Four million people in Chicago, but I have to pick a crackpot to get suspicious of.


  “Forget it, kid,” I said. “The excitement’s got you down.”


  “Please, officer,” he said, “you’ve got to believe me. You’ve simply got to.”


  I started to turn away but something stopped me. I guess it was the sincerity in the kid’s voice.


  “Spill,” I said, “but make it good. And just to keep the record straight I’m no copper.”


  “In the first place,” the kid said eagerly, “that revolving door really isn’t a door at all.”


  “Oh, oh,” I said, backing away, “school’s over. Pick up your marbles and go home.”


  He only smiled.


  “It’s not a door but a geometrical figure which physicists call a tesseract. A tesseract,” he added, “is the visual concept of what we call the fourth dimension.”[*]


  “Lovely,” I said, “but where does that bring us?”


  “That revolving door,” he confided in a whisper, “is really a time machine. The principle is my own idea. A tesseract shows us the fourth dimension which is actually time itself. By constructing a tesseract which will turn as this one does, it is possible to bend the dimensions and time so that a passage may be effected from the third dimension into time. Do you understand?”


  I didn’t. I didn’t have the foggiest notion of what the kid was driving at. So does this sound too silly?—I believed he was handing me the straight dope.


  “You did all this,” I asked uneasily, “to keep the main flow of traffic away from your counter?”


  “Well, why else?” he asked surprised. His burning eyes peered into mine intently. “You don’t know what it means to have the time to think and ponder.”


  I felt very old and helpless. I wanted a drink too.


  “Look, Voltaire,” I said, “supposing, just supposing everything you say is true. Where are the people who went in that door?”


  “They’re there,” he answered readily.


  “They’re—where?” I asked.


  “In the door.”


  “Oh,” I said, and studied the floor. Things were getting a bit too deep for me. I wished heartily that I had kept my mouth shut.


  “You see,” the horn-rimmed wonder said, “those people are in the fourth dimension. Every one of them is instantaneously repeating the action of stepping to the door, slipping into the fourth dimension, stepping to the door, slipping into the fourth dimension, etc. No time passes because they are returned through the fourth dimension to the exact second in time when they stepped to the door in the first place.”


  “Like chain smoking,” I muttered for no reason in the world.


  “When they step out of the revolving door,” he continued avidly, “they will be under the impression that they merely stepped through the door. Not one of them will realize that anything unusual has happened to him.”


  IT was just about this time that Barton pulled up beside us, wringing his hands unhappily.


  “It’s terrible, absolute—”


  “Forget it,” I said. “Your worries are over. Almost anyway.”


  “What do you mean?” he said sharply.


  I pointed to Hornrims.


  “This young man can extricate you from the nasty situation in which you find yourself.”


  “Oh, thank the Good Lord,” Barton breathed fervently.


  “I don’t see why I should,” Hornrims said sulkily.


  “What?” Barton demanded hysterically.


  Hornrims studied his nails with magnificent nonchalance.


  “It will create a great deal of inconvenience for me,” he said casually. “All sorts of traffic rushing by again.” Hornrims shook his head unenthusiastically. “Not much point to it, really.”


  Brixby Barton had not attained his present position without the aid of sharp, shrewd bargaining. My respect for the man went up a notch as he tugged thoughtfully at his lower lip.


  “Tell you what,” he said reluctantly, “since there will be all this business and traffic back when you open the main entrance, I’ll do the handsome thing for you.” Mr. Barton beamed broadly, the picture of a man distributing largesse to faithful retainers. “I’ll put you on a commission basis so you can take advantage of it.”


  Hornrims grabbed Mr. Barton’s hand and pumped it enthusiastically. He streaked away then and came back in seconds with a ladder under his arms. Like a human squirrel he went up over the rungs and climbed off on top of the revolving doors. I don’t know what he did to them, but then I haven’t the foggiest idea of what he did to them in the first place. I only know what happened after he got through puttering.


  Human beings of every sort and description came pouring through the door, looking like the human version of the exodus from Noah’s ark.


  Last to emerge was the stout, overcoated figure of the Commissioner. His face was wreathed in a broad, happy smile.


  “You can just buy me a hat,” he said triumphantly. “I told you I’d walk right through and that’s just what I did. I wasn’t delayed a second.”


  “I’ll buy the hat,” I said, “but doesn’t it occur to you that I made pretty good time to get inside the store before you did? You left me standing on the sidewalk y’know?”


  The expression on the Commissioner’s face was some compensation for the five bucks I spent on his new hat a week later.


  [*] A tesseract is constructed by assuming a point (on paper for a visual concept if you wish) and moving it a short distance so as to form a line. Then the whole line is moved in a plane at right angles to form a square. The square surface thus achieved (which is where you’ll have to leave your paper) is in turn moved at right angles through the third dimension. Now, theoretically, the next movement of your resulting figure, which is a cube, is at right angles to all lines of the cube (the fourth dimension) so as to form the figure in question, a tesseract. This figure, purely imaginary, is used to demonstrate that unknown place called the “fourth dimension.”


  MR. MUDDLE DOES AS HE PLEASES


  First published in the August 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  We have inhibitions that keep us from enjoying true freedom. But Merton Muddle lost his, and boy oh boy, did he kick over the traces!


  MERTON MUDDLE clutched his slightly moth-eaten dressing robe close about his scrawny frame and listened apprehensively. Encouraged by the deep silence, he crept cautiously past his wife’s bedroom and began a furtive descent of the winding stairs that led to the first floor of his modest home.


  Halfway down, a step creaked under his foot. Instantly he froze into immobility—all except his knees which continued to quaver. If his wife discovered him now—Mr. Muddle closed his eyes and swallowed nervously. The mere thought of this was enough to start icy fingers tickling his spine.


  But there was no sound from his wife’s room, and Muddle gave a shuddery sigh of relief as he realized she hadn’t heard the betraying board. He continued down the steps.


  In the hallway at the foot of the stairs, he paused, debating whether to get the key to the mailbox first, or to see if the package had arrived. He opened the door, peering out onto the porch.


  There it was.


  A small, plain brown package about four inches square. Just as the advertisement had described it. It was too bulky to fit in the mail box so the postman had deposited it on top of the mail box. There was a letter sticking in the slot of the mail box.


  But Merton Z. Muddle was paying no attention to anything except the precious brown box. It contained pills. Not just ordinary pills but very special pills. Mr. Muddle trembled with anticipation as he recalled the text of the intriguing advertisement.


  PEPPER’S PITUITARY PILLS


  PROMOTE PERSONALITY!!


  There was more of it. The pills, Mr. Pepper promised solemnly, would rejuvenate tired tissues, reanimate flagging personalities, release their users from inhibitions and restrictions—in short make a new man out of any and all who had recourse to their efficacious and miraculous properties. This was followed by a string of endorsements from a collection of alert, energetic gentlemen who all swore by Pepper’s Pills.


  Mr. Muddle on reading this ad had eagerly clipped the coupon, enclosed a dollar in an envelope and mailed it soon as possible.


  Which was not exactly an unusual procedure for Mr. Muddle. He always answered advertisements. He could no more resist clipping coupons and sending for merchandise than an opium fiend could resist a drag at his pipe. It was an affliction, a mania that amounted to an obsession.


  His basement was crammed to the walls with exercise sets, patented carburetors, rowing machines, sets of books, hair removers, and his latest acquisition, three hundred feet of barbed wire fencing.


  It was the barbed wire fencing that had topped the climax. His wife, Nellie, had almost left him when she discovered the wire in the basement. Mr. Muddle shivered remembering that day. She had solemnly sworn that the next time he answered an advertisement she would leave him forever.


  MR. MUDDLE peeked cautiously up the stairs. He had been on the wagon for weeks, had not answered a single advertisement, but Pepper’s Pituitary Pills had affected him like a bar rag waved under the nose of an incorrigible drunkard. He had broken his promise to his wife, but she would never know it. That was why he had gotten up early enough to meet the mailman, hide his package and still have plenty of time left to climb back in bed for another nap before leaving for work.


  And now Mr. Muddle tip-toed onto the porch, closing the screen door carefully behind him. In two steps he reached the mail box and then his hands were holding the eagerly awaited package. He was aware of his breath coming faster as he ripped off the first layer of brown paper and by the time the cardboard box was visible his heart was pounding against his ribs like a pile driver.


  Inside the box nestled a small bottle filled with twelve pills. A year’s supply. One pill a month and in a year he would be a new man. It was exhilarating. He removed the bottle and then his curiosity got the better of him. He unscrewed the cap and poured the pills into the palm of his hand. He shook his head admiringly. It was amazing how they could pack all that power into these little pills.


  He stood there, dreaming of the New Merton Muddle, when his ears caught a tiny noise in the house.


  His wife! A clammy sweat broke out on him, poured down his trembling legs. A wild hysteria gripped him, holding him motionless.


  For a terrible, sickening instant he remained frozen rigidly and then recovering his senses, he peered guiltily about. He must get rid of the evidence. He hurled the box over the porch rail, kicked the brown paper down the steps with a speed and craftiness born of desperation. But the pills—they were still in his moist hand, damning and condemning him with their presence.


  He glared desperately about the porch. There was nothing to conceal them in. In another second it would be too late. Without thinking, Mr. Muddle, opened his mouth, tilted his head and swallowed the twelve incriminating pills.


  Then he grabbed the letter from the mail box and hurried back inside the house trying his best to act like a man who had just stepped out for the mail.


  He even hummed a bit to strike the correct note of nonchalant indifference. To his surprise and relief the hallway was empty and so, he discovered after a quick peak, were the downstairs rooms.


  He noticed then that the letter in his hand was in his wife’s handwriting and addressed to himself. It had been mailed the previous night. Not being the type who puts two and two together, Mr. Muddle opened the letter without misgivings. His eyes widened incredulously as he read:


  
    “Merton:


    I am leaving you. When you receive this note I will be gone. I will be at Mother’s for a time, but please do not attempt to communicate with me. I have endured your drab, uninteresting presence as long as I can. This is good-bye.:


    Nell.”

  


  The paper slipped from his nerveless fingers and he stared uncomprehendingly about at the familiar surroundings.


  Nellie gone! It wasn’t possible. She couldn’t—a sudden thought struck him. Maybe it was just a joke. This cheering thought accompanied him as he trotted up the stairs to her bedroom. That must be it. She was just trying to make him nervous.


  But her bed had not been slept in. Merton looked sorrowfully at the neatly made bed and a large tear trickled down his nose.


  His gloom lasted for several seconds and then he felt the unfamiliar stirrings of anger. What was it she had said in her note? She had endured his drab and uninteresting personality as long as she could, that was it.


  Drab and uninteresting was he? He’d show her.


  “Drab, am I?” He scowled at the drab image that faced him in his wife’s mirror. “Uninteresting, am I?” His chest swelled with a mighty determination. A precedent shattering determination.


  “I’ll show her,” he cried loudly. “Just for that I’ll miss the eight-sixteen this morning!”


  BUT he didn’t. The habit of fourteen years was not to be so lightly disregarded. And when the eight-sixteen pulled out at eight-twenty, Mr. Muddle was occupying his usual seat and his eyes were boring into his paper. Also as usual.


  The next thing that happened was not according to schedule. Mr. Muddle raised his eyes and met those of the man occupying the opposite seat.


  The man winked at Mr. Muddle.


  For a breathless second Mr. Muddle was too flabbergasted to even close his mouth and then he ducked his head back into the sheltering confines of his newspaper.


  Mr. Muddle knew better than to talk to strangers. The time he had bought the Michigan Avenue bridge had taught him that much at least. But the man looked so familiar that Mr. Muddle wasn’t sure but that he might be some chance acquaintance of his.


  He kept his nose in his paper, however, until his station was called and then he stood up. He noticed out of the corner of his eye that his winking friend was also standing up.


  And then Mr. Muddle realized why the man had seemed so familiar. The fellow was the exact counterpart of Merton Muddle.


  “Goodness,” Mr. Muddle thought nervously, “It’s like looking in a mirror.”


  Except that this other gentleman wore his hat at a rakish angle and had a merry, devilish glint in his eye, he might have been Mr. Muddle’s twin.


  Mr. Muddle continued to stare until the outgoing passengers swept him down the aisle, but as he was leaving the car he bumped into the fellow again.


  The man winked at him, leaned closer.


  “Great day, isn’t it?” he said conversationally. “That sun, that air.” He sniffed appreciatively. “Glorious, isn’t it?”


  Mr. Muddle didn’t answer right away. He was still speechless from surprise at the man’s resemblance to himself.


  “You’ll pardon me,” he said finally, “but I seem to have forgotten your name. Your face is familiar but—” his voice trailed off lamely.


  “Don’t give it a thought,” his companion said carelessly, “It’s a silly name anyway. Muddle. Merton Z. Muddle. Did you ever hear of a sillier name than that?”


  “It can’t be,” cried Mr. Muddle distractedly, “That’s my name. I’m Merton Z. Muddle.”


  His companion shook his head sadly.


  “That’s too bad, isn’t it? But just don’t talk about it and people won’t notice.”


  Mr. Muddle had the distinct feeling that he was going crazy.


  “Wait a minute,” he bleated, “If you’re Merton Muddle, where do you live?”


  “Sixty-twenty Greenwood,” his companion answered pleasantly, “Frightful little hole, but I’m thinking of moving soon.”


  Mr. Muddle got a tight grip on himself before answering.


  “Sixty-twenty Greenwood,” he said in an oddly strained voice, “is where I live.”


  “That so?” his companion was peering ahead into the crowd. “Then you know what a miserable little hole it is.”


  BEFORE Mr. Muddle could reply, his companion gripped him by the arm.


  “Look,” he chortled, “see that woman, the great big fat one? All dignity and presence.”


  He pulled the tie pin from his tie and nudged Mr. Muddle. “Watch and see what happens to her dignity.”


  Before Mr. Muddle could speak, his irrepressible companion had ducked into the crowd that was streaming through the depot to the street. Mr. Muddle peered ahead and saw the large, dignified woman walking a few dozen feet ahead of his counterpart.


  He had a vague, unpleasant premonition of impending doom but he shook his head determinedly. Nothing else could happen this morning that would shock him. He had been through everything that—


  Muddle stepped into the depot drugstore and purchased a new package of Pepper’s Pituitary Pills. He’d wasted the sample pills, and he really wanted to give them a year’s trial—


  Suddenly the clamor of the depot was shattered by a frantic, shocked scream that blasted through the air like an outraged train whistle.


  “Yeeeeeeeow,” a woman’s voice howled hysterically. “He stuck me, he stuck me.” Here the indignant voice soared off again to unintelligible shrieks.


  Mr. Muddle hurried forward again with the crowd, craning his neck eagerly for a better look. In the middle of a sympathetic crowd stood the large, horsey looking woman his peculiar companion had pointed out. Now, she was wringing her hands and shrieking at the top of her voice, which apparently had no ceiling.


  Mr. Muddle nudged and edged his way up closer until he stood on the inside of the circle that surrounded the wailing woman. Her sobs subsided at last to gusty, angry snorts, and she stared balefully about her.


  “I saw him,” she cried loudly, “and if I ever see—” her voice broke off as her eyes riveted themselves on a small, motheaten man in the crowd.


  “Goodness,” thought Mr. Muddle, “she looks just as if she’s looking at me.” His eyes popped wide open then as he realized that she was looking at him, that she was advancing toward him.


  “You worm,” she hissed, “you despicable, cowardly little worm. Don’t try and get away from me.”


  Mr. Muddle backed away before her ominous advance while whimpering noises sounded in his throat.


  “You—you—you’re making a mistake,” he stuttered in terror. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  The crowd was pressing in on Mr. Muddle and then to his mingled relief and consternation a large, uniformed policeman broke through the crowd and stepped between him and the feminine juggernaut.


  “Now hold yer horses,” the policeman barked. “What do you think’s going on here?”


  “That man,” the woman screamed. “He—he assaulted me.”


  The policeman followed the direction of her accusing finger until his eyes rested on Mr. Muddle’s trembling figure. Then he looked back at the woman.


  “With what,” he asked.


  “A—a—pin,” the woman answered. “He stuck me with it.”


  “But officer,” Mr. Muddle entreated, “I didn’t. She’s mistaken. I—I—I’m innocent.”


  “Now let’s get this straight,” the policeman said grimly. “Where did he stick you, mam?”


  The woman opened her mouth and then crimsoned.


  “None of your business,” she snapped. “He stuck me that’s all.”


  “Are you sure it was him?”


  THE woman moved closer and peered closely at Mr. Muddle. For the first time she appeared uncertain.


  “Well,” she said slowly, “It looks like him—and then again it doesn’t. What I mean is the man that stuck me had a devilish, impudent grin on his face. This man—he’s different.”


  The policeman scowled, pulled out his handkerchief and mopped his brow. “Lady,” he said in almost a whisper,


  “I can’t go arresting people on a description like that. If I was to pick up everybody that looked devilish we’d have to build a new cell block.”


  “Well,” the woman looked disdainfully at Mr. Muddle, “maybe I was wrong. This little pipsqueak wouldn’t have the nerve to do a thing like that.” After more humiliating grilling, Muddle was able to escape the snickering crowd and hurry out of the depot. Never had he been so completely mortified, humiliated and degraded.


  Hurrying along, head down, he almost bumped into a figure that stepped out in front of him from a doorway.


  “Whatayasay, Muddle, old chum,” the figure addressed him. “They kind of gave you a bad moment, didn’t they?”


  Mr. Muddle jerked his eyes from the pavement and focused them on the dapper, smiling figure standing in front of him. It was the amazing chap he’d met on the train, the exact counterpart of himself. And with this recognition came a sudden flash of understanding.


  “You,” he gurgled. “You stuck that woman, didn’t you? You’re the one that got me into all that trouble.”


  “Well,” Mr. Muddle’s counterpart wagged his finger playfully, “you would have liked to, wouldn’t you?”


  Mr. Muddle started to deny this vigorously but then he scratched his head. He had never even thought of such an outrageous thing, but it would have been kind of fun to see her—He jerked himself up with a jolt.


  “I wouldn’t,” he said coldly, “have done anything of the kind.”


  “Oh rot,” his counterpart snorted. “That’s the trouble with you. You’ve got too many inhibitions. You’re never natural, unaffected, carefree. Never do the things you want to, because you don’t even know you want to do them. Always worrying about what people will think of your actions. Me, I don’t give a damn.”


  “Well,” Mr. Muddle said heatedly, “if I’m going to be blamed for what you do, naturally you needn’t worry.” He thought that he had expressed the matter very neatly and was just turning away when he realized what he had said. It was true. He, Merton Muddle, would be blamed for anything this fellow did.


  “Now wait a minute,” he cried, “this joke has gone far enough. I won’t be responsible for the things you do. I’m Merton Muddle—”


  “So am I,” his counterpart said pleasantly.


  “I’ve got a home—” Merton cried. “Me too.”


  “But I pay the taxes,” Muddle insisted. “I’m warning you—you go around telling people you’re Merton Muddle and you’re going to get in trouble.”


  “Why?”


  “Because,” Mr. Muddle shrieked, “I’m Merton Muddle. I have a home, a wife—”


  “Aaaaaah,”


  “What did you say?” Mr. Muddle cried.


  “I said Aaaaaah.” Mr. Muddle’s counterpart winked knowingly and rolled his eyes heavenward. “Delightful woman and all that.”


  “Just what do you mean,” Mr. Muddle’s voice was ominous, “by ‘and all that’ ?”


  “Just ‘and all that’.”


  “We’re getting nowhere,” Mr. Muddle cried, “and I’ve got to get to work. I’m almost late now. But we can’t both be me. That’s one thing I’m sure of.”


  “There you go again,” Mr. Muddle’s counterpart warned. “Thinking in a groove. The only explanation for this mix-up is the one that you refuse to admit. Why? I’ll tell you. Because it takes a little imagination, a little original thinking and you’re not capable of that.”


  “I am not,” Mr. Muddle retorted, “but it’s just crazy to think of it. We both can’t be me, because, well just because, that’s why.”


  HIS counterpart shook his head despairingly and then the old merry gleam returned to his eye.


  “Okay, we won’t argue about it. Let’s go to work.”


  “But,” Mr. Muddle protested, “I can’t take you to work with me.”


  “You aren’t going to,” his counterpart said feelingly. “Working in these caverns of cement is all right for human moles, but me—” he breathed deeply, “I like to flit about, following my fancies and my foibles.”


  “You,” said Mr. Muddle, “are heading for no good end.”


  “At least I’m heading somewhere,” he answered goodnaturedly, “which is more than I can say for you.”


  Mr. Muddle knew there was something wrong with this reasoning, but he couldn’t put his finger on it so he turned and marched stiffly away. He was aware in a few feet that his counterpart was following him. Mr. Muddle’s shoulders sagged wearily. Nothing in his previous existence had equipped him to deal with a situation like this so he plodded on, unhappily silent.


  At the entrance to the building that housed Lock, Stock & Barrel, Investment Brokers, the firm that employed him, he paused and faced his counterpart resolutely.


  “Go away,” he said worriedly, “you can’t follow me in here.”


  His counterpart sighed.


  “Thank heaven for that.” He peered over Mr. Muddle’s shoulder into the dim, cavernous hallway that led to the elevator and shuddered. “Mouldy place.”


  Mr. Muddle should have resented these aspersions but strangely he said nothing. He looked at his counterpart’s free, unfettered figure and he sighed wistfully. To go and come as one pleased would be—he gave himself a mental slap on the wrist and coughed disapprovingly.


  “Keep out of trouble,” he said warningly, “and keep away from me, understand?”


  “You know me,” his counterpart answered with a wicked grin, “You know me, Muddle old kid.”


  “That,” Mr. Muddle said dubiously, “is just why I’m worried.”


  “Forget it,” his counterpart waved a hand generously, “if I get into trouble I won’t give my right name.”


  Mr. Muddle felt a little better. “Whose will you give?”


  “Merton Z. Muddle.”


  “But that’s my name.”


  “Dear me,” his counterpart shook his head in amazement, “What an odd coincidence. How very, very, odd. He was still shaking his head and smiling to himself as he walked away from Mr. Muddle and disappeared into the crowd.


  Mr. Muddle stood under the archway of the building and bit his lip anxiously. He knew he should be at work but some sixth sense warned him his place was at the side of his devil-may-care, mischievous counterpart. But Mr. Muddle was not in the habit of obeying subtle promptings of his sixth sense so he turned at last and plodded into the building.


  AT his desk, where he stamped circulars and did other mechanical clerical work, Mr. Muddle continued to stew. His counterpart, he was forced to admit, had qualities which he, Muddle, admired in a furtive sort of way. Maybe there was something to his free and easy philosophy, maybe he was right about slaving away in gruelling work—


  “Muddle,” the voice, cold and angry, sounded at the side of his desk.


  Mr. Muddle did not need to glance up to know that speaker was Bludgeon Barrel, lord and master of Lock, Stock & Barrel and keeper of the keys that locked Mr. Muddle’s particular fetters.


  “Muddle,” Bludgeon Barrel repeated, “I have just examined the time cards and I was very disappointed to notice that you punched in thirty-six minutes late today. If you have a reasonable excuse I might be induced to overlook this lapse, inasmuch as it is our first.”


  Mr. Muddle opened and closed his mouth. He couldn’t tell Mr. Barrel that he had been delayed by a mob who thought he had stuck a pin into a woman. Neither could he tell him that he had wasted precious seconds arguing with a man who claimed to be himself.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Barrel,” he said miserably. “It was just carelessness on my part. I shall see that it doesn’t happen again.”


  Mr. Barrel was not pleased. He wanted to listen to an excuse that was particular, weigh it carefully and then reject it as being unsatisfactory. This always made him feel better. Gave him a feeling of Judge, Jury and Executioner that he dearly loved. He didn’t relish being cheated of his most pleasant pastime. Namely, fattening his ego.


  “Hmmmmmm,” he hmmmed, “Carelessness. Hmmmmmm. The next time, Mr. Muddle,” he spaced each word carefully, “that you are tardy I shall be forced to ask for your resignation.”


  With this he strode away, feeling happy and important.


  Mr. Muddle sat shuddering in the breeze of his wake, so to speak, and then went back to work.


  But he could not keep his thoughts on his work. They kept straying to the baffling problem of his counterpart. He thought the whole thing over again and suddenly a phrase his counterpart had used pounded into his consciousness.


  “You’ve got too many inhibitions,” that’s what he’d said.


  He sat for a moment dazed and shaken as he remembered the exact words and then he dug excitedly into his coat pocket and pulled a small booklet entitled, “Directions and Explanation of Pepper’s Pituitary Pills.”


  He jerked the book open, found a certain page, ran his finger down till he found a certain sentence and then he read it with bulging incredulous eyes.


  “You have too many inhibitions. You are spineless, afraid of opportunity because your inhibitions, developed since childhood, stand in your way. Pepper’s Pituitary Pills stimulate your natural personality by striking inhibitions from the psyche and leaving the natural you unfettered and unrestricted. In actuality a new man is created over a period of a year. The change is gradual and therefore is not noticed.


  The book fell from his hands and he stared glassily in front of him. He understood now. It was monstrous.


  He had consumed all the pills—and—just like the book said—a new being had been created—but not in a year; instead, it had happened almost instantly! A new Merton Z. Muddle, free from inhibitions, repressions or—or—anything.


  Mr. Muddle suddenly groaned. Where would it all end? What new trouble was in store for him?


  What was the uninhibited Mr. Muddle, his other personality, doing now? Mr. Muddle didn’t really want to know. He felt sick enough as it was.


  MR. MUDDLE’S moody misgivings were still with him by the time the luncheon chimes had sounded in the offices of Lock, Stock & Barrel. And by the time Muddle had wandered morosely to the elevator and had been carried down to the lobby of the building, these misgivings had congealed, so to speak, into a frozen, stupefied horror.


  It was the first time in fourteen years that Muddle had not brought his lunch to work in a paper bag. Nellie had always gotten it ready for him. But this morning, of course, there had been no Nell.


  Consequently, feeling the need for food to solace his wounded heart, he was forced to head toward the streets in an effort to locate a suitable restaurant.


  He had just stepped out onto the curbstone in front of the building—and was looking aimlessly in either direction—when it happened. A blasting, blatant, thunderous, “BEEEEEE-POOOP!”


  Muddle leaped hastily back to the safety of the sidewalk, his heart zooming to his throat. Some fool in an automobile—And even before he had a chance to think further, Muddle saw the cause of the tooting horn. His other self—the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle—had just rolled up in front of the building in an automobile!


  And what an automobile!


  Cream colored, sleek, streamlined, with a maze of chromium fixtures and do-dads, and a top that was yellow and could be folded back, and which was, as a matter of fact, now folded back.


  Mr. Muddle had seen these cars advertised, of course, and he gasped at the thought of how much they sold for. The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle was behind the wheel, lounging nonchalantly on plush leather upholstery. A cigarette in an incredibly long holder dangled from the corner of his grinning mouth.


  Mr. Muddle saw all this through a haze of confused and bewildering emotions. And then he saw the Uninhibited Muddle’s friends.


  Lady friends, they were. And such an assortment of classy feminine pulchritude as Mr. Muddle had never seen in all his life—even in advertisements. There must have been at least eight of them. Blondes, brunettes, redheads. The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle apparently like variety. Four of the cuddlesome cuties were nestling in the spacious front seat beside the Uninhibited Muddle, and the other four lounged in the back of the car giggling and crying shrilly to their driver in front!


  Mr. Muddle saw all this and desperately fought off the swoon he felt approaching. The Uninhibited Muddle was shouting above the clamor of the girls.


  “Hiya, Muddle,” he yelled. “Howya like the bus? Whatcha think of the dollies? Climb in, chum. We’ve come to take you to lunch!”


  Mr. Muddle was trying to back away, trying to make his knees move with sufficient strength to get him away from there instanter. But the shock had left him momentarily paralyzed. People were gathering on the sidewalk behind him. Already there were envious ooohs and ahhhs coming from the growing crowd. Through it all, Muddle felt a wave of sickening premonition. Supposing his employer, Mr. Barrel, should see him in such a situation?


  But Muddle had no chance for flight. He had just been moved sufficiently to turn, and was trying to figure out a way to push through the crowd, when he heard the giggles grow louder behind him, smelled perfume in the air, and heard the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle shout:


  “That’s it, girls. Go after him. Don’t let him get away. We want to take him to lunch.”


  A SPLIT second later, Mr. Muddle was seized by soft arms, and almost hurled under the four lovely wenches who’d climbed out from the back seat of the glittering phaeton. He had no chance to struggle, no chance to protest. The crowd on the sidewalk was convulsed in gales of laughter as the four young ladies propelled Muddle into the back seat of the car, squealing and protesting feebly.


  Then, with a great gnashing of gears and a thundering reverberation from the motor, the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle swung the sleek automobile out into the middle of traffic, while the damsels in the back continued to detain Mr. Muddle.


  It must have been fully five minutes later by the time Muddle was able to emerge from the pile-up of pulchritude. Five minutes in which he felt the machine lurching this way and that while the claxon horn blasted deafeningly at odd intervals and the tires screeched in protest with every forty seconds. Mr. Muddle, beneath his beautiful young abductresses, had had the impression that the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle was wheeling the car along at breakneck speed, and with little or no regard for any laws of caution.


  Now, as he sat up and looked wildly about, Mr. Muddle saw that this was indeed a fact. The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle had the machine hitting close to eighty-five. And they were still in the crowded business sector. The very sight of the street ahead, rushing up to them while red lights blinked futilely from corner posts and cops shrilled whistles in purple fury, was enough to turn Muddle’s stomach upside down and force him to bury his head in his hands.


  But the other passengers, including the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle, were taking it all with bland—though somewhat hilarious unconcern. The four vixens in the back, for example, seemed much more concerned with efforts to embrace the shivering Muddle than they were with his uninhibited counterpart’s driving. Squealing delightedly, they took turns trying to see who could smear the most lipstick over the cowering Muddle’s face.


  But Muddle kept his head in his hands, not through any sense of virtue, but because of the terror he felt. This, his numbed brain reasoned, was no time for romance—however tempting.


  Finally, with a wild shriek of brakes enthusiastically applied, the luxurious vehicle lurched to a stop. Muddle counted to ten before he opened his eyes. He counted five more—just for the hell of it—before he took his hands from his head and looked up.


  They had halted in a slightly more quiet section of town. Halted before a huge canopy that ran from the curb up to an elaborately façaded building. Muddle had seen this building advertised in the papers. It was—in brief—the swankiest and most expensive night spot in town. It was—to be explicit—the “Chez Cutie.”


  The girls were squealing again, this time in gleeful delight at the realization of where they were to dine. The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle had piled out of the car and now came around beneath the canopy, while a uniformed doorman, grinning widely, assisted the girls and the shaking Muddle out of the car.


  THE Uninhibited Mr. Muddle had dropped behind the eight girls, who had dashed pell mell up the carpeted steps to the door, and sauntered cheerfully beside Mr. Muddle.


  “Well, well. Good place to eat,” he remarked gaily. “You’ll love it. Howja like the girls? See any number in particular thatja want to pass the time with?” He grinned. “I can get rid of the others, if you have any preference.”


  Mr. Muddle managed a rasping croak.


  “I’d better leave. This place is much too expensive. It’s for people with lots and lots of money. I can’t afford it. Let me leave, please!” His voice ended on a note of pathetic supplication.


  “Skip it, chum.” The Uninhibited Muddle’s wave was careless. “We’ve got plenty of cash. Of course the car ran pretty high—but it’s on time. Whatsa time payment amount to, anyway. What’s money amount to, come to think of it. Just green stuff, chum. Just green stuff.” He laughed heartily at this observation and slapped Muddle on the back, almost knocking him on his face.


  Muddle and his counterpart entered the Chez Cutie, and found that the girls had already taken seats at the side of the dance floor. Much to Muddle’s amazement, the place had an orchestra for noontime. It was incredible. Muddle had always presumed that people always confined their music to evenings.


  And then they were at the table, and while Muddle tried—with gradually weakening resistance—to battle the efforts of the girls to kiss him, the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle gave their orders to a grinning waiter. Then the orchestra was playing, drowning out all conversation. But the girls kept shouting and the Uninhibited Muddle kept laughing, and nobody seemed to mind much.


  There were drinks then. Strange things in tall, cool glasses. Mr. Muddle had never had much more than an occasional sip of light wine at the dinner table—had never permitted Nellie to serve anything else—but now he found himself joining the others in their efforts to see how rapidly they could consume the delightful liquids.


  There was food, too. Such repasts as Muddle had never before imagined. Dainty, weird, elaborate, and expensive. But Mr. Muddle had somehow ceased to care about the expensiveness of his surroundings. His uninhibited counterpart had money. Where he’d gotten it, Muddle was unable to imagine. But he had it. That was sufficient for the moment.


  Muddle danced, too. Not that he had wanted to. But it had just sort of happened. The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle was returning from the floor with one of the blondes, and he’d stuffed her in Muddle’s arms and pushed them both out onto the narrow surface together. Muddle was enjoying it thoroughly by the time the music ended, and he was exceptionally piqued when it stopped. There was nothing to do, then, but to return to the table and have more of those exceptionally fine drinks his counterpart was buying.


  And then they were singing, and everytime the waiters would gather round the table and applaud, the Uninhibited Muddle would laugh gaily and write them out a check for their appreciation. It was all very grand. Very hilarious. Mr. Muddle envied his uninhibited counterpart’s ability to write checks, just like that, and hand them to the gaily applauding waiters. When he said as much, after a while, the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle laughed and spilled a drink and told him: “Why don’t you write some, then? Our signatures are just the same. Go ahead, chum!”


  SO Muddle wrote checks along with his counterpart, and drank, and ate, and sang, and enjoyed the enthusiastic kisses of the girls. Until he remembered.


  Muddle sprang up, knocking over his chair, sobering enough to feel hideously ill.


  “Goodness,” he squealed. “What time is it?”


  The Uninhibited Muddle looked at his watch. “Three o’clock. Sit down. We’re a little early for dinner, but we can wait.”


  But Muddle didn’t hear him. He was weaving sickly back and forth over the table, moaning softly. Three o’clock. He was supposed to be back in the offices of Lock, Stock & Barrel by one! What would they do? What would they think? This was terrible.


  “I have to get back to work,” Muddle moaned, grabbing his chortling counterpart by the shoulder and shaking him. “Please, take me back. This is terrible! I have to get back. Oooooh, I’ll probably be fired!”


  The Uninhibited Muddle looked at him like a father to an idiot child. He shrugged.


  “Okay, spoilsport, okay!”


  With a wave of his hand, the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle summoned a waiter.


  “The check!” he demanded. “Wet-blanket, here,” he jerked a thumb at Muddle, “has to get back to work.” The waiter gave Muddle a withering glance, as though the very suggestion that he wanted to return to a tomb of toil was sickening. In a moment the chap returned. He had a card on a silver plate, and gave it to the uninhibited counterpart of Muddle.


  The Uninhibited Muddle drew forth a wallet of such dimensions that it would choke a boa-constrictor. Muddle gaped, then gasped. He wondered, with a sudden burning envy, where his counterpart had ever amassed such a wad.


  “Hmmmm,” mused the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle, glancing at the check. “Hmmmm.” He gave the waiter a searching glance.


  “I hope,” said the waiter, suddenly going frigid, “that there is nothing wrong, Sir.”


  “Five hundred dollars,” the Uninhibited Muddle said aloud. He glanced at the waiter again. “You tried to gyp us, left out the cost of our champagne. That, alone, should add another seventy-five bucks to our bill. Put it on, and make it snappy!”


  The waiter took a grip on himself, and babbling and beaming, dashed to the cashier. Mr. Muddle was astounded. He gulped.


  “They try to trick you, sometimes,” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle confided with a wink. “Have to be sharp.” Muddle watched in wordless astonishment as the waiter came back and was paid off by the debonair counterpart Then they were moving out of the club. The girls had gone ahead of them and were waiting in the sleek car as they stepped out under the canopy.


  “WE’D better hurry,” Muddle said, his old fear suddenly returning. “If I don’t get back I’ll surely lose my job!”


  “Whatsa job!” Muddle’s counterpart made an appropriate snap of his fingers. “Such a dull job at that.” They were standing in front of the car.


  “I,” glared Muddle, suddenly resentful of his other half’s good fortune, “must work for a living. I can’t afford to throw money around in the sinful fashion that you do!”


  “Boy—I suppose close to six hundred bananas isn’t money. I suppose this crate was put together in some kid’s basement.” He pointed with pride to the sleek phaeton. “What do you call that, if you don’t call it spending dough?”


  A horrible premonition was creeping over Merton Muddle. A sudden weakness assailed his knees. Cold sweat came out on his forehead. He managed to croak:


  “But I didn’t buy this car. I didn’t pay that check. I didn’t hand out money to the waiters!”


  The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle laughed.


  “Who do you imagine did?” He was chortling again. “Santa Claus, maybe?”


  Muddle was screeching.


  “You mean that you bought that car in my name, with the money we’ve saved in the bank? You mean that you’re using all the rest of it to throw around on wine, and women, and—” he struggled for air.


  “Song?” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle finished. “Yeeup, I guess that’s right. Of course, you don’t have but three grand in the bank. The car cost darned near that. There wasn’t much left, so I had to borrow a few grand from a loan outfit. Swell chaps at the loan joint. Talked them out of four more grand—and only at thirty percent interest. Intend to go back, when I’ve run out.”


  Mr. Muddle was teetering on the brink of hysteria.


  “You mean,” he shrieked, “that you signed my name to those, those loans?”


  “Our name,” his counterpart corrected. “However,” he gave Muddle an encouraging grin, “tourjours gai!”


  Mr. Muddle was unable to wait for his counterpart’s translation of the last phrase. He fainted dead away . . .


  TIME was but a vague blot to Mr. Muddle when he again opened his eyes. He was stretched out in the back seat of the luxurious phaeton, quite alone. Sitting up, he looked wildly around. The car was parked. Where the girls and the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle had gone was a mystery. And then, looking to the right, Muddle saw that the car was parked directly in front of his office building.


  His head was splitting, and his tongue felt like a doormat. The liquor had completely worn off—but the hangover lingered on, as though it intended to stick around for quite some time.


  A quick glance at the clock on the dashboard told Muddle that it was five o’clock. With sickening swiftness, he remembered that it had been three o’clock when he’d last insisted that his counterpart take him back to the office.


  The faint—that was it. The faint and the culmination of those tall, cool drinks. He’d been out cold for two hours. Muddle’s stomach quickly turned to ice, as he realized that this luxurious wagon, all the money that the Uninhibited Muddle was tossing about, everything, in fact, was mounting against him. The ice became dry ice with the next realization—he was also out of a job. But definitely.


  By now, his employer, Bludgeon Barrel had undoubtedly written his name off the lists of employees!


  And just as Muddle was certain that these factors were enough to make the strongest of men seek a noose or a gas-filled room, the tall cool drinks began to demand their fiddler’s fee. He was suddenly overcome by a hideous physical nausea in the pit of his stomach.


  It was while Muddle was leaning over the side of the sleek machine, giving vent to the promptings of an angry stomach, that he heard the voice behind him. The voice of the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle, cheerfully triumphant.


  “What ho!” cried the Uninhibited Muddle. “Pip pip, and all that!” He climbed into the front of the car, behind the wheel.


  Muddle turned a pea-green face to him.


  “Glug,” he said.


  “Sick, eh?” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle said. “That’s the price you dampers have to pay. If you’d been decently accustomed to a few drinks, as any gentleman should, this would never have happened.”


  Muddle pulled himself back into the car.


  “Where have you been?” he managed to ask.


  “Upstairs.” The uninhibited counterpart pointed to Muddle’s office building. “Upstairs, giving the old you-know-what to one Bludgeon Barrel, the slave who employed you.”


  Muddle clutched at the straw of hope.


  “You went up there? You took my place? I’m not fired? You talked him out of it?” He felt a sudden surge of gratitude toward this other half of him.


  “Hold on, hold on!” The Uninhibited Muddle held up his hand. “Don’t get ahead of me. I merely said I went up there. Thought I might take your place. Got rid of the girls and saw that you were in no condition to do so. Played Boy Scout, that’s what I did.” He suddenly broke into gales of laughter.


  Muddle was puzzled, and anxious.


  “What’s so funny?” he demanded.


  “I was thinking of Bludgeon Barrel,” said the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle, “you needn’t worry about him any more!”


  Muddle was almost ecstatic.


  “Then you did talk him into giving me my job back?”


  “Not quite. The silly old goat started to belabor me. Couldn’t stand for that sort of thing, y’know. Impossible old fossil.”


  Muddle’s elation was a momentary spark that now faded. Once again he was left with nothing but a vacant, rather terrifying, premonition. But the Uninhibited Muddle was chattering on.


  “Stood just about fifty-five seconds of it,” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle continued, “and then I let him have it, both barrels.” He paused to chortle. “Pun, huh, let Barrel have it—both barrels.”


  “And?” Mr. Muddle managed to bleat hopelessly.


  “He fired us!” the counterpart chuckled. “So I bopped him one on the button for his impertinence!” He was almost doubled up with laughter, now. “You won’t have to worry any more, old man. You’re free. I struck off the shackles!”


  Mr. Muddle moaned softly . . .


  MUDDLE sat morosely on the edge of the bed. It was a big bed in a rather bleak hotel room to which the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle had taken him some three hours previously. After learning that his job, too, was now added to his misery, Muddle had wished to return home. But then he’d remembered that Nellie wouldn’t be there. So his counterpart had made a decision for him.


  “You’ll stay at a hotel tonight, old boy,” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle had declared firmly. “And don’t worry about Nellie. If she’s at her mother’s, I can bring her back in a jiff. By morning, she’ll be all ready to forgive and forget. You’ll be back in the fold, then. All square.”


  “But tonight,” Muddle had protested.


  “Tonight,” his counterpart broke in, “I’ll take her out and show her a good time. She’ll never know the difference. She’s my wife, too, in a way.”


  The logic of the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle had been hard for the real Mr. Muddle to follow. Hard to follow, and even more difficult to bear. The thought of someone else—even though that someone else were a part of him—taking his wife out, his little Nell, was as needling to Muddle as it was shocking. But what could he do? Like the rest of his troubles, there was nothing to do—but grit his teeth, bury his head in his hands, and bear it.


  So Muddle sat with his head in his hands, bearing it. The only consolation he was able to feel, lay in the fact that the dapper, rakish, Uninhibited Mr. Muddle would undoubtedly be able to lure Nell back home, be able to convince her that she’d made a mistake.


  But even that consolation was a dubious one. For the other Muddle might never let the real Mr. Muddle get back to his wife. Mr. Muddle’s head was swimming, it was growing much too confused.


  Debts, staggering, monstrous debts—the loss of his job—the possibility that he might be soon arrested for assault on Mr. Barrel, not to mention arrest by the loan sharks for falsifying his ability to pay them—plus the loss of Nell. It was more than Muddle’s agonized mind could stand. His eyes grew heavy, his brain reeled. He had to think, had to think, had to think. He stretched out for a moment.


  MUDDLE awoke with a start, still dressed as he was when he stretched out. The light in the bleak little hotel room was still burning. But it was morning. The sun streaming in through the window told him as much. Told him, too, that it was not early morning. From the strength of the sun—plus a swift glance at his watch—Muddle made the sharp deducement that it was almost eleven o’clock.


  Eleven o’clock in the morning. Good Lord—he’d be late for work! Muddle sprang from the bed in an hysteria of haste—and then stopped. He had suddenly remembered everything, including the fact that he no longer had a job. This was the first time in fourteen years that Mr. Muddle hadn’t risen early for work on a week day.


  Muddle felt sick again. No job, no work, no money—plus the possibility of arrest at any moment. Muddle had a mind’s eye picture of himself being forever pursued by the Arm of the Law. He saw himself chased, like some hunted thing, to the far ends of the earth. Cornered there—i.e. the far ends of the earth—he would be confronted by Police who would say, “We arrest you in the name of the Law, for punching Mr. Barrel in the nose and gypping the loan sharks!”


  In the breast of Merton Muddle there was born a new mood. It was the child of despair, and of recklessness. He couldn’t stand this any longer. Something had to be done. He must bite the bullet, stiffen the lip, preferably the upper one, and go forth to square himself. Mr. Muddle knew he could never stand the existence of a hunted thing.


  He must go, first of all, to the offices of Lock, Stock & Barrel. Then and there he must beg the pardon of Mr. Barrel—do anything to keep that pontifical gentleman from sending him up the river for such a dastardly assault. It was a hard pill to swallow. But Muddle was in a corner. And even cornered mice gain stout hearts. Muddle stepped to the door of the hotel room. For a moment he paused.


  “Courage, Muddle,” he told himself. And with an upper lip that trembled only slightly, he stepped out the door.


  AT the door to the offices of Lock, Stock, & Barrel, Mr. Muddle took a grip on himself. His knees were shaking like jelly, and his spine had congealed to ice. For a horrible moment, Muddle thought of flight. Thought of anything to avoid facing Mr. Barrel. But no. What had to be done, had to be done. Somehow, Muddle opened the door and stepped inside the suite.


  The girl at the switchboard which served as a barrier between the offices and those who would be admitted into their precincts, let out a startled gasp as Mr. Muddle stepped inside.


  “Mr. Muddle,” she cried. “Stay right where you are, Mr. Muddle.” Her voice was frantic. “Mr. Barrel has been looking for you all morning, telephoning everywhere, has men out looking for you now. Don’t move, Mr. Muddle!”


  She was plugging wires in and out with hysterical haste. Her voice, coming to Mr. Muddle as if from a distance, was speaking to Mr. Barrel; Muddle was frozen with horror. He wanted to run, but all he could do was stand. Barrel was after him. Barrel sought revenge. Barrel’s rage must be hideous!


  Then, in what seemed to be less than ten seconds later, Bludgeon Barrel, in person, burst out into the reception room and down on Mr. Muddle.


  Barrel’s red face was redder than Muddle had ever seen it. Barrel’s tie was askew, his hands flailed the air. Muddle trembled uncontrollably.


  “Mr. Muddle,” Barrel thundered. “Merton old boy! Old man, old buddy. This is great. This is wonderful. You’ve come back!”


  Muddle felt suddenly like a man who has lived and died in the space of three seconds. What was this? What was Barrel saying? This was a wild dream. Yes, that was it. A wild dream—or a trick.


  Barrel was pumping his hand.


  “I apologize for the way I treated you, chum,” Barrel was saying. “I’m terribly sorry. You’ve no idea of how sorry I really am. Forgive me, Merton. Forgive me!”


  And repeating this endlessly, the perspiring Mr. Barrel led Muddle into the inner offices, past the rows of clerks, past Mr. Muddle’s old desk, and into his own sanctum. Muddle walked like a man in an opium dream. Everything was hazy, groggily muddled. He was trying desperately to adjust himself to it all.


  Then Barrel had closed the door on his own office, and seating Muddle in his own special chair before his ornate desk, he said:


  “Make yourself at home, boy. This office is yours from now on. I’ll take a little one adjoining it.” He mopped his face. “I’m glad to know that you reconsidered. Could have ruined us, boy. Just for a silly bit of argument we had, you could have ruined us.” Mr. Muddle was frowning. Obviously Barrel was mixed up about something. But Muddle didn’t know what that something was. It was also—quite obviously—something that Barrel thought Mr. Muddle had done. And only Mr. Muddle knew that—insofar as this morning was concerned—he hadn’t done anything.


  Unless the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle had been up to something. Unless this was all because of the uninhibited counterpart of himself!


  That was it. Undoubtedly, that was it. But what?


  Barrel was still talking.


  “This desk, Muddle, I think you will find it comfortable. But if you don’t,” and here he beamed fondly, “I just want you to say so, that’s all. Just say so, and we’ll get you another, pronto.” Barrel reached for a vase atop the desk. He held it up. “See,” he said. “Flowers, roses, we’ll see that this vase is filled freshly any day.” Muddle had an idea. He’d find out what was going on, and quickly.


  “Where did you find out about it?” he asked Barrel.


  “About what?” Barrel forced a wink and a smile.


  “You know,” said Mr. Muddle, feeling sorry that he didn’t himself.


  “Why,” Barrel said, “at the stock exchange, of course. I got word from over there, when we investigated to find out what was going haywire!” Muddle had already darted toward the door.


  Barrel, face gone suddenly ashen with fear, said:


  “Where are you going?”


  “To the stock exchange, of course,” Muddle shouted. And then he was dashing through the office . . .


  WHEN Mr. Muddle arrived at the Board of Exchange Building, he found a tumult of confusion outside. White-coated runners dashed back and forth from the elevators, and men bustled in and out. Some of them smiled, but most looked as though they had lost their minds.


  Muddle wasn’t able to get onto the stock exchange floor. He wasn’t able to do so because he was Muddle, and consequently most unprepossessing to the guards. But he did, at last, find his way into the spectators’ gallery which looked over the entire floor of the exchange.


  The gallery was jammed, and Muddle almost lost his coat in his struggle to force to the rail. Then he had a clear view of the floor. In an instant, looking at the boards, Muddle saw the reason for the turmoil, saw the reason why Barrel had been so frantic.


  The exchange was in an uproar. Every last board reading—with only one or two exceptions—was down to rock bottom. And at the bottom of the rock bottom pile, was the listing of Lock, Stock & Barrel, Investors!


  A shot was heard, and a body plummeted past the gallery, dropping in the midst of the traders on the floor. Muddle turned to a white-faced man beside him.


  “What’s the cause of all this?” he shouted.


  “A bear raid. The biggest in history. A speculator named Muddle has put his representatives on the floor. The entire market’s shot to blazes.”


  The white-faced man wheeled.


  “Where are you going?” Muddle yelled after him.


  “To jump out the window,” the fellow screamed over his shoulder.


  Muddle didn’t have any chance to stop him. He turned back to the boards. Now he knew. The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle was somehow playing the exchange. He’d placed representatives on the floor—but with what? How?


  Muddle realized, too, that the word had gotten back to Barrel, and that Barrel—when he saw the beating his company was taking—had figured that Muddle was playing a revenge scheme on him, was ruining the corporation of Lock, Stock & Barrel deliberately.


  But where was the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle? This, it was instantly apparent to Mr. Muddle, was the big problem. He must find him. The minor visions of the Law hunting him down for the punching of Barrel’s nose, were a mere bagatelle compared to what now faced him—if he couldn’t stop this mad prank of his uninhibited counterpart.


  Muddle didn’t have to search. For a hand plucked at his sleeve, then another slapped him on the back, in the next instant. He wheeled to face the rakish, Uninhibited Mr. Muddle.


  “HI, chum? Sobered up enough to enjoy the spectacle?” his counterpart chortled.


  Muddle was frantic.


  “What have you done? Oooooh, what have you done to me now?”


  Muddle was suddenly—and for no apparent reason—convulsed in gales of laughter.


  “It’s a scream,” he gasped between bellows, “a positive scream.” He was shaking so he could scarcely speak.


  “What?” Muddle managed to bleat.


  “My joke,” the Uninhibited Mr. M. guffawed. “Look,” he pointed to the floor. “See those fellows out in the middle, wearing white coats, around whom all the other traders are gathered?”


  Muddle could only nod.


  “Well—” and Muddle’s uninhibited counterpart went into more gales of laughter. “I put them down there, for a joke.”


  “A joke?” Muddle felt like fainting.


  “Yes,” the Uninhibited Muddle was still convulsed. “I hired them to trade—you know the way they do—with their fingers.”


  Muddle saw that the men his uninhibited self had hired were, indeed wiggling their fingers wildly back and forth. He shook his head in horror and bewilderment.


  “But—” and here the Uninhibited


  Muddle almost split his sides, “They aren’t trading!”


  “Aren’t trading?” Muddle felt himself going mad.


  “No, they aren’t trading. The other white-coated chumps just think that my representatives are trading. But they aren’t.”


  “Then what are they doing?” Muddle’s voice was almost gone.


  “They’re talking!” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle laughed heartily. “That’s what they’re doing—talking!”


  He became convulsed again.


  “Talking?” Mr. Muddle felt certain that he was going insane now. “How can they be talking with their hands and fingers?”


  The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle was doubled up in laughter.


  “Because,” he guffawed, “because they’re deaf mutes!”


  Mr. Muddle staved off certain insanity he felt was closing in on him, staved it off with one more question.


  “But isn’t there someone on the floor,” Muddle screeched, “who would catch on to the sign language?”


  His counterpart chortled, slapping his thigh.


  “No. They’re Chinese deaf mutes!” Muddle glanced down. The Uninhibited Muddle hadn’t been lying. The men were Chinese, all four of them! And, suddenly, a gong rang over the floor, followed by instantaneous groans of relief. Trading was over!


  AND then a white-haired gentleman with a red face was heading directly toward them. Mr. Muddle plucked the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle’s sleeve.


  “Let’s get out of here, he said quaveringly. “You’ve turned this place upside down. If they catch us, we’ll go to jail.”


  “Not at all, old boy, not at all.” The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle inspected his nails critically. “We’ll see what the old fellow has to say.”


  Mr. Muddle was tempted to flee, but by the time he had discovered an exit it was too late. The white-haired old gentleman was upon them.


  “Gentlemen,” Mr. Muddle winced at his voice, stern and commanding, “I would like to talk with you a moment.”


  “Go right ahead,” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle said suavely, “Always glad to be of service.”


  “First of all,” the old gentleman said, “I should like to congratulate you. Your trading today was the most masterly, most audacious, most amazing exhibition I have ever been privileged to witness.”


  “Oh, d’you think so?” The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle’s voice was bland, “Well, thanks. Nothing like a little financial workout to clear the cobwebs from a man’s mind.”


  Mr. Muddle swallowed with difficulty.


  “And,” the old gentleman went on, “Here’s the proceeds for your—ahem—financial workout, as you call it.”


  He extended a check and The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle accepted it casually, glanced at it and then stuffed it carelessly into his pocket.


  “Thanks, again,” he said coolly, “and now if you’ll excuse us, my friend and I are rather tired. We’re going to be getting along.”


  “I understand,” the old boy said, “but before you leave I should like to say that I have been instructed by the board to offer you a position on our consultation board. The remuneration, I might add, would be very substantial.”


  “Well,” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle looked thoughtful, “perhaps I can let you know definitely tomorrow. It might prove interesting for a while.”


  “Thank you, sir. I will tell the board then that they may expect your decision tomorrow.”


  The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle waved a hand in a nonchalant farewell.


  “That’s okay,” he said. “Let’s be on our way, Muddle, old boy.”


  MUDDLE followed him down the marble steps, too stunned to speak. When he finally managed to flag his paralyzed larynx into action he asked:


  “How much was that check?”


  The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle looked sad. “I wish I could get you to think of something besides money.” He reached his hand in his pocket, pulled out the check, handed it to Mr. Muddle. “Take it,” he said. “It’ll do for pin money.”


  Mr. Muddle looked at the check and then he felt himself falling into a pool of blackness. When he came to, the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle was slapping his face smartly.


  “What the hell’s wrong with you?” he asked genially.


  “That check,” Mr. Muddle gasped. “It’s for four hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”


  “So what?” his other self inquired.


  Mr. Muddle crawled to his feet gripping the check tightly in his fist. He was breathless with excitement and relief.


  With this check, with this money, his worries were over. He could meet his checks at the bank, pay off his debts and he didn’t need a job now. Never again would he have to bow meekly to Mr. Barrel or let that gentleman use his neck for a footstool.


  It was glorious. A delirious feeling of ecstasy swept over him as he felt his troubles dropping from his shoulders.


  And then he remembered Nellie!


  She was practically estranged from him. His mood of delight passed from him leaving him despairingly desperate. The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle was probably intending to continue the deception with Nellie.


  The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle paused for a glass of water and as Mr. Muddle stopped he felt something crinkle in his pocket. It was the first time he remembered the Pepper’s Pituitary Pills that he had purchased.


  “You know,” the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle was saying, “you’re not a bad egg at all. The only trouble was that you never paid any attention to me. You kept me so submerged in your cautious meek little personality that I never had a chance to get out and stretch my legs. That is until now.”


  Mr. Muddle pulled the pills out of his pocket and slipped them from their container. A wild, hectic idea was floating around in his brain. The pills had been responsible for the first change maybe . . .


  The Uninhibited Mr. Muddle looked away for an instant and Mr. Muddle dropped the twelve pills into the glass he was holding.


  When the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle turned back he was smiling.


  “Well,” he raised the glass, “here’s Muddle in your eye.” He tilted his head and drained the glass at a gulp.


  Mr. Muddle watched him for a breathless instant and then he shook his head suddenly and rubbed his eyes.


  The Uninhibited. Mr. Muddle was gone!!


  Like a substance reverting to its atomic units his body wavered for an instant and then melted into nothingness. And at the same instant Mr. Muddle experienced a very peculiar sensation. As if a cool, refreshing draft of air had passed over him.


  “Yipppee,” he yelled, “I’m all alone again.”


  He thought then of Nell, his money and—and a job with the stock market board if he wanted it.


  “Yippppeee,” he yelled again.


  He executed a tricky little step then right on the spur of the moment and then he raced down the marble corridor to the street. He couldn’t get home fast enough.


  He waved to a cab and started for it but then he noticed the florist shop and he changed his direction and dashed inside its fragrant interior.


  “Everything in the place,” he said excitedly to the clerk. “Everything in the place I want shipped to Mrs. Merton Muddle. He gave the astounded young man the address and then dashed out to the cab. His heart was light, his step was brisk and as he neared the cab he was humming a little tune.


  “She won’t be able to resist me,” he said confidently.


  The driver swung open the door and in the glass window he had a flashing reflection of his figure.


  Hat on the side of his head, impudent smile on his lips, devil-may-care glint in his eyes.


  “Funny,” he thought, “that looked just like the Uninhibited Mr. Muddle.”


  PETER FERENY’S DEATH CELL


  First published in the August 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Fereny was doomed to die in the electric chair. But in his cell he heard a weird voice—and found the key to a doorway to another world . . .


  THE mighty cathedral chimes tolled out the hour, mournfully, majestically, and their reverberations spread over the sleeping city like a soft blanket of sound before blending into the silent darkness of the night.


  —nine—ten—eleven!


  Peter Fereny could see his whitening knuckles on the dark, smooth bars and could feel the hysteria that was mounting in his breast. Eleven o’clock! In another hour the guards would be coming for him and he would join them in that long last walk from which he would never return. Strapped to the chair like a wild beast to await the blasting bolt that would shatter forever the protoplasm that was Peter Fereny.


  He choked back a sob and jerked his hands from the bars and jammed them viciously into the pockets of his regulation gray trousers.


  His teeth bit painfully into his lower lip and he increased the pressure until the agony drove away his terror. Then he slumped to his bunk, tasting the salty blood in his mouth. He wouldn’t let himself go, he vowed fiercely. He’d go out on his own two feet and he’d go out smiling.


  He’d never give them the satisfaction of seeing him funk out.


  He smiled then, smiled at his tightly clenched fists, his ruthless determination. For Peter Fereny was not the ruthless type. He wasn’t a hard-eyed gangster or killer, but merely a middle-aged man who’d been convicted of a murder. The fact that he hadn’t committed the murder, the fact that he’d been deliberately framed, he thought wearily, had little bearing on the case. Law and Justice, he had discovered, were two separate abstractions with little in common.


  He shook his head and tried to distract his thoughts for the old raging bitterness was welling within him. Framed by his wife and his best friend! That was the thing that had nearly driven him wild. They wanted him out of the way so that they could continue legally and openly the affair that they had been carrying on behind his back.


  It wasn’t so much that he was going to die—it was the thought of their deceit, their greed, their dishonesty that filled him with the wild, horribly impotent feeling of injustice.


  He sighed then. It was not only their betrayal that affected him, it was the realization that the world itself, with its breadlines, its wars, its hunger and poverty and lying and greed was reflected in their actions.


  Funny—he hadn’t noticed it before—but now it was all too clear. He rose from his bunk and began pacing the narrow cell nervously. How much longer? Forty-five minutes—thirty? Instinctively his right hand clenched, drew back and then pounded into his left palm. Automatically, he repeated the gesture but this time his fist thudded against a solid, hard substance!


  A CRY of pain escaped him as he rubbed his aching, stinging knuckles. He swallowed nervously and wiped the perspiration from his forehead. Cautiously he extended his hand in the direction his fist had been traveling and this time he felt a hard surface with his fingers. His eyes widened incredulously. His fingers were apparently touching nothing but air, but under them he could feel a hard, strangely foreign, invisible surface. He touched it with his other hand, struggling to discount the evidence of his eyes and to believe the evidence of his sense of touch.


  Yes, there was something there! An object of some sort, about eight inches square, suspended by some means in the middle of his cell. But what was it? How had it gotten there? What was the secret of its invisibility?


  He staggered backward and collapsed on his bunk, his reason frantically attempting to answer the questions his mind had raised.


  Was he going crazy? Had—


  “Oh, thank you very much for helping us!”


  Fereny scrambled to his feet, glaring wildly about him. Someone—something had whispered to him! Thanked him! And the voice came from within his cell!


  “Oh, God,” he groaned. “I’m going mad, I’m—”


  “Don’t be alarmed.” The tiny whispering voice caressed his ears. “You can’t see us, but we’re right here with you.”


  Fereny clapped his hands over his ears. He sank onto the bunk, a thin stream of saliva drooling from his lips. He could feel his mind tottering on the brink of madness.


  “Go away,” he moaned. “Leave me alone. You’re not there, nothing’s there, but go away.”


  Fereny heard a laugh then, a tinkling, silvery little laugh.


  “We’re very sorry if we’ve frightened you, but there’s really nothing to be frightened about.”


  Fereny pressed his hands tighter into his ears but he could hear the voice as if it were inside his head.


  “You’ve helped us so very much that we’d feel terrible if we thought you were afraid of us. We’ve tried so long and so often to come through that we’d just about given up hope. As a matter of fact we’re not really through yet. But we’re very close and if you’ll just give us one more little shove we can make it.”


  Fereny straightened his eyes traveling helplessly about the cell.


  “Who are you?” he asked dazedly.


  “Why, I’m surprised at you,” the merry little voice continued, “I thought you’d figure that out. But since you can’t I’ll have to tell you. We’re from the fourth dimension.”


  THE fourth dimension?” Fereny breathed incredulously. “Why—why you can’t be.”


  The tinkling laugh sounded again.


  “Why can’t we?”


  “Because—because—” Fereny’s voice died away. He was going mad! Talking to himself. The next thing—“We realize it’s quite a shock,” the tiny voice rambled on gaily, “but you might just as well get used to it now as later. We’ve tried for years to get through to the third dimension and we’re more determined now than ever. We built a relative dimensional corridor and you opened the door for us. Not all the way but you opened it a crack. We can’t quite squeeze through but a few more inches and we’ll be able to. You will help us won’t you?”


  “I don’t know,” Fereny said desperately, “I don’t know whether I’m sane or not.”


  “Oh you’re sane enough,” the little voice said encouragingly “but you’re just a little hard to convince. If you’ll just open the door all the way we can step right out and you can see for yourself. We’re only about half as big as you but we’re easy enough to see.”


  Fereny’s skepticism and distrust began to vanish.


  “What makes you think I’ll help you?” he asked.


  Again he heard the tinkling, tiny laugh.


  “You’re fooling now. You’ve got to help us.”


  “Why?” Fereny asked.


  “Because we like you,” the little voice said gaily, “and when you like someone they can’t refuse your requests. That’s the rule here.”


  “What if you don’t like somebody?” Fereny asked.


  Again the laugh, tinkling in his ears. “Silly,” the little voice chortled, “everybody likes everybody here. That’s the rule too.”


  “I may not be able to help you,” Fereny said dubiously, “I’m in jail, y’know.”


  “Where’s that?” the voice asked.


  “It’s a place where we put bad people,” Fereny found himself blushing as he explained.


  “Bad?” the little voice was puzzled. “You know,” Fereny went on. “People who steal something that doesn’t belong to them, or people who—who kill someone—things like that.”


  “But why should people do things like that?” the little voice seemed saddened. “Don’t the people there like each other?”


  “Not always,” Fereny said. “You see the people here are a little different than you. They fight and they steal and sometimes one man will gain a great amount of power and then he’ll force people to act and believe and think as he wants them to and if they don’t he’ll kill them. Then we have other things. Breadlines, hunger, poverty, unemployment—”


  “What are they?” the little voice interrupted.


  FERENY paused and then he said slowly.


  “They are the things that result when people stop liking each other.” It seemed very simple at that moment.


  “But our system is so much simpler,” the perplexed little voice said. “We just like each other and we never have any trouble. I’m sure we’ll be able to show you people how to be a lot happier and save yourselves a lot of trouble.”


  “That’s been tried before,” Fereny said cynically.


  “Why are you in jail?” the little voice asked suddenly, “you’re kind. You couldn’t have hurt anyone.”


  “I didn’t,” Fereny smiled. “But I’m going to die in a few minutes.”


  “And you didn’t do anything?” the little voice was indignant.


  “No,” Fereny said. “I didn’t hurt a soul. But things work out that way here sometimes.”


  “Now listen,” the little voice was excited, “let us in and we’ll help you. It isn’t right that you should suffer for something you didn’t do. It’s terrible. There are many of us and we’ll help you. We’ll help you with all our might. We have to because we like you.”


  Fereny looked up suddenly. Shadows were moving slowly along the corridor toward his cell. Two shadows topped with sharp visored caps and one shadow with a tri-cornered hat. Fereny knew they were coming. The guards and the priest.


  “You can’t help me,” he said quietly, “but I appreciate your offer just the same. You know I believe I like you too.”


  “It isn’t right,” the little voice was anguished, “that you should be sacrificed for something you didn’t do. Now listen closely. We can save you by bringing you into the fourth dimension. The door to our world is in the middle of your cell. It’s the block you touched a minute ago. When you raise it the doorway will be opened and you can save yourself.”


  FOR an instant Fereny was too stunned to act and then he sprang to his feet and clutched the invisible block. It was wild and impossible, but it was sufficient to fan the embers of hope to a fiery, raging holocaust. His fingers trembled as they clutched the invisible door.


  “What do I do?” he begged. “Please tell me.”


  “Just lift it up,” the little voice instructed him, “and it will destroy forever the veil that has existed between the two dimensions. Careful not to push the cube down for that would close the door forever.”


  Fereny heard the slow, measured steps approaching. He peered up for an instant and he saw, silhouetted against the end wall of the corridor, the heavy, ominous shadow of the chair.


  It symbolized in a flash the cruel, vicious, greedy world from which he was escaping. Suddenly Fereny paused, realizing what he was about to do. He was going to establish a contact between this world of the electric chair and a world of such simplicity and kindness and sympathy as he had never believed existed.


  What would happen to the creatures of such a world when they were brought into a contact with the grasping greed of the third dimension? Suddenly Fereny smiled thinking of their simple beautiful philosophy. To have that destroyed would be far too dear a price to pay for his own escape.


  “Good bye,” he whispered. Then he pressed down with all his strength on the invisible object beneath his fingers. For an instant there was a pressure under his hands and then—nothing. And Fereny knew the doorway had been closed forever!


  LATER as the lights dimmed and flickered for the third time, a bulky guard turned to his companion.


  “Funny, ain’t it?” he whispered, “he didn’t seem to mind. He was smiling and beaming all the time I was strapping him into the chair. Like he was just going to meet his best friend. That’s the way those guys get, though, stir crazy. Take him—for the last hour in his cell he don’t do nothin’ but sit there and talk to himself. Now would a guy in his right mind act like that?”


  YELLOW MUD FOR COWARDS


  First published in the September 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  When a man turns coward in the Space Guard, he rates a little box of yellow mud from his comrades-and from his girl friend too!


  TERRY MASON knew a sharp aching fear as the space ship he was piloting blasted into the combat range of the sleek black Martian craft. He was also aware that his copilot was regarding him curiously, almost expectantly; as if he were eager to see how the youngest of the renowned Masons would conduct himself in his first space battle. The fear in Mason’s heart was like the grip of a cold hand, numbing his senses, catching his breath painfully in his throat.


  Droplets of perspiration gathered on his forehead to course down his lean sensitive face and fall with a tiny splash on the floor of the ship. His right hand gripped the release lever of the forward atomic cannon until his knuckles strained whitely through the skin.


  Terry’s nerves were screaming with tension. With every fibre of his body he longed to whip his ship about and blast back to the comforting sanctuary of Earth-base MX. But he held his course, drawing closer and closer to the death-black Martian ship, which was growing larger and larger on the visi-screen.


  “About ten minutes now,” he said through stiff lips.


  His co-pilot laid a hand on his shoulder.


  “Don’t worry about it,” he said reassuringly. “Once you get into the thick of it you won’t be able to think about anything else. A little nervousness is nothing to worry about. I’ll bet your brother and even your father were a little queasy before their first space battle.”


  Terry Mason didn’t reply. He couldn’t had he wished to. For his teeth were clenched tight to keep from chattering. He knew it was something more than nervousness, something more than temporary tension that gnawed at his stomach and turned his blood into streams of ice.


  It was fear! Craven abject fear of space fighting and what might happen to him. No one knew or even suspected that Terry Mason—son of Space-Inspector Mason and brother of the legendary “Battering” Mason—was a miserable coward. The girl he loved, Eileen Manners, would have laughed at the thought, but Terry Mason himself, knew. This realization seared him shamefully, transformed his every waking instant into a hell of remorse.


  Now, with his hand on the cannon release, hurtling toward the dead-black Martian fighter, he was going to meet a test that would settle the issue for all time.


  “Easy, now,” his co-pilot said quietly. “You’ll be needing all the Mason skill in a few more minutes. Your dad and brother are watching from the visi-screen on MX. They want to be as proud of you as you are of them. In these times we need every space-fighter on the Earth-chain to be at his best. That new coordinator of Mars has his eye on MX and other spots on the Earth-chain if I’m not mistaken. If we let him bluff us he’ll be at our throats without warning.”


  Terry Mason nodded miserably. Every brush with a Martian ship was of terrible importance these days. The Martian ships were hovering like buzzards over MX and other strategically important spots on the Earth-chain, ready to pounce the instant they detected a sign of indecision or weakness on the part of Earth-chain garrisons. It was a maneuver reminiscent of those long-gone days when Earth dictators massed troops on the borders of countries they coveted. History had shown the tragic results of submitting to this psychological terror. Garrisons of the Earth-chain were ready to the man to resist any attempt at annexation or invasion.


  TERRY gripped the controls tighter in his hands as the Martian ship began a leisurely turn that brought its stubby, cannon-pocked nose to bear on the vulnerable side of the Earth ship.


  “Swing over,” the co-pilot said tensely. “It’s lucky we aren’t in range of his tommy cannons.[*] We’ll get in range and then accelerate. It’s the best tactic under the circumstances.”


  Terry swung the ship around slowly until its nose was pointed dead at the nose of the Martian ship. The palms of his hands were sticky with sweat and his heart was pounding heavily at his ribs. Fear was passing over his body in sickening shocks that he couldn’t combat by any process of his will. The black nose of the enemy ship seemed to be pointed directly at him, to be boring hideously into his brain.


  His co-pilot threw the acceleration lever and Terry could feel the sudden powerful surge of the ship as its reserve rockets blasted a song of power behind them. Terry’s eyes swung to the visi-screen and glued there. They were hurtling head-on toward the Martian fighter which was looming larger and larger by the split-second.


  Instinctively Terry shrank against the back of his seat. The Martian ship was moving at them with incredible speed and he could see now the tiny mouths of the atomic cannons, ringed around the nose of the onrushing ship. His breath was rasping against the lining of his throat and there was a dull ache in his lungs.


  “He’s opened fire,” the co-pilot said calmly. “We’re out of range yet so he must be just testing.”


  Off to the right Terry could see flaming streaks of electron bullets hissing harmlessly through the void, missing his ship by several hundred yards. Something turned in his stomach. He had to grit his teeth to keep from retching. His skin whitened and then a green edge appeared at his mouth.


  The Martian gunner was opening up now. Streaks of blazing death were hissing toward them in brilliant terrifying arcs, but the range was still long and the blasts were roaring beneath them. Terry shook his head and closed his eyes. From every pore in his body sweat was streaming, but his mouth and throat were as dry as brick dust.


  He forced his eyes open again and looked at the visi-screen. The Martian ship was winging toward them like a huge black arrow, belching fire and death from all of her sixteen tommy guns. They were only seconds away from a head-on collision.


  “Open fire!” the co-pilot snapped. “Enemy within dead center range.”


  Terry felt a wave of nausea and terror sweep over him. He jerked his gaze from the visi-screen and buried his head in his hands sobbing hysterically.


  The co-pilot wheeled from the acceleration lever and grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him roughly.


  “Fire,” he commanded roughly. “Fire,” his voice rose frenziedly. “Fire!” he screamed.


  TERRY raised his eyes to the visi-screen. The monstrous Martian ship was almost upon them. It was a miracle that one of the dozens of atomic blasts had not already blasted them out of the void. For a split-instant,


  Terry Mason stared in horror at the nearing ship. Then, without reason, without conscious volition, his hand was reaching out—not for the cannon release—but for the control lever. His fingers closed over its hard handle and he shoved it forward. His ship plummeted down in a twisting spiral, running from the Martian.


  He heard the co-pilot cursing wildly in his ear, felt his hands tearing at his arms, but he held the ship on the course back to MX. Now the visi-screen showed the big Martian ship wheeling and blasting after him, closing on his tail, tommy cannons roaring furiously.


  Terry knew he was running like a whipped cur when he should be fighting to the end. But something stronger than reason was guiding his actions now. It was his blind nameless fear. He shoved the acceleration lever up to its last notch and tripped the general rocket release. His ship spurted forward under the new power like a thoroughbred leaving the post, and in a matter of seconds the Martian fighter was nothing but a black blur on the visi-screen and the mooring towers of MX were coming into view.


  Dully, automatically Terry set the landing apparatus and slumped against the back of his seat. Realization of what he had done was crawling over him now in sickening force. He knew now that he was finished, washed up, not only with himself but with every one on MX. For courage was the one absolute quality a man must possess to gain the respect of a space garrison. And Terry Mason didn’t have that quality. An anguished sob tore from his throat and he dropped his head on his arms.


  The co-pilot’s voice, caustic and contemptuous, cut across his senses like a lash.


  “I didn’t think I’d live to see a Mason quit cold and run like a yellow cur. You’ve endangered the life of every man on MX with your cowardice, but you saved your own precious skin.”


  Terry lifted his head, faced the man. The contempt and scorn on the man’s face was like a hard slap.


  “I didn’t think; I didn’t even try to think,” he said brokenly. “All I could see were those tommy cannons coming at me. Before I knew what I was doing I was running. Why didn’t you shoot me?” he cried bitterly. “Why don’t you shoot me now? I’m a coward, do y’hear? Shoot me, damn you, and get it over with.”


  The co-pilot shook his head slowly. “Shooting’s too good for you,” he said icily. “I won’t deprive your father and brother the pleasure of telling you what they think of a yellow Mason.”


  “I SAW the entire disgraceful encounter,” Space-Inspector Mason barked, “from our central visi-screen. I saw my own son run like a frightened rabbit from a ship carrying less power than his own. His actions were treacherous, cowardly and completely out of line with the code of honor established by Earth space-fighters and pilots. Therefore, with the authority vested in me by the Earth council, I order his immediate dishonorable discharge from the service.”


  Terry Mason listened in silence as his father pronounced sentence. There was nothing he could say, there was nothing that could be said in his behalf. He was standing at attention before his father’s desk. There were several officers in the room, among them his brother, “Bats” Mason, one of the greatest space men in the universe. There was a deep absolute silence as his father stepped before him.


  “Do you have anything to say?”, the old man asked sharply.


  Terry swallowed. His lean features were taut and straining under the pressure of maintaining a wooden, expressionless face. He wanted to cry out, to defend himself, to try and explain his horror and ungovernable terror at the sight of those Martian guns, but he forced the words back, squared his shoulders.


  “No, sir,” he whispered.


  Space-Inspector Mason’s stern, lined face worked for a brief instant and then he reached out a gnarled hand and ripped the blue-gray service stripes from his son’s tunic.


  “You have twenty-four hours to clear from MX,” he stated. He turned then to his desk, picked up a small object and handed it to Terry. “This,” he said, “expresses in a slight measure, my opinion of a man, who, by cowardice and cravenness, would endanger the lives of his fellow fighters, and undermine the prestige and esteem of his country.”


  Terry glanced at the object in his hand and stiffened. It was a tiny, unadorned wooden box. He lifted the top and saw that it was filled with yellow mud. It was part of the space-fighters tradition that this emblem, the tiny box full of yellow mud, represented the ultimate in disgrace and dishonor to the person who received it from his fellow fighters. To the coward, to the cheat, to the traitor, it was given as a symbol of baseness and dishonor.


  His fist closed over the box tightly. He turned blindly for the door but a voice behind him said,


  “Just a minute. You’re leaving something.”


  He turned and saw his brother, “Bat”, walking slowly toward him.


  “Dad summed things up pretty neatly,” he said coldly, “and all I can add is this.” His open hand swung in an arc and landed with a staggering smack against Terry’s cheek. Four livid marks stood out against the whiteness of his face, as if they were burned there.


  Terry backed a step with the force of the blow and tears of pain sprang to his eyes. Through them he could see his brother regarding him pitilessly. His brother’s hand was stretched toward him, and on his wide palm rested a tiny wooden box, a replica of the one Terry had received from his father.


  Terry took the box without speaking and left the room.


  OUTSIDE in the bright glaring sun he walked stonily past the officers’ quarters, past the mooring towers, past the mechanics’ shop, until he neared a residential section, fenced off from the rest of the activities on MX. He turned in at a small steel house set back a little way from the walk. It was the home of Dr. Manners, stationary physician on MX.


  Terry had been trying frantically, desperately not to think. There was one person he had to see before he could be alone with his thoughts and with himself.


  That person was Eileen Manners, the girl he was engaged to marry, the girl who had whispered that she loved him on a dark night not too many weeks ago. Terry had been allowed to see no one since his return from his shameful battle in space.


  He rang the bell and, a few seconds later, followed a soft-footed servant into the modest living room. He was not alone for more than a minute before a door opened and Eileen Manners entered the room. His heart leaped as it always did at sight of this slim, elfinfaced, auburn-haired girl.


  “I didn’t think you’d come,” she said in a low voice.


  He looked at her miserably. There was no anger or scorn in her face, but there was something that was worse. There was pity on her soft lips and in her eyes. The pity of a woman for something weak and helpless and crushed. It cut him more than his discharge, more than the two tiny boxes of yellow mud in his pocket. There was something else he had to know.


  “Do you still love me?” he asked in a whisper.


  The pity in her eyes faded.


  “Yes,” she said, “That’s something I can’t help. It’s a disease I must get over. But any respect I had for you is gone.”


  He picked up his hat. He knew he had forfeited the right to plead for her understanding or forgiveness.


  “You won’t see me again,” he said stiffly. “I—I’m sorry you put your money on a bad horse.” He turned on his heel and left the room.


  Eileen Manners stood still for many minutes after he left, her hands clenched over her breast, her eyes wet with unshed tears. When the sun’s rays had faded from the room, she opened her hands and looked at the tiny wooden box, filled with yellow mud.


  “I’m glad I didn’t give it to him,” she whispered.


  FOR the next two months Terry Mason did his utmost to keep from drawing a sober breath. He very nearly succeeded. Mixing his diet with Martian Grano and Venusian rum, he was able to spend his waking hours in a semi-comatose condition which made it impossible for him to think. Thinking, he had discovered, in his few lucid moments, led him to a hell he could not stand. The only release came in the limbo of half-forgetfulness, induced by the liquors of the Universe.


  It was during one of his comparatively sober spells that he learned from a gabby Martian dock hand that space-base MX had been surrounded and blockaded by radio-controlled Martian ships for the past six weeks. It was a shock that knocked the fuzziness from his brain, left him completely sober for the first time since he had left MX.


  For if MX was blockaded it meant that his father and brother and Eileen were in the gravest danger. He ordered another drink for his gabby informant and eased him down to the end of the bar, out of earshot of the other brawlers in the Martian saloon.


  “What started it?” he asked tensely.


  “Well, it’s a long story,” his informant said, filled with importance by his newly acquired role of news dispenser. “It started actually about two months ago when a Martian ship chased a space base fighter back home with its tail between its legs. We knew then that they wouldn’t fight so we circled ’em with radio-controlled ships within another week or so. They haven’t had any food or supplies since then. Only one of their ships managed to get away, but without food or supplies they’ll soon fold up. But we aren’t going to wait much longer. We’ll just blast ’em out of the void if they aren’t talking nice in another few days. Yes, sir, we mean business.”


  Terry paid for his drinks and left the bar, his thoughts churning desperately. He plodded hopelessly down a narrow Martian street, his soul black and bitter with self-accusation. Thoroughly sober, he realized with sickening impact, that he was responsible for the plight of MX. If he had fought it out, if he had maintained the prestige of the garrison, the Martian attack might not have been conceived.


  It was a monstrous responsibility to have on his shoulders, a ghastly, terrible thing to accept judgment for. Something was writhing and turning within him, but something was growing too.


  It was rage, black and fearful. Rage at himself and rage at the cruel, mercilessly precise Martians.


  Terry stopped in and bought a pint of violent Martian rum and returned to his small room. He planked the bottle down in front of him, unopened. He stared at it for a minute and then picked it up by the neck and smashed it on the floor.


  It was a gesture, a symbol of accepted responsibility. For the rest of the night he sat staring at the floor. By the time he tossed himself onto his ragged cot, streaks of lights were seeping into the room.


  But Terry Mason had a plan of action . . .


  “ISH tellin’ yuh Ish know suin’pn,” the bleary-eyed, sodden figure at the bar protested drunkenly. “Whash a matta wih you? Don’ cha believe me? Ish tellin’ Ish know sum’pn about the space fleet. Used to be a spash fighter muself. Know all about ’em. Name’s Mason. Got thrown out long time ago. They’ll be sorry. They’ll be sorry as hell when Ish tell whash I know about the spash fleet.”


  A Martian dressed in a gaudy uniform stepped alongside the grotesque figure mumbling at the bar.


  “Did you say,” he asked with sibilant politeness, “that the name was Mason?”


  “Shupossin’ I did,” the figure at the bar turned to stare belligerently at the nattily dressed Martian.


  “Brother of the man they call “Battering” Mason?”


  “Yeah,” the drunk mumbled sleepily, “good old Bats.”


  The Martian made a slight gesture to the bartender and then sauntered unconcernedly away. The bartender picked up Terry Mason’s glass and refilled it. Then he dropped a white tablet into the foaming glass and waited for it to dissolve before he placed the glass back on the bar.


  Terry Mason downed the drink in one gulp. Looking over his shoulder he saw several Martian soldiers gathering about him. He turned back to the bar to hide his smile. Things were working beautifully. For the past week he had staggered about the Martian coastal town, apparently as drunk as a lord, babbling about his strange military secrets. He was just about on the verge of trying something else when the bait had been gobbled up. Now he knew he was about due for a blackout. He had seen the bartender drop the knock-out drop into the drink.


  He was feeling a little weak already. When he came to again, he realized, he would be thoroughly investigated, and well on his way to gaining the confidence of the Martian intelligence department. The one thing he wanted to know was the location of the radio base which controlled the planes which were blockading MX. With that information to give to the Earth space fleet, he knew the breaking of the blockade of MX would be only a matter of hours.


  His knees wobbled a bit and then with unexpected abruptness, he crumpled to the floor.


  The last thing he remembered was a crisp voice saying,


  “Take it easy. That’s ‘Bats’ Mason’s brother.”


  WHEN Terry Mason opened his eyes again, he saw that he was lying on a cot in a small room. Before he could notice anything else a door clicked open and two uniformed Martians stepped into the room. One of them stepped forward, bowed slightly.


  “Permit me to introduce ourselves,” he smiled. “I am Rog and this is my associate Gonor.”


  Terry sat up on the edge of the bed. His head was pounding sullenly. He wondered vaguely how long he had been knocked out.


  “I’m Terry Mason,” he said. “Can you tell me where I am?”


  “Not exactly,” Rog answered with a bland smile. “We are on a planetoid in the void. The exact location I am not at liberty to divulge. You have been unconscious for two days. If you feel strong enough I would be honored if you would follow me.”


  Terry felt a vague premonition prickling his spine. Something was definitely screwy. The Martians were typical of their race. Smooth, bland, with hairless red faces and long feelerlike hands, and ridiculously short legs. He knew from his experience with them that he was being told to follow them and not asked.


  He stood up and followed them through several short, narrow halls and into a larger room fitted up as an office. Several Martian officers were lounging against the wall, and they all smiled and nodded politely to him.


  “First, Mr. Mason,” the Martian called Rog, said affably, “we brought you here for a purpose. I might add that your charming impersonation of an inebriate was somewhat lost on us. We saw through that rather readily, I am afraid. I hope you are not disappointed.”


  Terry listened and waited. All of the blandness had dropped from the Martian’s voice as he spoke. There was nothing but the flat ring of chilled steel left.


  “Your brother ‘Battering’ Mason is here,” Rog said abruptly. “We allowed him to escape MX and then captured him in space. It cost us four ships, but it was worth the price. He has been most obstinate in spite of our charming persuasions. That, Terry Mason, is where you are to be of service to us. You will be the lever we use over your most obstinate brother. He knows the position of Earth space fleet Number X 1. We can not proceed in safety with our plans until we know its location and plans. So, with your help, Terry Mason, we will extract that nugget of information from your brother.” Rog glanced at an orderly. “Bring the prisoner in,” he said blandly.


  Terry waited tensely, without speaking. He realized that he had blundered into a Martian trap, probably making things tougher for his brother. Something had hardened within him though as the Martian, Rog, had been speaking. Something that straightened his shoulders and bunched the muscles alongside his lean jaw. For the first time in his life he wanted to hit someone hard, and feel bones and flesh giving under his knuckles. The molten and latent steel in his body was tempering into a hard, flinty unyielding substance, and he was unaware of it.


  A DOOR opened suddenly and a huge, familiar figure stumbled into the room, followed by two orderlies. Terry choked back a gasp of horror as he looked at his brother. For both of Bats’ arms were set in splints and braced away from his body by steel supports. He glared around the room like a desperate bull and his eyes glinted red when he recognized Terry.


  “So,” he rasped, “you sold out to ’em, eh? If my arms were in shape I’d break your back for it. A coward and now a traitor. Pardon me, while I vomit.”


  “Bats,” Terry said desperately, “you’ve got it all wrong. I’m—”


  “Save your breath,” Bats growled. “I’m not interested.”


  Rog smiled blandly.


  “Too bad you two don’t get along better.” He turned smoothly to Terry.


  “Please observe your brother’s arms. His extreme obstinacy irritated us so much that we were forced to be equally extreme. They were broken, one at a time, but unfortunately he still couldn’t see the light. Now he is going to watch very unpleasant things happen to you and it is our hope that that will have the desired effect on his tongue.”


  “Go to hell,” Bats roared. “I’ll never tell you anything you’ll want to hear.”


  “Remember that,” Terry said, calmly, looking straight at his brother. “It doesn’t matter what they do to me. The only important thing is for you to keep that big mouth of yours shut.”


  Bats looked at him strangely.


  “I’ll keep it shut,” he said grimly. “I’m not anxious to save your hide from anything.”


  “See that you don’t,” Terry said. Rog had listened with a polite smile to this exchange.


  “Touching patriotism,” he murmured. “Shall we put it to the test now?”


  The words were a signal. Two soldiers grabbed Terry and led him out of the room. The last thing he saw was Bats looking after him, a queer, troubled look in his eye.


  He was led down a winding set of steel steps into a large underground chamber and then through a series of narrow channels that led finally to a large, leaden door. The guards stopped, opened the door and shoved him into a dark vault-like chamber. Then the door slammed behind him with a little dry click of finality.


  Almost instantly the room was flooded with strong light. Terry peered about in amazement. The roof of the room in which he found himself was formed of domed glass. The floors and walls were of what looked to be heavy lead. Looking through the glass roof he could see mechanisms of all sorts grouped about. The primary instrument seemed to be a huge beacon light which was set on a huge universal joint enabling it to be turned to any desired direction.


  TERRY heard voices then and a second later he saw the Martians Rog and Gonor ascending to the platform upon which rested the beacon light. Soon other Martians were visible peering down at him from the edges of the glass-domed roof, and among them he could distinguish the massive figure of his brother.


  “This interesting experiment,” it was Rog speaking—evidently the room was equipped with a public address system, “will now get under way. I might add that when Mr. ‘Battering’ Mason is tired of it he can stop it by merely mentioning the position of Earth-fleet!”


  “Go to hell!” Bats snarled.


  “I won’t,” smiled Rog, “but pray observe your brother. In a figurative sense he will soon be obeying your dictum.”


  The big beacon light was flashed on and its beam was directed into the lead-lined room in which Terry was confined.


  Terry realized then with sudden horror that the domed roof was merely a gigantic lens. The stabbing finger of red hot light was moving toward him. Like a cat toying with a mouse, when it was within a few feet, it swung away and described a rapid circle about him. The heat was becoming unbearable.


  Terry backed into a corner but the finger of heat followed him inexorably. He realized sinkingly that there was no place in the room where the beam could not reach him. He moved out of the corner and the beam flashed past his legs. Instantly the smell of smoking cloth assailed his nostrils. Glancing down he saw that his trousers had been singed brown. He heard Rog’s gentle chuckle.


  “We are only starting now,” the voice was blandly cheerful, “in a few hours when you are no longer able to stand on your feet, aha! that is when the fun begins.”


  Terry heard Bat’s rumbling cursing then, growing in volume and intensity.


  “Take it easy, Bats,” he yelled, “these penny ante hoodlums aren’t worrying me.”


  Before the words had left his mouth the beam had risen swiftly and flashed across his face. Terry fought back a scream and sank to the floor, his whole body seemingly bathed in liquid fire. The beam played back and forth across his form and he could smell his clothes singeing and burning on his back.


  With desperate strength he sprang to his feet and dodged out of the beam’s focus. He dreaded to think of what would happen when his clothes were burned from his body and he had not even their flimsy protection against the scalding heat of the beam.


  The hot finger of light was poking at him again, stabbing him with excruciating pain and then flicking away before he was blinded by its unbearable glare. The lead-lined chamber was like an oven now as heat from the walls and floor beat at him in heavy oppressive waves.


  Then through the murky heat of his chamber he heard an enraged voice bellow,


  “I’ll tell you, you inhuman hounds. Turn that light off.”


  Terry clenched his fists.


  “Don’t, Bats,” he screamed, “don’t tell them, don’t! It doesn’t matter what happens to me.”


  LOOKING up he could see Bats’ heavy figure being led through the room to the low platform upon which the beacon light rested. Rog was smiling triumphantly at him and then, suddenly, things started to happen.


  Terry saw Bats lunge forward and with his braced, outstretched arms sweep Rog and Gonor from the platform. There was a wild babble of voices and Terry saw Bats, a grotesque figure illumined by the reflected glare from the beacon, lash out with his foot and send the beacon spinning, deflecting the light from the lead-lined chamber.


  Terry was instantly in darkness. Off to his right he heard a familiar click and he saw the door to the chamber swing open. A cautious head poked itself inside.


  “Come on,” the owner of the head called to someone over his shoulder, “the show’s over. They must’ve burned the guy right into the floor.”


  Terry pressed himself flat against the wall and inched toward the open door. Two figures entered the room, passing within six inches of him. Without drawing a breath, Terry slipped from the room and slammed the door after him. He raced along the narrow corridor, one thought in mind, to get up and help Bats.


  Rounding a corner he stumbled into an amazed Martian guard. His very speed saved him. They tumbled to the ground, the Martian beneath him. Terry’s fist rose and fell savagely, again and again, until the figure beneath him was still. Then he appropriated his gun and hurried on.


  He could hear sounds of confusion and battle above him and as he turned into a winding stair-case he realized that he was on the right track. At the top of the stairway was a heavy steel door, standing ajar.


  Terry kicked it open and leaped into the room directly above the torture chamber he had just left. Rog and


  Gonor were standing with their backs to him, facing Bats, who was held by one of the Martian soldiers.


  Rog wheeled as he heard Terry enter the room. His hand streaked toward his gun but he was too late. Terry’s gun coughed twice in his hand and Rog turned slowly, a funny bland smile on his face and pitched to the floor, holes burned through his forehead and body.


  The soldier holding Bats dropped his gun nervously to the floor and Gonor made the last mistake of his life diving for it. Terry’s third fiery pellet hit him just as his long hand curved over the butt of the gun. He sprawled to the floor a grotesquely twisted heap.


  “Good work,” Bats snapped. “But we’re not through. Keep these other monkeys covered while I give you the set-up. The building that houses the radio apparatus that controls the planes blockading MX is just off to the left of us. We can’t leave without destroying that.”


  Terry glanced in the direction indicated and saw a low squat house, set in a vast network of wires and conduits. Four sentries patrolled back and forth before it. Terry realized then, what he had taken for granted when he first entered this room. That is, its dome and walls were made of heavy glass, obviously for observation purposes. He snapped his fingers suddenly.


  He waved his gun menacingly at the few cowed Martian soldiers and then jumped to the big beacon light, flicking the switch on, he swung it around until its brilliantly strong beam cut through the heavily glassed walls and focused on the squat house which was the heart and pulse of the blockade of MX.


  Almost instantly he could see wisps of smoke rising from the wires and connections that led into the radio rooms.


  “That’ll do it,” he said grimly. “In about twenty seconds that fleet of ships will go smack out of control. This beacon, magnified and concentrated will burn that whole group of buildings to the ground in an hour.”


  Bats was grinning broadly. “I’ll bet that’s one use they didn’t figure on it being put to.”


  TERRY turned to the three remaining soldiers.


  “If you boys want to see tomorrow’s sunrise,” he snapped, “you’ll do as you’re told. Take us to the space ramps or mooring tower and don’t make any detours. Get moving.”


  Outside the build they could see dozens of guards and soldiers swarming about the burning radio building.


  “That might keep ’em occupied for a while,” Bats said hopefully. “Anyway, let’s move.”


  They moved. The three soldiers, with Terry’s gun prodding their backs, moved swiftly through the labyrinthine buildings until they emerged on a small mooring platform, to which was moored one Martian fighter craft.


  Terry turned his guns back on the soldiers.


  “Back into the building,” he said grimly. “If I didn’t have a kind heart I’d leave pieces of you from here to there. Now get!”


  The soldiers had barely turned their backs when Terry shoved Bats into the fighter-craft and dove in after him, slamming the inner-lock door behind him. Miraculous luck had been with him at every turn, but he could hear the soldiers screaming for help in the building and he knew that seconds were precious. Racing to the pilot’s room he nudged the reverse levers just enough to clear the nose of the ship and then he shoved the acceleration lever all the way forward. The ship blasted off the void in a zooming, whistling arc.


  “Here comes company,” Bats yelled, from a side visor-glass.


  Terry peered into the visi-screen and saw a Martian black fighter flashing from a tower and arcing about to meet his own ship. The scene was hauntingly similar to his first combat in space. But Terry was not thinking of this. He was merely thinking of doing a job. His hand on the control lever was steady as he whipped the ship into a dizzy side-spin.


  As he passed over the back of the enemy fighter his free hand tripped the tommy cannon release. A blistering barrage blasted from the nose of his ship almost melting the other ship in two with its intensity. In the visi-screen he followed the flight of the damaged ship as it side-slipped and plunged back to the Planetoid.


  “Neat,” Bats cried enthusiastically. “Who said you couldn’t handle one of these babies?”


  Terry set the automatic landing gear and passed a hand over his eyes. Everything was blacking out before his eyes.


  “I guess nobody did,” he muttered foggily, and then he rolled off the pilot’s seat and onto the floor.


  WHEN Terry Mason came to again, he was shrouded in bandages and plastered with ointment and salves. He was lying on a precariously narrow hospital cot, in the officer’s ward on MX. Eileen was holding his hand and his father was standing at the foot of his cot, looking as stern and judicial as usual.


  “The blockade broke about six hours ago,” his father said quietly. “The entire ring of steel collapsed. Everyone on MX owes you their lives, son.”


  Terry looked up at Eileen and winked.


  “As a sick man,” he said soberly, “I insist on one prerogative. Namely one hour alone with my future wife.”


  “Can’t be arranged,” a heavy voice at his side said, “unless you get a couple of horses to move me.”


  Terry turned and saw Bats propped up in the bed to his right, a six-inch smile decorating his face.


  “Family reunion, eh?” he said.


  “You said it,” Bats cried. He looked up at his father and winked solemnly. “If the younger Mason keeps it up he’ll be a darned good addition to an already good combination.”


  Which, Terry realized complacently, was about the highest accolade he would ever receive.


  [*] Tommy cannons: A slang term for Atomic cannon.


  THE PERFECT HIDEOUT


  First published in the October 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Nothing could have been better to hide in than this weird castle far off the highway. . .


  THE heavy black touring car slewed to a stop before a roadside gasoline station, and a small man with dark hair and eyes climbed out. He looked cautiously about and then opened the screen door and stepped into the wooden shack erected behind the gas pumps.


  “Got the late papers?” he growled to the overalled youth who rose from a chair and looked inquiringly at him.


  “Yeah,” the kid answered.


  The dark haired man fidgeted impatiently as the attendant gave him the paper and made change for the dollar bill he handed him.


  “Didja hear anything about the big bank robbery in the next town?” the kid asked, handing him his change.


  For a second a tight white line circled the customer’s mouth, and then he grinned thinly.


  “Not a thing,” he answered.


  “The way I got it doped,” the kid said importantly, “them bandits are hundreds of miles away by this time.”


  The thin grin spread.


  “Maybe,” the dark haired man answered. Then he turned and left. Seconds later the car roared away down the road.


  “Gabby kid back there,” Blackie Nolan said over the smooth humming roar of the car. “Had a lot of ideas about a certain bank robbery.”


  His companion, Sledge Scarpetti, let his breath out harshly.


  “Was he suspicious?” he asked quickly.


  “Nah,” Blackie said, “just a gabby punk.” He spread the paper out in his lap. “Let’s see what kind of reviews we got this time.” He read aloud: “Daring bandits rob Mid-western bank. Another daylight robbery shocked the citizens of this town as two armed thugs held up the Citizens Bank and escaped With notes and currency valued at fifty-five thousand dollars. Police report that they are working on an inside tip and are expecting an arrest within twenty-four hours.”


  Blackie made a snorting noise and tossed the paper out of the car. “Whadda they mean calling us thugs?” he asked plaintively.


  Sledge Scarpetti laughed without mirth. He was a tall, thin man with a narrow, evil face and hot, deep-brown eyes. There was something predatory in the hook of his nose and in the talonlike clutch of his bony hands on the steering wheel.


  “For fifty thousand bucks, it won’t matter,” he said.


  “Fifty-five thousand,” Blackie corrected softly.


  SLEDGE didn’t answer. They drove on in silence for a while.


  “We’re in a kind of a tight spot y’know. If these coppers get smart and find out where we switched cars we’re in for it.”


  Blackie looked over his shoulder. “Everything’s clear,” he grunted, “but you’d better step on it. We can’t get too far too fast to suit me.”


  The powerful super-charged car began to pick up speed immediately. The road and the trees flankling it flashed past them at a dizzying pace. The steady hum of the motor crescendoed to a roaring drone.


  Blackie loosened his collar slightly. “Take it easy,” he warned, “I didn’t mean for you to cut loose.”


  Sledge grinned tightly.


  “I’m all right,” he said. “I could handle this buggy with my eyes shut.” The speedometer needle continued to creep forward. It hovered for an instant at 75, and then moved inexorably to 80-85. The road stretched ahead of them like a shining black ribbon. The throbbing laboring sound of the motor was a clamoring din that pounded painfully against their ears. Blackie opened his mouth to shout something, but suddenly his eyes dilated with horror.


  “Sledge!” he screamed wildly, “there’s a detour sign—”


  The sentence was never completed. It was drowned out in the tortured, protesting screech of the brakes as Sledge fought futilely with the careening car. He twisted the wheel frantically to avoid the unpaved rutted road and the car plowed through the shoulder and plunged into the ravine that flanked it.


  Trees snapped like match sticks and shrubs and brushes were rooted up as the two-ton car dug its snout into the floor of the valley. The rasping, hideous sounds of crackling, straining metal ceased as the car turned turtle and flopped on its back like a battered animal. It was in a quiet hidden glen and soon everything was quiet again.


  BLACKIE NOLAN opened his eyes cautiously. It was dark everywhere he looked and as he crawled cautiously to a sitting position his body ached and creaked horribly. Rain was falling, a heavy oppressive rain that had already soaked him to the skin. A rumble of thunder drifted to him on the wind and then the scene was illuminated by a brilliant jagged flash of lightning.


  He saw the battered car resting on its top. He didn’t seem to be badly hurt. Just dazed and shaken up quite a bit. He climbed groggily to his feet. His shoes squished with each step and his clothes clung uncomfortably to his body. He groped his way toward the car, but after a few steps, collided with a recumbent figure and almost sprawled to the ground.


  “Watch where you’re goin’,” a voice snarled at his feet.


  “Sledge!” Blackie cried unbelievingly. “Are you all right, too? It just don’t seem possible.”


  Another fork of lightning split the black heavens and Blackie saw Sledge in its glare, sitting on the ground, miserable looking and cold, but otherwise quite all right.


  Sledge straightened his lean length and crawled to his feet. “I feel like I’ve been put through a wringer with spikes in it, but other than that I’m okay,” he said weakly.


  Blackie looked apprehensively about. “We’re in a sweet spot now,” he muttered. “We might as well give ourselves up as try and make town now. On foot we’d be picked up in no time at all.”


  Sledge was feeling his arms and legs experimentally.


  “I still can’t get over bein’ in one piece,” he said dazedly. “I was doing eighty-five, at the least, when we went off the road.”


  “Well,” Blackie snapped, “it isn’t your fault that we both ain’t lying in that car spread around like mashed potatoes. I told you to slow down, but you gotta do things your way. Now we gotta do some real thinking to get ourselves out of this jam.”


  A blinding flash of lightning exploded as he finished speaking and before its brilliant illumination faded, Sledge grabbed his arm excitedly.


  “I seen a house,” he said breathlessly. “A big joint, more like a castle than a house, straight off through them trees. All stone and towers like them castles in the movies. Who’d ever be screwy enough to build a dump like that out in this wilderness?”


  Blackie didn’t answer for a minute. His dark brow was wrinkled over his beady eyes. He was silent until the next lightning flash and then he peered tensely in the direction of Sledge’s pointing finger.


  “You’re right as hell,” he snapped. “I saw it myself. Maybe this is the break we’ve been needing. In a lonely, out-of-the-way dump like this we could hold up till the heat’s off. Ever think of that?”


  Sledge whistled admiringly. “It might work, at that,” he said slowly. “We’ve got gats enough to hold off an army if we was trailed here.”


  “We got to chance it,” Blackie said decisively. “Come on.”


  He led the way to the car and got down on his hands and knees to wrench at the twisted door. He worked silently and furiously for a minute or so and then he stood up weakly.


  “It’s no go,” he panted. “We’ll have to leave the stuff until we can come back here with an acetylene torch. The first thing we got to do is get out of this rain and get some dry clothes. A meal and a hot bath wouldn’t be hard to take, either.”


  Sledge looked helplessly at the twisted steel body of the car and shrugged his shoulders.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  BY the time they sloshed through the ankle-deep water and mud that covered the floor of the ravine, they were almost completely plastered with mud and water. The storm was increasing in intensity. The rain was driving at them in cold, needlelike streams; the rumbling detonations of thunder and the eye-searing brilliance of lightning were following each other without pause. They had taken a twisted, winding trail that seemed to be leading them to their goal. Blackie paused at the top of a knoll and looked back in perplexity.


  Sledge stopped and asked,


  “How’re we goin’ to find our way back to the car?”


  Blackie scratched his damp head. “You got me,” he said.


  There was nothing else to do so they went on. After an interminable, miserable hour of weary plodding they emerged from the forest onto a plain upon which the strange castle was built. It was a mammoth structure, made of huge blocks of stone and peaked with dozens of towers of all sizes and heights. Lights were burning from several windows and this dispelled, to some extent, the foreboding air of the place.


  “Barnum was right,” Blackie said disgustedly. “What kind of a sucker do you suppose we’ll find here. Any guy who’d spend the dough to build a dump like this out a million miles from nowhere must need a straight jacket. Come on.”


  They trudged wearily across the cleared plain to the front of the castle. The storm was pounding them now with all of its wild fury and a white mist was rolling over the floor of the valley blotting from sight completely the forest they had just left.


  A stone walk led to the front door and up this Blackie and Sledge walked cautiously. Blackie slipped his hand in his pocket and he felt his courage flooding back as his hand nestled over the comforting hardness of his automatic. Ten feet from the heavy oak-beamed door he stopped abruptly.


  The door was opening slowly, a band of light was spreading on the ground before them.


  “What’s the gag?” Sledge whispered tensely.


  The door swung all the way back and a man’s form appeared silhouetted against the light. It was the form of a medium-sized man with stooped shoulders and a hesitant, diffident manner. It was not possible to see his face.


  “Won’t you come in?” he asked politely. “We have been expecting you.”


  Blackie looked at him suspiciously.


  “Whadda you mean you been expecting us!”


  “On nights like this,” the man in the doorway said quietly, “we are often a haven of refuge to unfortunate travelers.”


  The man backed slightly as he spoke and it was possible to see his face. It was an impassive face, lined somewhat, with large eyes and a medium-sized mouth. It was not at all consistent, Blackie decided, with the mysterious air of the place.


  “We’d be obliged,” he said haltingly, “if you could put us up for the night and maybe toss out a little grub for us.”


  The man in the doorway—evidently a servant—smiled. “I’m sure that can be arranged. Please come in.”


  BLACKIE looked at Sledge and nodded approval. They entered the house, but before the door closed behind them, Blackie noticed that the white mist had rolled across the plain and seemed to be enveloping the house itself. Then the door clicked shut and they were standing in the foyer of the castle.


  “Follow me, please,” the butler said. “We have a fire in the next room. I’m sure that you will be comfortable.”


  Blackie and Sledge peered about like dogs in a strange yard, and then they followed the butler. He led them to a large, sumptuously appointed room, where a huge roaring fire was casting a welcome heat throughout the room.


  “I will have dinner sent in,” the butler informed them, “and in the meantime you can change your damp clothes. I’ll bring something suitable. For the immediate present let me offer you something in the nature of a liquid stimulant.”


  “Now you’re talking turkey,” Blackie chortled.


  The butler poured them drinks from a decanter on a table before the fire. Then he left them.


  The bank robbers gulped their drinks appreciatively. Blackie refilled his glass and sank into a comfortable chair and extended his feet to the fire.


  “This is more like it,” he sighed gratefully. “We’ve just fallen into a barrel of luck. An-out-of-the-way place with all the comforts of home.”


  His eyes traveled appraisingly over the heavy drapes, the luxurious furniture, the teakwood tables. A thoughtful look stole over his face. “Might be a good idea to find out where all the mazuma for this stuff comes from,” he muttered.


  They lounged, then, without speaking, before the fire, letting its warmth flood their chilled bodies. They poured themselves several more drinks and then the butler reappeared, pushing a coffee table before him. The table was loaded with steaming dishes and bottles of fragrant wines. Without a word he prepared a place at the table for them. Gold knives and forks were arranged beside paper-thin china plates. Gleaming white napkins and crystal clear goblets completed the service.


  Blackie and Sledge were too famished to marvel at the perfection of the table appointments. They uncovered the glistening silver bowls and went to work. It was delicious food, but most of it was strange to them. They ate, in an almost savage silence, until they collapsed against the cushioned backs of their chairs, too stuffed to move.


  “Boy!” Blackie ejaculated. “That was a real grunter. I feel like sleeping for a week.”


  “Your rooms are ready, gentlemen,” the butler said quietly. “If you are tired I will show you the way. The Master will receive you tomorrow. He has instructed me to tell you that everything here is at your disposal. He hopes you will enjoy your stay.”


  Blackie stood up.


  “That’s right nice of him,” he said. “Who the devil is this boss of yours anyway?”


  “I can’t say, Sir,” the butler said imperturbably. “Will you follow me, please.” He turned and moved toward the door.


  Blackie shrugged. He patted the gun in his breast pocket and winked to Sledge.


  “As long as we’re heeled, we got nothin’ to worry about.”


  “I dunno,” Sledge said dubiously. “Everything seems kind of funny. I wish it would stop raining and thundering for a while. It gets on my nerves.” Blackie laughed. “Don’t look gift horses in the mouth, me old man used to say. We got a perfect hideout and you’re worrying about a storm that’ll keep the coppers away like nothin’ else could. This is about the best break we’ve had since we’ve been in the business.”


  HE turned, and with Sledge at his heels, followed the butler out of the room. The servant led them down a wide, high-arched hall. The floor was of blue-veined marble, and thick gold tapestries shrouded the walls. Chandeliers, gleaming with thousands of lights, it seemed, poured sun-bright illumination into the corridor. Blackie and Sledge walked slowly, peering frequently over their shoulders at the luxurious wonders they were passing. At the end of the block-long corridor two mighty doors swung slowly open at their approach.


  Blackie stared incredulously at the door, and then grabbed Sledge by the arm.


  “Look at them doors,” he hissed. “If they ain’t damn near solid gold I’ll eat a doorknob.”


  Sledge stared at them and nodded slowly. The breath left his body in a single hissing stream. He tried to speak and couldn’t.


  They passed through the arch of the door into a large court, in the middle of which an elaborate fountain was playing. Brilliantly colored trees and shrubbery grew in orderly profusion about this magnificent display.


  Blackie and Sledge looked at each other in silence. On their faces were stamped ludicrous expressions of bewilderment. Looking up, they could see the ceiling, apparently hundreds of feet above their heads. It seemed to be composed of some sort of translucent marble that moved and undulated before their eyes. It gave a surprisingly realistic impression of clouds in motion.


  In dazed silence they followed their guide through the huge court, and into another corridor, identical to the one they had just passed through. Everywhere they looked, the evidences of wealth and riches met their eyes. Silks, jewels, gold, were lavishly used in the decorations of these mighty rooms through which they were passing.


  At last the butler stopped and opened a smaller door leading from the main corridor. He stood aside and motioned them to enter.


  “These are your rooms,” he said suavely. “I am sure you will find everything you need. Good night.”


  He closed the door behind them and they peered about in wonder. Two wide, satin-covered beds occupied the middle of the room. They shuffled over the thick pile of an oriental rug and peered into the lavatories. Blackie whistled in wonder.


  “Sunken tubs,” he whispered in awe. His eyes traveled greedily over gold faucets and marble walls, inset with brilliant mirrors. “What a joint!”


  But even the splendor of these appointments could not keep their eyes open. Blackie yawned.


  “I’m turning in,” he said sleepily.


  Sledge nodded dully in agreement and they threw themselves on the soft, pillowed beds. Almost at the same instant the lights in their apartment dimmed to a faint, comfortable glow.


  “That’s real service,” Blackie yawned. The last thing he remembered was a drowsy realization that the electric storm was still raging outside this strange castle.


  BLACKIE was awakened from his dreamless sleep by a rough, excited hand shaking his shoulder. He opened his eyes groggily and saw Sledge standing over him. Even in his sleep-drugged condition he could see that Sledge was hipped up. His face was flushed a dull red and his loose lips were working spasmodically.


  “What’sa matter?” he muttered sleepily.


  “Plenty,” Sledge snapped. “That storm ain’t let up a minute since we went to bed. Now look at this.” He crossed to the wall and flung back a tapestry, revealing a high window.


  Blackie blinked as another fork of lightning split the skies. It was still storming and thundering, he could see. He turned an exasperated face to Sledge.


  “Go back to sleep,” he said irritably. “You goin’ batty, waking a guy up in the middle of the night to show a rain storm. Forget it. Tomorrow morning everything’ll be okay.”


  “It is morning,” Sledge said flatly. “My watch says ten o’clock. It’s still dark because of the storm. But that ain’t what I woke you up for. Come over here and look out.”


  Blackie climbed out of bed, muttering to himself. He padded to Sledge’s side and peered out the window. The mist that he had noticed the day before was still swirling through the air. Through it he could see water, green, cold-looking water lapping against the sides of the castle. His eyes opened in astonishment.


  “W-why,” he gasped, “we’re in the middle of a flood.”


  “You catch on quick,” Sledge observed drily. “That’s what I woke you up for. Whata we goin’ to do now.” Blackie frowned a minute and then his face cleared and he smiled.


  “Nothin’,” he drawled. “What could be sweeter? Safe from snoopy coppers in the perfect hideout. We can lay up here until the heat’s off. In the meantime I got ideas about all this stuff.” His hand indicated the lavish furnishings of the room.


  Sledges’ eyes narrowed and he grinned evilly.


  “I wondered how long it would take you to think of that. It’d make a nice haul.”


  “We gotta take it easy,” Blackie cautioned, “until we meet the Boss of this place and find out what kind of a show he’s running.”


  ‘Sledge opened his mouth, but Blackie motioned him to silence. The door was opening and their impassive servant was entering.


  “Good morning,” he said. “I trust you slept well.”


  He stepped into the room and clapped his hands. A second later four comely, attractive girls entered the room. They were dressed in simple white robes that did not detract from their charming femininity in the least. Over their arms they carried freshly pressed suits, shirts, shoes, even underwear. They spread them on the beds and one of them left and returned in a minute with a tray.


  “Breakfast,” the butler explained unnecessarily. “After you have dined and bathed and clothed yourself the Master will see you.”


  The girls left the room and Sledge whistled happily.


  “All the comforts of home is right.” he murmured.


  Blackie winked at the butler. “Tell the boss we ain’t got a squawk in the world.”


  “He’ll be pleased to hear that,” the butler murmured. Then he backed from the room.


  Blackie stretched luxuriously. There was a complacent, satisfied smirk on his face. He glanced from the steaming trays of savory foods to the new, expensive clothes which had been brought to them.


  “Draw my bath, Jeeves,” he said smirking, “and don’t forget the bath salts.”


  AN hour later Blackie and Sledge finished their breakfasts with a contented sigh. Clad impeccably in well-fitting clothes, and glorying in a luxurious sense of well-being, they lit cigarettes and relaxed in cushioned chairs.


  Blackie looked lazily at the window. The storm was still roaring, unabated. He grinned slowly.


  “That’s just fine. I hope that this rain just keeps coming,” he said languidly.


  “Do you like storms?” a smooth voice asked behind them.


  Blackie and Sledge turned to the doorway. Standing there was a slim young man dressed in dark clothes. He was smiling faintly. A thick black mustache twisted upwards with his slight smile. It was impossible to tell the color of his eyes for they were nothing but shadowy caverns in his face. Still smiling, he walked toward them with lithe grace.


  “Allow me to welcome you,” he said easily. “I’m very sorry that I haven’t been able to see you before this.”


  “Well that’s all right,” Blackie said magnanimously. “We haven’t suffered any. Your butler has taken care of us fine.”


  “If you need anything,” the young man smiled, “just let him know. I’ve instructed him to take the best care of you gentlemen. I’m confident that you won’t want for anything.”


  “You know we’re flooded in, don’t you?” Sledge asked. “How soon will it be before the water gets down far enough for us to get out of here?”


  The young man smiled apologetically. “This is a very rainy country,” he said regretfully. “But we shall try and make things pleasant for you.”


  “Could we get a radio?” Blackie asked.


  The young man pointed to a small compact radio on a corner table.


  “I think this is working,” he said, moving toward it. He flicked it on and almost immediately an announcer’s voice boomed into the room:


  “Late flash. There is still no news of the bandits who robbed the mid-western bank in a daring day-time raid. Police, however, are promising speedy results.”


  The young man switched off the radio.


  “Was that the news you wanted?” he asked smiling.


  “You’re wise, eh?” Blackie rasped. His hand dug into his pocket and reappeared holding a black automatic. He covered the young man and stepped to the door and closed it. “Frisk him, Sledge,” he said tersely.


  Sledge went through the smiling young man’s pockets with expert swiftness. He found nothing but a thickly stuffed leather wallet. He peered into it and his mouth dropped open in stupefied astonishment.


  “It’s crammed with grand notes,” he whispered hoarsely.


  “Freeze onto it,” Blackie ordered. His eyes swung to the young man. “You must have a sweet racket,” he said with begrudging admiration, “but don’t underestimate us, Junior. We’re tough and if you think I’m afraid to use this gat just make a play.”


  THE young man held up a hand protestingly.


  “Believe me,” he smiled, “I have no use for violence. If the money pleases you then keep it. Anything else you like is yours for the asking.”


  “That ain’t natural,” Blackie growled. “Something’s screwy. I’m goin’ to keep my eye on you, fancy britches.” He slipped the gun back into his pocket. “You can scram now. And don’t forget I’m running this show from now on. When this storm lets up we’re clearing out. And all we can carry is goin’ with us. In fact I’ll make contact with the mob and bring trucks in here and strip this joint bare.”


  “Tell him,” Sledge said, “to send some men up here. We can put ’em to work loading things that we want to take near the door.”


  The young man continued to smile.


  “I’ll see to that,” he murmured. “The place is yours to command, remember that. I may not see you for a while, because I have so many things to attend to. I always like to greet new arrivals personally, however. Good-bye.”


  He stepped to the door, and a very peculiar thing happened. Before the door completely opened the smiling young man vanished.


  Blackie blinked his eyes.


  “Whaddaya know?” he gasped. “He must of done that with mirrors.”


  Before Sledge could comment the door opened abruptly and four burly, impassive men strode into the room.


  Blackie sprang back, jerking his revolver.


  “Hold it!” he snapped. “What’s the idea of barging in like this? You’re talking to the new boss of this dump and make no mistakes. If you guys play it square I’ll take care of you. Cross me and I’ll rub you out without blinking an eye. I’m the toughest guy in New York’s underworld, Blackie Nolan. You’ve probably heard of me. Hard as nails, but square. Remember that.” The four men stood still, listening attentively to him. There was a blended expression of deference and indifference stamped on their faces.


  “A’right,” Blackie snapped. His gun waved menacingly. “What’s the business? Are you with Blackie or not on this deal?”


  One of the men cleared his throat.


  “I don’t know about that, but we’ve been told to obey your slightest command and that’s what we’re here for. What would you like us to do?” Blackie grinned broadly and grinned at Sledge.


  “Just a natural born leader, that’s me. We’re taking over from this minute on. With these guys as a start we’ll build up the toughest mob in the country with the dough we can raise here.


  And make no mistake about it. The kid with the smile is going to be out of his business, whatever it is, when we get settin’ right in the saddle. Now let’s put these lugs to work.”


  Sledge nodded.


  “Now get this right,” he snapped to the four men. “Do as you’re told and don’t take no orders from nobody but me and Blackie. Go through this dump from one end of it to the other and don’t leave nothing behind you. Rugs, draperies, gold, jewels, money, anything that we can turn into cash. Bring it all to the front door of this joint and stack it there. This is clean-up week and we ain’t leaving a thing. Get it? Now hop to it.”


  The four men left in silence. Sledge grinned mirthlessly.


  “We got ’em bluffed. The thing to do now is keep ’em that way.”


  THE storm continued the remainder of the day, but the two gangsters were too elated and busy to notice. Supervising the stripping of this castle of treasures was a most engrossing task.


  Gold doorknobs and faucets were broken off and carried to the main courtyard and stacked in piles in the corner. Tapestries were torn from the walls and piled on top of them. There were more magnificent rooms in the castle than they could count. Expensive furniture was added to the loot, but their crowning delight came when they found chest after chest in storerooms loaded with pure gold. Other rooms yielded chests of precious stones and intricately wrought jewelry.


  “I tell you we’re millionaires,” Blackie hissed for the dozenth time. “There’s enough loot here for an army. When we get back to Broadway, spending this stuff, will be a real pleasure.


  Sledge licked his lips greedily.


  “It’s gettin’ hard to wait,” he said anxiously. “With all of this junk lying right in front of you, it makes you want to act crazy.”


  The vast inner courtyard was piled high with unimaginable wealth and treasures by dinner time. They stopped just long enough to bolt food into their mouths and then they were back at their task like a pair of human pack rats. For the rest of the day they worked strenuously. The four men who were helping them worked equally hard, but silently.


  When their stomachs told them another day was drawing to a close they ordered dinner brought to the courtyard where their treasures were stored.


  “I ain’t leaving this stuff,” Blackie said flatly. “I’m going to sleep here and eat here until this flood lets up.”


  They spent the night, surrounded by hoards of wealth, on beds which had been brought from other rooms. The next morning Blackie woke suddenly from a sound sleep. For a second he peered dazedly around him, and then he sprang from his bed. A vast sigh of relief escaped him when he saw the accumulated loot still piled high about the walls of the room.


  He hurried to a window and cursed dejectedly. Rain[*] was still falling and vivid streaks of white lightning were still lancing the heavens. The water still lapped warningly against the base of the castle. From the horizon the heavy white mist continued to roll forward, obscuring visibility within fifty or sixty feet of the castle.


  WIITH a disgusted sigh, Blackie turned back to their treasures. The sight of them revived his drooping spirits. The visions of what they would buy, of what they would do for him was sufficient to rekindle his enthusiasm.


  Sledge was sitting up, nibbing his eyes.


  “Still raining?” he asked bitterly.


  The familiar butler entered before Blackie had an opportunity to answer.


  “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said with mechanical cordiality. “I will make arrangements today to have your complete living quarters transferred to this court, if you wish. In that way you will be close to your—ah—treasures.” Blackie was studying the man as he spoke.


  “Look,” he said suddenly, “you’ve been okay with us and we’re willing to play ball. How’d you like a cut on the take? All you’ve got to do is give some dope on what your boss’ racket is.”


  “Very kind of you,” the butler bowed slightly. “I understand that the Master is something of a collector. Beyond that I couldn’t say.”


  “Okay,” Blackie snapped irritably. “What about this rain?”


  “Does it bother you?”


  “Certainly it does!” Blackie yelled. “Are you kidding me?”


  “Unfortunate,” the butler muttered. “It takes a little time to get accustomed to it. I’ll have breakfast brought in directly.”


  He turned and walked purposefully from the room.


  “I’m beginning to get the picture,” Blackie said thoughtfully. “The Boss here must be sort of a big shot in some cult or other. That’s how he’s got all these stiff-legged zombies working for him. It’s a honey of a racket, just waiting for a real organizer to come along and take over. I’m goin’ to start propositioning these boys, but tough. I ain’t taking anything but ‘yes’ for an answer.”


  Sledge was slipping into his coat.


  “I’m going to keep right on what I was doing yesterday. I can’t think of a more pleasant way to spend the day.”


  They breakfasted and went to work. Every room they explored led them to new riches and treasures until their heads swam at the value of the wealth they were collecting. There was nothing, not even a trivial physical discomfort, to mar their pulse-quickening treasure hunt. There were rich, toothsome foods, delightfully fragrant wines and soft couches and every conceivable luxury to cater to their physical needs, and there was the thrill of the hunt and the anticipation of spending their amassed wealth to act as a mental spur.


  The day passed quickly. Another day passed and then a week slipped by. The men fell unconsciously into a routine. Breakfast and cigarettes. Treasure hunt and lunch. Nap and cocktails and more treasure hunt and finally dinner and then bed. They said little to each other now. There wasn’t anything to say. They had stopped discussing the never-ending storm. A mute glance at the window upon arising was all the apparent attention they paid to it.


  WEEKS faded into a month. Both men were becoming nervous, irritable.


  Blackie spent part of each day at a window, cursing softly beneath his breath. The vast courtyard was almost filled with bundles of booty and treasure. Sledge itemized it all on paper and tried to figure its approximate worth. The amount—though only a guess—was staggering. It fired their imaginations anew, rekindled their dampening enthusiasm.


  “If we could only get away from this place,” Blackie cried suddenly, “we’d be kings. This stuff lying around loose like this is driving me nutty.” His face hardened suddenly. “I’m going to take a crack at it,” he said grimly. “That water might not be high and I might be able to get to the road.”


  Fired with the prospect of immediate action, he yelled for the butler at the top of his voice. His whole body seemed to be tingling, as if an electric wave of hope were coursing through him. His irritability disappeared. His good spirits returned.


  “Won’t be long now,” he said cheerfully. When the butler appeared, he told him what he wanted.


  Minutes later he was climbing into hip-high boots, and buttoning a waterproof slicker about him. Sledge accompanied him to the door. The butler opened it ceremoniously. Blackie could see the green water lapping almost at the threshold of the door.


  “Here goes nothing,” he said nervously. He waved to Sledge and stepped over the threshold of the castle door. His boot touched the water and started down. It was deeper than he thought. It wasn’t until he started to fall, that he cried out. Then it was too late.


  Off balance, he toppled into the water and sank over his head. He plummeted down and down, endlessly, before he began to strike out madly with his arms. The cold green water seemed to be pressing hungrily at him with heavy hands. His lungs were developing a torturing, unbearable ache from the pressure.


  With his last strength he flailed his arms frantically and felt a hand grasp his own. Then he was being dragged from the green depths by strong arms. When his head cleared he was dragged back into the castle by Sledge and the butler.


  “Judas Priest,” he gasped, “that water must be twenty feet deep right there at the door of the castle.”


  That was the last attempt they made to leave the castle. The incident was not spoken of again. Both men worked methodically at their tasks. Eating and drinking and collecting treasures from various unexplored rooms of the castle became once again their unvarying routine. Time passed and the two men grew thin and gaunt for all of the rich foods they were eating. There was something inside of them, a growing fear that spread through their systems like an infection, that made even the food and drink sour in their mouths.


  THEY had brought the radio from the first apartment they had occupied but they were unable to raise so much as a burst of static from it. It rested haphazardly on a chest of gold, cord trailing the floor.


  It was after dinner, when they were having coffee, that Blackie broke his long silence. He stood up and glowered insanely at Sledge.


  “Damn you,” he grated. “Do you have to take two lumps of sugar every night?”


  Sledge twisted in his chair, his eyes glinting murderously.


  “Yes,” he said softly. “I do. I do because I know it annoys you. That’s the only relief from the infernal boredom of this place.”


  He suddenly sprang to his feet, his face thrust inches from Blackie.


  “Do y’ hear,” he screamed. “It breaks the monotony. I can’t stand it here anymore. All the food, all the drink and all the riches a man could want, and they’re driving me mad. You hear? Mad!”


  Blackie was quiet, almost peacefully quiet.


  “Is that so,” he murmured. “Well I’m going to break the monotony a bit.” He drew his automatic from the pocket of his coat. “I’m going to kill you, because there’s not another single thing to do. I’m going to kill you and everyone else in this damnable place.”


  “Go ahead!” Sledge screamed. His own fist dug for his gun. He clawed it from his pocket and twin explosions blasted the silence. Both men fired simultaneously. Their automatics spoke a stuttering song of death.


  Blackie felt bullet after bullet pound into his body, but he stood on his feet, a vicious joy coursing through him as he saw his own bullets spatter into Sledge’s swaying form. He laughed wildly, madly, as his gun went silent in his hand. He drew his arm back and hurled the gun at Sledge. It struck him in the face, cutting his cheek.


  Blackie felt something strike his own face and he realized that Sledge had emptied his own gun and copied the gesture.


  Panting heavily, the two men stared at each other. There were six gaping holes in each of their bodies, and blood was streaming from their wounds and dripping to the marble floor. There was a horrible fear growing in the eyes of each man. They looked at each other with loathing and terror.


  “I—I don’t feel a—a thing!” Blackie gasped.


  “Neither do I!” Sledge cried hoarsely.


  SUDDENLY, from behind them, they heard the radio speaking. Both men stood transfixed, frozen, as the announcer’s voice swelled into the room:


  “The bloody, crushed bodies of Blackie Nolan and Sledge Scarpetti were found today by police officers. The bodies lay near their overturned car.”


  “What does he mean?” Blackie screamed. “He’s crazy. We ain’t dead. We’re alive—safe.”


  There was no sound from the radio, but from behind them there came a soft, derisive chuckle. Blackie and Sledge wheeled, their nerves tightening. The slim young man with the black hair was standing next to the radio, one hand idly touching the dial.


  Blackie started to cry out, but a hand of terror caught at his throat. For he had stared into the young man’s eyes! They were a deep green in color but there was something behind those eyes, something so loathsome and sickening that he staggered back in terror.


  “Who are you?” he gasped hoarsely. The young man continued to smile faintly.


  “Haven’t you guessed?” he murmured. He bowed slightly in mock deference. “Men call me—Satan!”


  The last word hissed like a lash, and a mighty clap of thunder seemed to crash over their heads, as if to drown out the awful echoes of that dread name.


  Blackie cried out in terror and sank to his knees. When he raised his head, he and Sledge were alone again. Sledge was pulling at his arm, crying frantically in his ear.


  “What did he mean?”


  Blackie stared with sudden, terrible understanding at the accumulated heaps of maddening, yet worthless treasures. And his mind looked ahead to emptiness and desolation and always the moan of wind and the hiss of rain and the roar of thunder. His understanding was like a heavy weight that pressed unbearably on him.


  “We been dead since the automobile crash,” he said, choking.


  Sledge turned to him, eyes widening in horror. “You mean we’re in—”


  He looked into Blackie’s eye and forgot to finish the sentence. For in Blackie’s eyes he read the answer . . .


  [*] Searching far back into the dim reaches of superstition and time we are unable to determine just why futility and frustration are usually manifested in concrete form by thick mist, or fog, and constant rain. It is possible that it is a result of the early days of man, when the Earth was a steaming jungle, and rain was the rule, and fog was ever present, especially in the dank depths of the forest. Or we might even go further back in evolution than that, and decide that the lizards from which we sprang, never saw the sun.


  Be that as it may, men today are depressed by fog and mist and rain, and the forced inactivity it brings to children causes a depression that isn’t entirely due to resentment at not being able to go out and play, but to a fear of the unknown that is retained from the dawn of history when fog meant danger roving abroad, and meant staying in the cave for safety.


  FLAME FOR THE FUTURE


  First published in the October 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  The Leader had a purpose: he was waging war to found a super-race. Why not ask that race to help . . .?


  THE tense whispering in the great hall faded suddenly. The huge double doors of the Council Room swung back and, as one man, the entire assemblage of high ranking soldiers come to their feet, hands outstretched in the traditional salute carried over from the days of the First Leader.


  The Leader strode through their ranks. He was a tall man with heavy broad shoulders and thin, expressionless face. He turned and faced the room. Blue eyes, cold and unmoving, stared impassively over the expectant audience. Light hair, close cropped and straight, pressed tight about his skull like a bronze helmet.


  “Soldiers,” he began without preliminaries. “I have called you here from all ends of the land and sea to announce that victory, complete and final, will soon be ours. For fifty years the enemy has fought stubbornly and desperately against our strength and might. But now, in the year 1990, they are doomed to the inevitable destruction which is the end of all enemies of our State. For thirty years we have been forced to fight delaying actions in some sectors of the World because we did not have sufficient man power to wage a decisive attack. Now that difficulty has been solved.


  “In a very short time we will hurl onto the field of combat thousands, millions of troops vastly superior to any which the world has known. Troops so skilled and ruthless and perfect that even our own excellent divisions could not expect to stand against them.”


  There was an incredulous gasp from the large room and the Leader smiled without humor.


  “However these new and powerful additions to our forces will be fighting the stubborn enemy and not us, which is fortunate.”


  A gray-haired Field Marshal rose to his feet and raised his arm in salute.


  “My Leader,” he said, “how can this be? There are not such troops as you describe in the entire World. With the decrease of the population we will soon be without troops of any sort to wage our just and noble struggle. The enemy is in the same predicament. We are killing each other off faster than we can breed new soldiers.”


  The Leader leaned forward slightly.


  “I have called this meeting to explain exactly how we will solve that very problem. We have dedicated ourselves to the task of creating a super race. There can be no doubt that we will succeed. Think! Centuries from now the glorious civilization which we intend to create will dominate the earth. Our descendants will rule the earth, rule its wealth, rule its people. That is why we are fighting today. For the creation of the super race which will one day be all-powerful, all-conquering, all-mighty.


  “Today I am going to explain to you the greatest scientific triumph of my regime. It is something which I have dreamed and planned for years. But first I want to say this to you. You know that in our State we do not allow slackers and shirkers to live. We put them to death the instant we discover them, for we know that all must fight and give their utmost in the crusade we are waging. Now if we are doing that, giving our last drop of blood and sweat to crush our enemies, why should those who will enjoy the benefits of our heroic labors be permitted to shirk their duty?”


  For an instant there was dead silence in the room. A silence broken only by the sharp intake of breath as the assembled Chieftains caught the import of the Leader’s words.


  “They have as much at stake,” the Leader continued, “more, in fact, than we ourselves have. Those who will follow us, the super race which will result from the completion of our struggle, they must be made to do their share in the winnings of that struggle. Therefore I have called you here to tell you of my plan.”


  HE made a slight gesture to an orderly standing next to a square object beside him. The orderly stepped forward and with one gesture whipped the enveloping cover from the object, revealing it as a glistening metal cage, shimmering and strangely unreal.


  The gathering of Chieftains moved forward for a better view of this strange creation. It was made roughly like a small cage with two metal seats in the interior and a mass of gadgets and equipment on a dial board before them.


  The leader drew himself to his full height and stared truimphantly over the bewildered throng.


  “The object before you is a Time Machine,” he said with repressed pride. “The result of our Ingenuity and skill. With it we will draw new support to our Cause. Two of my most trusted Lieutenants are to travel into the future to enlist the aid of the races which will be created by us. When they are told of our need of them, they will swoop back through the boundless reaches of Time to throw their great skill and power into the fray. With our glorious descendants fighting by the millions alongside us we will not, cannot, fail.”


  There was a buzzing murmur of excited voices sweeping through the room and then shouts of praise and joy pouring from their throats. The Leader stood before them, smiling quietly at the fanatical demonstration. At last he raised his hand for silence.


  “The Time Machine leaves now!” he announced. At a gesture from him two stalwart, uniformed young men stepped to the machine. “Lieutenant Schmidt and Lieutenant Wolf,” he cried fervently, “are doing their Race and their Country and their Cause great and glorious service. They have invented this machine and are prepared to take it into the glorious future which we are creating now. The mighty race which will spring from us will welcome them and honor them and return with them by the thousands to fight with their ancestors.”


  The two young men saluted, stepped into the machine. A thunderous roar of commendation broke from the audience, crashing between the walls with reverberating echoes.


  Once more the Leader raised his hand.


  “We salute you Lieutenant Schmidt and Lieutenant Wolf,” he said impressively. “Our hearts and our hopes travel with you, wishing for you and for us and for the glorious races we will bring to Earth, success; mighty, magnificent success!”


  He dropped his hand and one of the young men in the Time Machine moved a lever slowly to the right. The other, moved an indicator along a row of buttons stamped with units of time. Then he pressed a button. To the accompaniment of roar upon roar of triumph and hysterical encouragement the Time Machine shimmered and twisted slowly. As it turned it gradually disappeared. Bedlam broke loose; even the normally august figure of the Leader pranced in an uncontrolled ecstasy of glee.


  “WE have arrived, Lieutenant Schmidt,” Lieutenant Wolf, the smaller of the two men, sat quietly. “We are five hundred years into the future. It is our third stop. We tried two centuries, three centuries, four centuries and now five.”


  “And every time is the same,” Lieutenant Schmidt answered dully. “Let us climb out. It can’t be any worse.”


  The two men climbed out of the machine and stared despairingly about at the black and blasted surface of the earth.


  “The only people we have seen,” Schmidt said bitterly, “were those starving barbarians we saw two hundred years ago. Is it the end of the world? Is this what we are fighting for? To produce this?”


  “Watch your tongue,” Wolf snapped. “That is treason.”


  “Treason,” Schmidt muttered disgustedly.


  Their Time Machine had landed in a slight depression, surrounded on three sides by rough, craggy boulders and blasted rocks. Wolf, staring at one of the slight hills, suddenly grabbed his companion by the arm.


  “I saw something move up there,” he whispered tensely. He loosened his gun in its holster. “Let us investigate.”


  Schmidt shrugged and followed him, climbing over the rough brambles and crags that littered the side of the slope.


  KOGAR and Merena crouched behind the big black boulder and silently watched the two strange creatures moving across the scarred terrain.


  Sharply Kogar drew in his breath and turned his shaggy head to his mate. He licked his lips.


  “These creatures live, my Merena.”


  His small eyes beneath his thick brows went back to their burning contemplation of the figures approaching.


  Merena was not quite so coarse featured as Kogar. She had long, tangled black hair that fell almost to her waist. Her nose was not so flat as Kogar’s, her lips not so thick. But her black eyes gleamed with the same furious intensity, the same fierce gnawing hunger, as her mate’s.


  For three star-skies it had been this way. No food. No raw flesh to fill the belly. There had been a small winged sky creature, that last time. Kogar had brought it down with a stone well aimed. But it had been small, too small to satisfy completely the burning hunger that gripped them both. And there had been scant blood to drink.


  Merena found it hard to remember that there had once been a few four-footed animals to feast on. They were gone now, along with the last, of the winged sky creatures. She swallowed hungrily.


  Kogar picked up the sharpened stone by his side. In his great paw he held it ready, his eyes estimating the distance from their boulder to the creatures moving toward them. Too far yet.


  It didn’t occur to Kogar that these creatures might be even as himself and Merena. Their bodies were covered by strange trappings, their legs encased in odd sheaths. Truly these were not of their kind. Kogar’s thick left paw gently stroked the bulging muscle beneath the thick mat of hair on his right arm. No, they were not as Merena and Kogar.


  Kogar knew that there were no others such as himself and Merena. Once there had been. But they were gone now—along with the four-footed animals and the sky creatures. They had been few enough to begin with, and their numbers decreased until there were finally but himself and his mate. The others had not been cunning enough to keep their bellies filled, their thirsts quenched.


  Still watching the approach of the strange creatures, Kogar thought back to that day in the compounds when the feeble old Chief lay dying. All around them, that day, women and children had lain white and sick and bloated. They were dying too. Kogar had gone to Merena. He had slipped from the compounds with her that night.


  “We will leave these weaklings, and go forth to find meat for ourselves,” he had told her.


  And they had. Scouring far and wide, farther even than the old tribal laws had permitted. Kogar took his mate in search of flesh to sustain life. That had been countless star-skies ago. Kogar could not remember how long. He knew, of course, that the others were dead by now. They had been foolish, and weak.


  “See, Kogar,” Merena whispered, “the strange creatures halt!”


  KOGAR, jolted from his musings, turned his attention back to the strange creatures. They had stopped, several hundred paces away, and were making sounds at each other. They looked like animals quarreling.


  For an instant, Kogar looked at the sharpened stone in his big hand. He lifted it once or twice doubtfully. A throw might bring one of them down. But if he missed, it would frighten them away. He wet his thick lips.


  Merena put her hand on his arm.


  “Wait,” she breathed, “do not frighten them.”


  Kogar nodded. For an instant he considered moving out from behind his hiding place and chasing down after them. He was fleet of foot. He had trapped the last of the four-footed animals that way. But Kogar realized that he was weaker now and not so swift. Besides, he wasn’t certain how swift these strange creatures were in their own right. They might even be like the sky creatures, able to swoop up and away if frightened. Although he saw no signs of wings Kogar couldn’t be sure.


  Merena touched his arm again.


  “They move,” she whispered.


  The creatures were indeed, moving toward them once more. Kogar wondered if there might not be a watering place nearby, unknown to him, to which they were going. He had found many such watering places by following the animals.


  Kogar had a sudden idea. He turned to Merena.


  “By that other great rock, over there,” he pointed a few hundred feet away to a boulder lying just behind the strange creatures, “you take your place.”


  Merena looked uncomprehending Kogar picked up the second of his sharpened stones. He handed it to her. He had taught Merena to hurl the sharpened stones with a fair amount of skill and cunning. From short distances—if the targets moved slowly as these did—she was deadly.


  “Behind that great rock,” Kogar repeated, “you take a place!”


  Merena nodded, understanding. She smiled at her mate in open admiration of his superior cunning. Kogar was infinitely pleased by the implied compliment. Merena took the stone and flattened herself out on the ground, preparing to inch along to the other boulder.


  “After I throw,” Kogar reminded her. “Wait until then.”


  Stealthily, with the ability of long practice[*] Merena moved away toward the position her mate had indicated. Kogar watched her progress, aware at the same time that the strange creatures had given them additional advantage by halting again and making angry sounds at each other.


  Almost at the same time that the strange creatures resumed their movement toward his boulder, Kogar saw Merena gain the shelter of the other great rock a hundred feet behind them.


  ONE of the strange creatures as it moved closer, brought forth a stick from its chest and put it in its mouth. Kogar frowned bewilderedly at this. Then the same strange creature produced a glittering thing and held it up to the stick.


  The glittering thing puffed a tiny spurt of orange, then the stick smoked odd blue clouds. The tiny spurt of orange had disappeared now, and the creature put the glittering thing away. But the stick still made small blue clouds. And the blue clouds issued from the mouth of the creature as well.


  Kogar shook his head, bewildered. Indeed these were oddly different animals.


  Suddenly the creatures were close enough for Kogar to hear the sounds they made. Weird, unintelligible sounds.


  “I’m for going back, Wolf!” one creature said. Or, at least that was the way the strange noises sounded to Kogar. His thick brows knit uncomprehendingly at these strange noises. They were communicating, of course, just as dogs communicate by whining, or birds by chirping. Nevertheless, it made Kogar uneasy.


  Kogar growled softly in his throat. They were close enough now.


  His eyes measuring the distance with deadly certainty, Kogar lifted the sharpened stone again, bringing it back behind his head, his muscles tightening like steel webbing.


  Kogar was counting on surprise to hold them motionless long enough to hurl the stone. With most animals it worked that way.


  Now, suddenly, thick lips flattened against his teeth in a snarl, Kogar rose from behind the boulder. So intent were the strange creatures that for an instant they didn’t see him. And in that instant Kogar hurled the stone with terrible force.


  It caught one of the strange creatures squarely between the eyes, and from the sound it made, Kogar knew he’d crushed in its skull. Red, warm, delicious blood spurted forth from the wound as the creature toppled over dead.


  Kogar yelled wildly now, and it had the frightening effect he wanted.


  The other creature—the one with the stick in its mouth—was momentarily rooted with terror as it watched its companion fall. Then, on Kogar’s shrill whoop, it suddenly turned—the cloud stick falling to the ground—and dashed madly in the opposite direction, straight toward the boulder behind which Merena waited.


  The creature was less than five paces from Merena’s boulder, when she rose, whooping just as Kogar had, but more shrilly.


  The effect of this was just as the cunning Kogar had planned. The creature halted abruptly in terror, and in that split second, while it turned its head right and left seeking escape, Merena threw her pointed stone with incredible force and magnificent accuracy.


  Kogar was forced to grunt in admiration at Merena’s skill, as the second strange creature shrieked once and fell to the ground. Blood gushed from its head, just as it had from the other.


  KOGAR and Merena dragged the bodies of the two slain animals together, then, and with fierce exultation began to tear ravenously. This was flesh, warm and fine.


  But the creatures were indeed strange. They had shells of dry flesh covering their bodies. Bloodless flesh, so it seemed. But these shells came away readily. Kogar examined them as they stripped them off.


  The shells were the odd coverings Kogar had noticed at first. And they had many pouches. It was in one of these pouches, that Merena found the glittering thing that had puffed orange spurts.


  The glittering thing lay in the same pouch as a packet of the cloud sticks. While Merena munched on the cloud sticks dubiously, Kogar toyed with the glittering thing. Suddenly it spurted orange. Kogar noted with astonishment that the orange held heat.


  Gingerly, Kogar touched his finger to the orange heat, and brought it away with a sharp growl. He had never been burned before.


  Merena dropped the packet of cloud sticks and came beside him.


  “What is this orange god?” she asked.


  Kogar shook his head.


  “It brings warmth. But I do not dare to touch it again.”


  Merena frowned.


  “I remember,” she said, “a legend told to me about an orange god when I was a child in the compounds. It is a very old legend.” She turned away, walking to a pile of brush a few yards distant.


  Returning with the brush, Merena placed it on the ground.


  “Now,” she said. “Touch the orange god to this.”


  Kogar obeyed. Flames crackled as a small fire grew. The two stood back, awed.


  “It brings great warmth,” Kogar said, pleased.


  Merena nodded.


  “Over it we can warm the flesh of our kill,” she said. “We must never let this orange god die.”


  Kogar turned the glittering object over in his hand. It stopped spurting orange. But there was still the fire at their feet. There was something cut into the side of the glittering object. And looking at it, Kogar failed to understand what the strange symbols meant.


  “To Schmidt,” they read, “From the Leader. To mark loyalty and devotion in our Cause. And to bind our future, greater Civilization.”


  Kogar shook his head bewilderedly. Then turned to Merena. The warmth from the orange god at their feet was incredibly pleasant. Kogar said,


  “You are right. We must never let this die.”


  [*] Science has many instances on record of human beings, who, when placed in a savage environment, developed the faculties of the beast to a high degree. The ability to stalk a quarry, to move noiselessly, and to remain hidden from the eyes of an intended victim, is thought by some scientists to be an ingrained heredity, handed down to man by his ancestral past, when he was in the process of evolving from the actual beast, to the true man. But other scientists deny this, and insist that-it is environment alone that makes a man develop animalistic abilities. In this story we have an interesting commentary on this scientific conception.


  Here, the author’s characters, placed by a terrible, civilization-wrecking war in a very primitive environment, forced to use mind, muscle, and stealthy cunning to procure food and to satisfy the most powerful of all urges, hunger, have slipped back in a few years to an animalistic plane that is actually not any different from that of the dawn man himself. Kogar and Merena are the products of our own civilization—yet, after the greatest of all wars, they become savages on a swift swoop back through time. Are we really as civilized as we think we are? And are we really as savage as we ever were in the past? Are men like Hitler really throwbacks?


  TINK TAKES A HAND


  First published in the October 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Tink and Nastee were leprechauns: little Irish elves. Tink made people happy! Nastee made them miserable. So they made a bet . . . and the fun began . . .


  THE argument started on the corner of Forty-second and Broadway on a very hot morning in late August. Like many intense arguments it was precipitated by a chance remark.


  Tinkle and Nastee were sprawled on top of the broad shoulders of the redfaced Irish cop who directed traffic at the intersection. They were sunning themselves lazily, paying little attention to the surging crowds and noisy trucks and cars.


  Of course the Irish cop didn’t know that his shoulders were serving as a resting place for Tink and Nastee. In fact he didn’t even see them.


  For Tink and Nastee were Leprechauns, not quite the size of the Irish copper’s index finger and quite invisible to human eyes. Forty-second Street was a favorite spot for them. They liked the noise and the bustle and the never-ending crowds of people. Practically every morning they climbed onto the top of a refuse can or the copper’s shoulders and basked contentedly in the warm sun and the exciting street noises.


  On this particular morning, the morning the argument started, Nastee turned on his side grumpily and said, “I feel miserable. I feel terrible. Usually I can stand the sight of all these cheerful looking people going to work, but today it has got me down. I feel acutely, horribly unhappy.”


  Tinkle—Tink for short—chuckled. His laughter was a merry gusty bubble of gayety that tickled the Irish copper’s ear.


  “What’s wrong with cheerful people?” he asked. “I like ’em. They make me feel fine, too. That’s why I do what I can to make people happier. If you’d try that occasionally you’d feel the same way I do.”


  “Bah!” Nastee snorted. “I feel like a king when I’m making people unhappy. That’s the only fun I get out of life these days.”


  “That’s why you have such little fun,” Tink replied. “It’s a hard job making people unhappy, because they’ve got too much sense to make themselves unhappy over unimportant things. I’ll bet you couldn’t get anyone in trouble if you tried.”


  “What?” Nastee cried eagerly. “You think I can’t mess people up and make them unhappy any more?”


  “Well,” Tink hedged uneasily. “I didn’t mean exactly that. But I will say it’s easier to make people happy than it is to make them unhappy.”


  “I think you’re crazy,” Nastee said sourly. “If I want to cause trouble it’s the simplest thing in the world. And nobody can stop me either.”


  “Causing trouble may be simple,” Tink said, “when you don’t have any opposition. But did you ever stop to think of what would happen if someone decided to spike your guns? Stopped your mischief before it did any harm?” Nastee peered at Tink through his narrow little eyes.


  “It wouldn’t make any difference,” he said flatly.


  “I think it would,” Tink said, just as flatly.


  “Hummph,” Nastee grunted.


  “I say I think it would,” Tink persisted. “In fact I’m willing to bet that if I had anything to say about the matter you wouldn’t get to first base with your trouble making.”


  Nastee indulged in one of his rare, mirthless laughs.


  “You’re pretty cocky this morning, aren’t you?” he said derisively. “If you’re challenging me, you’re on. We’ll pick out one of these people going by here and make a real contest out of it. Just to show you how little worried I am, I’ll let you have the first chance at whoever we pick.”


  “How long do we keep it up?” Tink asked gleefully.


  “As long as you want,” Nastee said sourly.


  “Make it midnight tonight,” Tink decided. “We’ll both do what we can until then. At the stroke of twelve we both quit and decide who wins. All right?”


  “Okay,” Nastee agreed. “Now let’s pick the victim.”


  For several minutes they eyed the swollen parade of people surging past the intersection, unable to make up their minds. Finally, however, Tink jumped to his feet and pointed to a tall, dark-haired young man standing indecisively on the curb.


  “He looks interesting,” he chirped. “Is he okay with you?”


  Nastee surveyed the young man with a jaundiced eye. Finally he grunted and nodded his head.


  “Okay,” he muttered.


  “Let’s go then,” Tink cried. “Don’t forget I try my hand first on him.”


  With eyes dancing with merry excitement, Tink ran down the brass buttons on the officer’s coat and leaped to the street in a graceful bound.


  Jonathon Blake stood on the corner of Forty-second and Broadway wrestling with a rather interesting problem. He was trying to decide whether he should spend his last dollar and then leap into the Hudson River, or just step in front of a truck now and be done with it.


  HE was a tall, dark-haired young man, and his serge suit could have doubled for a mirror any time, any place. He was a playwright. Ordinarily playwrights do not spend their time contemplating self-extinction. Only hungry playwrights who have been forcibly ejected from every manager’s office on Broadway are subject to this peculiar form of mental doldrums.


  Jonathon fitted into this last group and that was reason enough, it seemed to him, for stepping recklessly into the street into the path of a huge, rumbling van,


  He actually did it without thinking? One instant he was pondering the problem and the next split second he was waiting for the inevitable and crushing impact of the heavy truck.


  A horrible tortured squeal tore from brake drums and the truck came to a shuddering, jerky stop, bumper grazing the leg of Jonathon’s trousers. It was a miraculous, almost incredible escape, and the milling pedestrians were breathlessly horrified.


  Jonathon struggled through them as swiftly as he could and hurried down the street. Just his luck, he decided miserably. Couldn’t even do a decent job of committing suicide. Every other bloke could, if he wanted, dispatch himself with neatness and vigor, but not Jonathon Blake. He strode dejectedly along, completely unaware of the two Leprechauns perched on his shoulder.


  “First blood,” Tink said jubilantly to the glowering Nastee. “I saved him from the truck. Now let’s see what you can do.”


  “You’ll see,” Nastee promised grimly.


  At Forty-first street Jonathon decided to have a cup of coffee. He might as well spend his dollar, he realized, before jumping into the river. He was no hoarder.


  He entered a smart restaurant, catering to the show business crowd, and slumped into a seat next to a young girl. He didn’t bother to look at her, just mumbled his order to the waitress and continued to think his gloomy thoughts.


  When the coffee arrived, he reached for the cup, but before he could touch it, something jigged his elbow and the cup tipped its contents into the lap of the girl seated next to him.


  She cried out instinctively, and then they were both on their feet and he was trying vainly to mop up the mess with his handkerchief. The waitress and the manager hurried over and Jonathon felt like an awkward, clumsy oaf, with ten thumbs.


  “I’m terribly sorry,” he said miserably, dabbing ineffectually at her skirt with his handkerchief. “Awfully clumsy of me.”


  “Yes, wasn’t it?” the girl said frostily.


  JONATHAN took a good look at her then for the first time. The top of her smooth blonde head came up just even with his shoulder, and she was put together very neatly, with just the right curves in the right places. Her large blue eyes were frosted with anger now and there were twin spots of color in the creamy white of her cheeks.


  Jonathon felt his spirits lifting at the sight of this girl. Suddenly it seemed awfully important that she didn’t think him an impossible clown.


  “Please,” he said humbly, “I know I don’t deserve it but won’t you smile just once so I’ll know you’re not too angry with me.”


  The girl hesitated for an instant, and then she noticed Jonathon’s clean, dark, good looks and wide shoulders. She smiled then. Not a big smile but just enough to let Jonathon know she wasn’t really mad.


  He sat down next to her feeling very happy and very reckless.


  “Since I’ve messed up things so terribly,” he said, “won’t you let me buy breakfast?” He slipped his hand covertly into his pocket and reassured himself that the dollar was still there.


  For a fraction of a second the girl deliberated. Then she smiled, a big smile this time.


  “I think that would be very nice,” she said gaily.


  Breakfast while it lasted, was one of the most delightful meals he had ever eaten. They talked of everything and anything and time slipped by rapidly. Finally the girl glanced at her watch and sighed regretfully. Jonathon called for a check and reached for his dollar bill. It wasn’t in the pocket he thought it was. He tried his other side pocket. It wasn’t there. Something like panic crawled into his throat and stuck there.


  Hurriedly he went through his other pockets. His vest, even his watch pocket he turned inside out. A cold clammy sweat broke out on his brow. What would she think? Naturally, that he was just some cheap cadger who was trying to sponge her for a meal. Or else just a blustering fourflusher. His heart began to pound against his ribs like a frightened bullfrog.


  Tink and Nastee were sitting on the edge of the counter, swinging their legs.


  “That’s two in a row for you,” Tink said. “First you knocked the cup over and now you’ve stolen his money.”


  Nastee grunted.


  “The spilled coffee didn’t work like it should have. I’ll bet you had something to do with the way they got together so nice and chummy. She won’t think much of him when he has to ask her to pay the check though.”


  Jonathon mopped his forehead nervously with his handkerchief.


  “Is there anything wrong?” the girl asked quietly. There was the barest trace of frigidity in her voice.


  “No, no,” Jonathon lied. “Everything’s just fine.”


  HE picked up the check and stood up.


  The walk to the cashier’s desk was like the Last Mile. He thought desperately of dropping to the floor, and feigning unconsciousness or illness. But he didn’t. He walked on like a zombie or a man going to a dentist. At the desk he fumbled uncertainly with the check until the cashier readied out and plucked it from his nerveless fingers.


  This was the end. As he waited for her to total the check he thought bitterly of what he would do if he ever caught the pickpocket who had lifted his dollar.


  The ringing of the cash register disrupted his murderous reverie. It didn’t just ring once as the sale was recorded. It rang steadily and clangingly like a fire alarm. Jonathon looked at the girl anxiously.


  She was smiling cheerfully as if it was nothing unusual for a well-behaved cash register to suddenly go off like an alarm clock.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked stupidly.


  “Nothing,” the girl answered, with a bright smile. She shoved his check back to him. It was stamped with a big gold star.


  “You’re the one-hundred-thousandth customer this year,” she explained. “The meal is on us. Congratulations.”


  Jonathon felt a flood of sheer relief course through his body. His knees were filling with water and his head was getting light and dizzy. Luck like this was incredulous.


  “Saved by the bell,” he said fervently.


  He turned and joined the girl who was waiting at the door. Now he could ask her name, ask her to let him see her again. Dizzying, delightful thoughts were churning through his head. He was going to lick this writing game, he knew. He also knew that when that happened he’d probably have a certain important question to ask this girl. That, he decided fleeingly, was the silliest thought of all. See a girl for a half hour and decide you’re in love with her. Those things just didn’t happen.


  He took her by the arm and they went outside.


  Tink was dancing gleefully on Jonathon’s shoulder.[*]


  “Pretty neat,” he chortled. “Pretty neat, wasn’t it?”


  Nastee barely grunted.


  “You mean fixing that cash machine, I suppose,” he said sulkily. He turned over and scowled. “I’m getting mad now.”


  “Do you think,” Jonathon said to the girl when they reached the street, “that I’d be awfully out of place in asking you to let me see you again.”


  The girl smiled up at him.


  “You don’t even know my name,” she said, “and yet you’re anxious to see me again?”


  “I know all I need to,” Jonathon said seriously.


  The girl’s reply was completely obliterated by the sudden squealing of protesting brakes. A heavy truck had stopped suddenly before them blocking the traffic. Behind the truck a long sleek Cadillac honked its patrician horn impatiently.


  Finally the owner of the Cadillac, a short, dynamic looking, florid fellow dressed in extremely loud sport clothes climbed wrath fully from the back seat of his car.


  “I’ll get a cab,” he shouted angrily. “My time is my money and I am not a spendthrift. There ought to be a law against trucks anyway.”


  The man strode to the sidewalk and Jonathon, getting his first good look at him, felt his knees go suddenly weak. For this multi-colored, bellowing specimen of humanity was Max Swart, the biggest theatrical producer in the country. Jonathon had seen him before on several occasions as the fabled producer had swept past him in the outer reception rooms of his office and disappeared into the huge double doors that barricaded his own inner sanctum.


  A nod of approval from Max Swart had made many of the biggest men and women in show business. But, needless to say, Max Swart did not make a habit of nodding at just anyone.


  JONATHAN watched him breathlessly as a very small boy might watch Babe Ruth or Jack Dempsey. The Great Man was walking toward them, he would pass right by them—BUT NO!!!


  Jonathon almost fainted as Max Swart suddenly halted in his tracks, a big smile of welcome and recognition spreading over his face. Hands outstretched, the producer strode toward him eagerly. Jonathon knew his big chance had somehow miraculously arrived. It was possible that Max Swart remembered him from seeing him in his outer office, and now wanted to talk about one of the plays that he had written. Maybe he needed something for an immediate production, something like—Jonathon’s dream train was derailed abruptly as the producer strode past him to the girl with whom he had breakfasted.


  “Lola, Lola,” he cried enthusiastically. “It’s absolutely glorious to see you again. I have a play for you. Such a play, such a play, darling, as you have never read. There is not a second to lose. We’ll go right to my office at once.”


  Jonathon felt as if a mule had kicked him in the stomach. He recognized the girl now. Lola Langtry, one of the year’s sensational finds. God! what a chump he’d been. Buying her breakfast, making plans about her like any adolescent sophomore.


  She turned to him.


  “Please understand, I have to leave now.” She seemed to be waiting for him to say something but he remained silent.


  “Come on!” Max Swart shouted. “My car is waiting.” He shot a glance at Jonathon and then dragged Lola away by the arm. “Watch out who you talk to in this town,” Jonathon heard him say as he helped the actress into the car.


  A second later gears meshed and the long car shot away, a sleek shining symbol of money and power.


  Tink shifted uneasily on Jonathon’s shoulder and glanced at Nastee with new respect in his eye.


  “Did you know that her big shot producer was coming along then?” he asked suspiciously. “If you did you’re getting pretty good.”


  Nastee shrugged complacently.


  “I’m pretty good all right,” he smirked.


  Jonathon stared after the powerful car bitterly. That was the way his luck ran. Get interested in a girl, build up a lot of silly ideas and then find out she’s a top notch actress, sought after by famous producers, while he didn’t have two coins to rub together. He’d never see her again, he knew. He didn’t have any reason to. He jammed his hands into his pockets and started to move along, when a voice stopped him.


  “Hey, Mister, your girl dropped this!”


  Jonathon turned and saw one of the bus boys from the restaurant hurrying toward him. He held a small diamond clip in his hand.


  “Found it under the stool where she was sitting,” he explained importantly.


  Jonathon closed his hand over the beautiful little clip and a smile touched his face. He’d see her once again anyway, if only to return the brooch.


  Tink executed a little jig on the top of Jonathon’s ear.


  “He’ll see her again,” he said slyly to Nastee, “because I took the brooch from her pocketbook and planted it under the stool. It’s not twelve o’clock yet, remember. A lot can happen to our friend here.”


  “A lot is going to happen,” Nastee promised grimly.


  JONATHAN felt a growing elation about seeing Lola again. He was not deluding himself that he had a chance for her affections, but at least he could see her, say goodbye.


  He phoned the Max Swart office at the first drug store, but the secretary told him Mr. Swart and Miss Langtry would not be in for several hours. Mr. Swart had phoned to that effect. Jonathon hung up and went for a walk in the park for two hours. He thought about winning the Pulitzer prize and Lola all in one swoop.


  “Dreaming while wide awake,” he muttered. “It’s easy to do.”


  At the end of two hours he left the park and headed uptown for the offices of the Swart Production Agency. He was within two blocks of the building when it happened. Two detectives in plainclothes stepped alongside him and grabbed him by the arm.


  “Take it easy,” one of them said. “You won’t get hurt.”


  The other ran his hands swiftly through Jonathon’s pockets. His hand came out holding the slim diamond brooch.


  “Where’d ya get this, chum?” he asked.


  Jonathon swallowed. His mouth was suddenly dry.


  “M—Miss Lola Langtry lost it and I was returning it to her,” he said.


  “That’s good,” one of the men said. “Real original story you got there. She lost it and you’re just returning it. Well you’d better get a prettier tune than that to sing to the judge. You’ll need it.”


  “Now just a minute,” Jonathon said angrily. “You fellows are jumping to conclusions. Why don’t you get in touch with Miss Langtry and see what she has to say?”


  “We don’t have to. She got in touch with us. Sent out the alarm with your description over an hour ago. Come on—”


  TINK and Nastee were climbing up and down the bars of Jonathon’s cell some hours later. Jonathon was slumped on the cot, his head buried in his hands, his shoulders slumped despairingly.


  Tink looked worried.


  “Time’s passing,” Nastee reminded him for the third time. “I got him sewed up now and there isn’t much you can do.”


  “I wish I knew how you framed him for that theft,” Tink said suspiciously. “You probably used the old hackneyed trick of whispering to the girl and making her believe she’s figuring everything out for herself.


  “It may be old,” Nastee said smugly, “but these humans have gone for it so long now that there’s no reason to change. They call it association of ideas or mental telepathy. Anyway that doesn’t alter the fact that you’re behind the eight ball and so is he. I’m waiting to see you get out of it.”


  Tink sighed.


  “He’s the one to worry about. Not me.”


  It was about a half-hour after that when the reporters arrived. A jewel theft was always good news, but when it had a tie-in with the season’s most glamorous ingénue, it became really hot.


  They fired a thousand questions at him through the bars:


  “Are you in love with Lola Langtry?”


  “Were you working alone on the job?”


  “Did she scream when you jerked the brooch from her?”


  Jonathon answered the questions patiently, as carefully as he could. Finally they trooped off. That is, all but one. A lean gray news hound whom Jonathon had seen a few times before about town stuck behind.


  “My name is Lafferty,” he said. “You’ve done some writing haven’t you? Play or something wasn’t it?” Jonathon nodded, pleased in spite of himself that anyone should know of that.


  “You aren’t the guilty party in this thing are you?” Lafferty asked casually.


  “No,” Jonathon said wearily. “I’m not. But nobody listens to me.”


  “They will,” Lafferty said. “This little masquerade is about over.” Nastee watched the reporter leave with a troubled look in his eye.


  “Something’s up, Tink,” he said positively. “What do you know about it?”


  Tink swung gracefully from one bar to another like a trapeze artist.


  “You’ll see,” he said coyly, “you’ll see.”


  THE day dragged by and night settled over the city. At eleven o’clock the warden opened the door to Jonathon’s cell.


  “Your bail has just been taken care of,” he said.


  “By whom?” Jonathon asked.


  “Max Swart. He also wants to see you as soon as you can make it from here to his place. He sent his car here and it’s waiting for you.”


  Jonathon left in such a hurry that Tink and Nastee barely had time to rub the sleep out of their eyes and leap to their accustomed spot on his shoulder. On the trip through the city in Max Swart’s smooth car Jonathon racked his brain for an answer to the puzzle of Max Swart’s interest in him. But nothing he arrived at made sense so he gave up.


  When he reached the duplex apartment where Swart lived he was whisked to the penthouse in a waiting elevator and led into the Swart apartment by an obsequious butler. Through heavily carpeted corridors and finally to the library. The butler threw wide the double doors of oak and Jonathon was on his own.


  Seated behind a huge desk in the center of the room was Max Swart. Jonathon entered the room and saw that Lola was seated in an overstuffed chair in the corner and Lafferty, the news-hound, was leaning against the wall.


  “My boy,” Max cried jovially, “Welcome to the shack.”


  “Lemme talk,” Lafferty said bluntly. “Something stinks about this whole deal and that’s why I got you together. In the first place Swart I think the robbery was phoney, a press agent’s gag. This lad didn’t take the brooch, in fact nobody took it, but you wanted the public to think this particular person did take it.”


  Swart shrugged good-naturedly.


  “Why would I want to do that?”


  “Because this young guy is a playwright. You figure that if the public gets interested in this guy as a thief, it’ll be good publicity when you buy a play from him and star Lola Langtry in it, the gal whom he robbed.”


  SWART stood up and rubbed his hands excitedly. He paced back and forth behind his desk like an overweight panther.


  “It’s terrific!” he cried suddenly. “It’s got everything. We’ll do it. What do we care if he’s a thief? All writers are anyway. Instead of jewels he can steal scenes and dialogue from now on, only its respectable.”


  “I’m not a jewel thief,” Jonathon snapped irritably.


  Lafferty swallowed incredulously. “You mean you didn’t have this cooked up already?” he demanded of Swart.


  “No,” Swart said expansively, “We missed a bet on that, but thanks to you we can capitalize on the publicity yet. We’ll all make barrels of money,” he paused and glanced meaningly at Lafferty. “You understand, of course, that I mean we will all make barrels of money.”


  Lafferty nodded and smiled.


  “I get you. I’ll forget all about tonight and pretend I was bowling instead.”


  Swart picked up Lola’s diamond brooch from his desk and walked to the mantle and placed it in a wall safe.


  “Then the whole thing’s settled,” he boomed. “Even to keeping the diamond brooch that started the whole business here in my wall safe tonight.”


  “Mr. Swart,” Jonathon said, “if you want me to write plays for you—fine. About working with Miss Langtry though I can’t say. That’s up to her.”


  Max Swart looked at Lola and saw the delightful blush which stained her cheeks and the shy smile that fluttered over her lips.


  “I think everything will be all right on that angle,” he said drily.


  Tink did a little jig step and slapped Nastee on the back almost knocking him over.


  “I win,” he chortled. “I win. Everything’s perfectly happy. The guy got out of jail and got a job, and unless I’m way wrong he’ll get the girl too.”


  “I’ve still got five minutes,” Nastee snarled peevishly. “My time isn’t up and I’ve got an idea that’ll put him right back where he started. I’m going to cop the brooch again and plant it on him. When they find it a second time, he’ll be through for good.”


  “You’re repeating yourself, you know,” Tink said scornfully.


  “There’s no law against that,” Nastee retorted.


  He ran across the floor and up the wall. Tink followed him dolefully. He saw Nastee walk across the mantle and climb into the interior of the wall safe. Then he chuckled.


  Stepping across the floor, he slammed the door to the wall safe and twirled the combination handle.


  Tink’s mouth was parted in a wide grin. That’d hold Nastee.


  He crawled up and took a seat before the wall safe. He’d let him out after midnight, but not a second before.


  Nastee would be furious at being tricked but it was his own fault. Tink could picture him now, red-faced and impotent, tramping up and down inside the safe, probably swearing like a trooper. He wouldn’t be fit to live with for weeks after he let him out.


  Tink didn’t care. He looked down at the happiness he had created and his tiny, tinkling laugh bubbled from his throat, contented and happy.


  Lola looked up at Jonathon and smiled at him.


  “Funny,” she said, “but I thought I heard someone laugh.”


  “It was probably my heart,” Jonathon said.


  [*] Irish folklore is full of beliefs about the “little people,” both good and bad. Perhaps the most famous of them all are the leprechauns, who are said to be invisible, except to true Irishmen, and only to them on certain occasions. They are, insist the Irish, the “voice” we call conscience.


  THUNDER OVER WASHINGTON


  First published in the October 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  It was a mighty fine gesture of friendship and peace that the Ussarian government was making—but it was off-color somewhere . . .


  “DELANEY!” somebody yelled, “Wake up! I got something here I want you to get busy on.”


  It was a boiling hot day and there was not a whisper of a breeze stirring. When it gets that way in Washington it is reminiscent of some of the more torrid scenes in Dante’s Inferno. I had been slumped listlessly in my chair in the office of the Standard trying vainly to convince myself that my extreme discomfort was merely a mental condition when Der Führer’s voice had suddenly drowned out the drowsy hum of the fan.


  “Delaney!” he roared again, “Snap out of it!”


  I opened my eyes and swore feebly. I thought desperately of dying on the spot to avoid going to work but I finally discarded the idea with a sigh. The only thing wrong with it was that I’d be darned if I’d give the paper a feature story for nothing. I climbed unhappily to my feet and slouched over to the City Ed’s desk.


  He was working cheerily in his shirt sleeves apparently oblivious to the heat. He looked up at me and smiled.


  “Going to be a warm one today,” he said contentedly.


  “Going to be?” I echoed hollowly. “If it gets any hotter the lizards will break out with prickly heat.”


  The Chief paid scant attention to my suffering.


  “I’ve got a hunch,” he said, “that I just stumbled across a little something that might cook into a nice yarn.”


  I winced at the word cook, but because the Chief’s hunches are kind of miraculous I forgot the heat long enough to get interested.


  “What’s the dope?” I asked, settling myself on the corner of his desk.


  “Just this,” he said. “The embassy of the Ussarian government is presenting a special gavel to the Senate tonight. It will be used for the first time tonight in the special session that’s been called to discuss these war-aid bills. It’s been ballyhooed as a sort of good-will gesture, and as an indication of the warm and lasting friendship between the nations and all that sort of bunk.”


  “I read about it,” I said. “What’s the angle?”


  “That’s what I want you to find out,” the Chief grinned: “The government of Ussar has been sitting on the sidelines and playing both ends against the middle until no one can be sure of what they’re out for. But one thing is certain. They haven’t any love for us and they’d stab us in the back the minute they got the chance. So that’s why this presentation of a new gavel and all that boloney about lasting friendship sounds screwy as the devil.”


  “Maybe so,” I said anxiously, “but it’s no job for a reporter. This is State Department stuff. Why don’t you tell them about it and let me go back to sleep.”


  “Because,” the Chief said softly, “the State Department is not on my payroll, but you are. I want some kind of a feature on the presentation of this new gavel. If there’s an eightball in the wood pile it’s your job to roll it out where we can see it.”


  I felt like telling him that he’d been reading too many Thrilling Spy stories, but some kind Providence must protect me in moments like that, for I didn’t. Instead I said:


  “Okay. I’ll get your feature, but don’t expect me to find a huge net of intrigue and mystery wrapping its tenacles about the White House. This is Washington and not the first chapter of a wild novel about fifth columnists and the Red Menace.”


  “I know this is Washington,” he snapped, “but you apparently don’t. This is the capital of the most powerful nation in the world and if you don’t think that every move of the foreign embassies here is important, you’ve got no business masquerading as a reporter.”


  The Chief is very odd on some points. One thing in particular is his queer idea that Washington is full of hot news. Hot air maybe, but not hot news.


  “Okay,” I said for the second time, “I’ll get busy.”


  I stuck my hat on the back of my head, waved a not-particularly-fond farewell to the Chief and left the office.


  I HOPPED in a cab, gave the driver the address of the Ussarian legation, and settled back to think. As much as I disliked to admit it, the Chief’s hunch was queerly reasonable. Ussar was, diplomatically speaking, squarely perched on top of the international fence. But there was little doubt in anyone’s mind that when she did leap down and join the party it would be on the opposite side of the fence from the whiskered guy in the red, white and blue suit. So why all this sudden love and kisses?


  I shrugged mentally and decided to stop worrying until I had something to worry about. I closed my eyes and thought wistfully of the lucky girls at the World’s Fair who were frozen in ice five times every working day. The cab stopped after a while and I climbed out, paid the driver, and walked into the offices of the Ussarian legation.


  A bewhiskered clerk in a black suit bowed to me from a receptionist desk and asked me what I wanted.


  I showed him my press card and told him.


  He beamed broadly. His black whiskers parted and his two rows of large white teeth showed through the underbrush.


  “Oh yes, yes, yes,” he cried emotionally. “Tonight we present the gavel to your government. It is a great manifestation of the mutual friendship and aims of two great nations.”


  “Banana oil,” I muttered.


  He arched a hairy eyebrow at me.


  “What?”


  “Nothing,” I said quickly. “Where’s the gavel now?”


  “Oh the gavel is not as yet arrived,” he explained importantly. “It will arrive at the airport in a few minutes on the special plane from Ussar. All the members of the legation, except myself, are on hand to commemorate the glorious occasion of its safe arrival.”


  I thanked him and left. Some of my enthusiasm was dwindling. I was convinced now that there was no ulterior designs or purposes lurking in the minds of the bewhiskered ministers from Ussar. The heat was still practically unbearable as I climbed into another cab and gave the driver directions.


  As we approached the airport I heard a muted throbbing growing louder above me so I peeked out the side of the car just in time to see a huge bi-motored transport nosing down for a landing. I knew that no commercial planes were scheduled to arrive at this time so with my usual brilliant reasoning I deduced that I was watching the arrival of the plane carrying the good-will gavel from Ussar.


  I told the driver to stop and I climbed out to get a good gander at the plane as it soared down to the landing field. I was squinting up as it passed over me, trying to get a clear look at its construction when suddenly an amazing thing occurred.


  From the cloudless expanse of blue sky overhead a lightning bolt flashed a blazing crimson fork across the nose of the settling plane. The plane swerved suddenly but continued to settle toward the landing field.


  Before I could let loose a yell of astonishment another brilliantly blinding flash slashed past the plane. Two terrific bomb-like bursts of thunder followed, shaking the ground like I was standing on a mound of jelly.


  THE plane dipped suddenly and headed for the ground at a sharp angle. I held my breath as it plowed toward the earth at an almost impossible landing speed. But the pilot must have been related to the original Wright brothers, because at the last instant the nose of the plane came up and the ship pancaked to a hard, but safe landing.


  My knees were clacking together like castenets by this time. The cab driver leaned out of the side of his car and scratched his head bewilderedly.


  “Thunder and lightning,” he muttered. “It ain’t right. There ain’t a cloud in the sky, nor a drop of rain between here and New York.”


  I was thinking hard about those two vivid forks of lightning myself. Of course it was probably an ordinary electrical phenomenon but it had certainly seemed as if those bolts of lightning had been aimed at the Ussar plane.


  I shook my head to shake out the screwy ideas that were roosting there. If I kept it up I’d get like the Chief, looking for wild, fantastic stories in every commonplace occurrence.


  I climbed back into the cab and we drove onto the landing field. I could see the Ussarian plane, motors still idling, surrounded by a bevy of diplomats, photographers and airline officials. We were still a few hundred yards from the plane when I saw two or three of the Ussarian diplomats separate themselves from the crowd and hurry to a huge black touring car that was parked twenty or thirty feet from the plane.


  They all climbed in, the doors slammed, the motor roared to life and the huge car moved swiftly away.


  “Step on it!” I yelled to my driver, “there goes my story.”


  The cab surged forward, but by the time we reached the rope barriers that separated the landing field from the parking lot, the Ussarian embassy car was disappearing around the bend of the road that led from the airport on the opposite side of the field.


  I climbed out and cursed fluently. It was irritating enough to be sent out on a juvenile assignment on a day that wasn’t fit for any human being, but to have the thing settle into a hare-and-hound proposition . . .


  I realized wearily that the Ussarian delegates had probably collected their thrice-cursed gavel and were now speeding back to their legation with it. Which meant I would have to trail them back there and listen to stupid, official statements enunciated as if they were worthy of being stamped out on solid gold tablets.


  The airline officials had disappeared into their haunts, the grease monkeys were climbing over the plane and the only other human beings left were a small, harried looking man who was checking a long list of figures and the pilot who had brought the plane into the field.


  Seeing him reminded me of the peculiar lightning flashes that had flashed past the plane when he was landing.


  I told the cabby to wait a minute, and sauntered over to the plane.


  THE pilot was climbing off one of the wings as I approached. He was a small, toughly built young fellow with a heavy dark beard. He was wearing regulation flying togs and the glasses of his helmet were shoved high on his forehead displaying black, unwinking eyes.


  “That was a nice landing,” I said conversationally. “I thought for a minute you might have a little trouble straightening out.”


  He smiled faintly and then peered carefully into the clear vast stretches of white sky. When he looked back at me there was a puzzled uncertain look in his eye. In spite of the heat he looked as if he might start shivering.


  “I’ve been flying for quite a while,” he said almost to himself, “and I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “Like what?” I prompted gently.


  “Thunder and lightning,” he muttered, shaking his head. “From the minute I took the ship up in California until I just pulled in now, the sky has been full of lightning, popping around the ship and shooting in front of it. I’ve never seen anything like it. And the funny thing about it is that it all happened in a perfectly clear sky.”


  “Very peculiar,” I said. “Was it just around your ship that you noticed it?” He looked at me in surprise.


  “That’s right. It was just like we were a flying lightning rod, attracting every bolt that appeared in the sky right smack to us.”


  I stood there undecided. It didn’t really make sense. But there was probably some very obvious scientific explanation of the phenomena. I might have stood there talking to the fellow until I had really gotten interested in his story, but just at that minute a startled, horrified squawk sounded behind me.


  I turned and saw that the bleat had originated from the little fellow who had been checking the list of the plane’s cargo when I arrived.


  He was staring in undiluted horror at the list in his hand and from his mouth were issuing incoherent gasps of dismay.


  “What’s the trouble?” I asked.


  “This is absolutely terrible,” he moaned. “I’ve never done a thing like this in all the years I’ve been working here. It’s the first blot on a blameless record.”


  “What is?” I asked.


  “I got two shipments mixed,” he explained breathlessly. “I gave the delegates from Ussar the wrong package and I gave Professor Stiles the package which the delegates were expecting.”


  “That was the gavel wasn’t it?” I asked hopefully.


  The little shipping clerk nodded miserably.


  “The Professor has the gavel now and has probably taken it back to the University by this time.” He paused to swallow and wring his hands together helplessly. “I shall never, never live this down. If it weren’t such an important matter it wouldn’t be so tragic.”


  He stopped suddenly and peered quickly about. The grease monkeys and the pilot had disappeared. My cab driver was parked out of earshot.


  After his careful inspection he breathed relievedly.


  “This just has to be kept under cover,” he whispered to me in a conspiratorial tone. It wouldn’t do to let the papers get hold of this.”


  I nodded seriously.


  “You’re absolutely right,” I said, “it just wouldn’t do.”


  I turned then and trotted over to my cab and climbed in.


  “University,” I snapped to the driver.


  The little man followed me bewilderedly.


  “W—who are you?” he asked tremulously.


  I smiled out of the cab window.


  “Delaney of the Standard,” I said sweetly. “Toodle-oo.”


  The little fellow collapsed quietly as the cab shot off toward the University.


  I DIDN’T really have a story, at least not one to get excited about, but I could do a yarn on the mix-up at the airport that would satisfy the boss. I’d have to get the facts from the Professor, find out what he had been expecting, what he thought when he discovered the mistake, etc.


  We drew up in front of the University a few minutes later and I paid the cabby and dismissed him. The University grounds flanked the new army training camp and I headed for a cluster of ivy-clad buildings which were just a few hundred feet from rows of canvas tents. By asking a few students I learned that Professor Stiles had just returned from the airport, was probably now working in the physics building over there.


  I thanked my informants and walked over to the building. Inside I followed a corridor until I came to an open door that led into a magnificently equipped laboratory. Standing next to a wide lab table in the center of the room was a tall, spare old man with straight white hair and keenly bright blue eyes.


  “Pardon me,” I said, “but I just wanted—”


  “Sssssshh,” he hissed. “I’m busy. Come back tomorrow. Or next week.”


  I saw then that he was holding a peculiarly-shaped hammer in his hand and peering intently at it. I guessed it must be the Ussarian good-will gavel.


  “Kind of surprised to find that, weren’t you?” I asked.


  Considering his age he wheeled on me with surprising alacrity.


  “Do you know something about this?” he demanded excitedly.


  “A little,” I told him. “It was shipped in from Ussar and is to be presented to the Senate in special ceremonies tonight to be used as a good-will gavel.”


  The Professor peered at the gavel in his hand and then back at me.


  “This is positively incredible,” he murmured. “I wouldn’t believe it unless I saw it myself. There is only one more thing necessary to make me positive that my conclusions are correct.”


  “What conclusions?” I asked blankly-


  “Wait here,” he said imperatively, disregarding my question. He laid the gavel carefully on the desk. “See that no one disturbs this. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


  He bobbed his head at me and scuttled from the room like an excited crab.


  I SHRUGGED and picked up the hammer. It was curiously designed with a large, blunt mallet and a short staff. It was surprisingly light. I wondered why the Professor had gotten so excited about it. I was growing more disgusted by the minute on the prospects of getting a decent story from this business. Everything so far had merely been a welter of confusion and mixup.


  I noticed then something that irritated me as much as anything that happened all day. On the wall that faced the army camp was a picture hung at a screwy crooked angle. For some psychological reason I am nervously allergic to crooked pictures.


  I strode across the room and straightened the picture with a jerk. But I used a little more strength than judgment and the nail holding the picture pulled out of the plaster. I swore under my breath, picked up the nail from the floor and jabbed it back into the plaster. It stuck, but in such a wobbly fashion that I knew it wouldn’t hold.


  I was holding the good-will gavel in my hand and I decided to use it for a hammer. One little tap or two certainly wouldn’t hurt it. I raised it, drew a nice careful bead on the nail head and swung.


  But something went wrong. Some power other than the muscles of my arm hurled the hammer at the wall with tremendous speed. I had one kaleidoscopic view of the hammer head speeding past my eyes so fast that it registered as gray blur. There seemed to be mighty forces swirling around me.


  Then the hammer hit the wall.


  Instantly a tremendous blasting roar shook the foundation of the building and I felt the floor tremble under my feet.


  The effect of the explosion was devastating. The entire side of the building seemed to be blasted outward from the force of the detonation.


  I felt myself lifted bodily from the ground and hurled backward like a straw in a gale. Even while I was flying through the air I managed somehow to keep my eyes open, keep from losing consciousness. Through the heavy fog of brick dust and particles of stone I saw in one panoramic glance that a huge ragged hole had been torn through the heavy wall. In that one hectic instant of awareness I could see the army tents through the terrible demolition of the side of the lab.


  Then I struck the opposite wall with a bone-wrenching thud and fell to the floor. Plaster cascaded down on me in a thick white stream and delicate apparatus suspended from the walls and ceiling crashed about me with a jangling roar.


  A few moment after the crescendo of noise I could hear the thin wail of sirens growing to a full-throated scream. Voices from the hallway joined in the babel of sound. I tried to struggle to a sitting position, but something like a knife blade twisted in my shoulder and I must have passed out.


  THE next thing I remember strong arms were dragging me out of the debris of the demolished laboratory. Then I was deposited on a canvas stretcher and carried from the building. As I was being lugged down the steps I saw something that made me forget the pain in my shoulder. Maybe I was delirious, but I don’t think so.


  Out of the white sky I saw two jagged forks of brilliant lightning drive into the wrecked laboratory like two mighty golden swords. I struggled frantically to a sitting position, but one of the stretcher orderlies grabbed me and shoved me back.


  Everything swam for an instant and the next thing I was aware of was being slid into a police ambulance. Before the doors slammed I saw one other thing that jarred me back into consciousness.


  A huge black car had rolled to the curb and stopped. From the tonneau jumped three heavily-whiskered, black-coated men. One of them showed an official card to a guard and then all three of them raced past the police lines and into the building which housed the demolished lab.


  I did a blackout then—


  WHEN I came to, I looked around and found myself in surroundings which were not exactly unfamiliar to me. I was in jail. I was lying on a narrow cot and above me I could see that the rays of the sun were sliced by a barred window. Turning my head I saw a door of barred steel. I sighed fatalistically. Moving my shoulder experimentally I discovered that the ache was gone, and that outside of a foggy sensation of bewilderment I felt as good as new.


  As my memory went back to work, a torrent of annoying questions flooded my brain. I sat up on the side of the bed and fumbled for a cigarette, but I couldn’t find any in my pockets. The most nagging question of all was what had caused the explosion in the lab? I remembered the peculiar sensation of losing control over the gavel as I swung it. As if some all-powerful hand had grabbed it from me just at that instant. It had seemed as if the blow of the gavel had been responsible for the destruction of the wall, but of course that was silly. What had probably occurred was that just as I swung the gavel the explosion happened, and I had imagined that one was a result of the other.


  That, of course, was stupid. How could a five- or six-pound hammer knock a wall down? Another thing occurred to me then. Had I been suffering delusions when I saw those two huge bolts of orange lightning blasting about the lab? I stretched back on the cot and tried to stop thinking about the incident. It was a scrambled, distorted nightmare from the start to finish and I wanted no more of it.


  With this fine resolution I closed my eyes and tried to doze. But before I could even start counting chorus girls another question popped into my head. A question that jerked me upright on the cot, and started icy beads of sweat all over my body.


  What was I doing in jail?


  I was no criminal! I hadn’t committed any crimes!


  I climbed angrily to my feet and shouted lustily for the guard. Who did they think they were pushing around? More things were popping into my head now. I had a story to do on the Ussarian good-will gavel and it was a cinch I’d never get it stewing in the local bastille.


  A guard, heavy set and belligerent, appeared at the door.


  “Whaddaya want?” he growled.


  “I want to get out of this fire trap.” I yelled.


  “Calm down,” he sneered. “You’ll be using more birthday candles when they do let you out.”


  “What do you mean?” I said uneasily.


  “You’re in for sabotage,” he snapped. “For trying to rub out that new training station next to the college. You’ll get a trial and I hope you get it—right in the neck!”


  I SAGGED down on the bed. What a sweet mess I’d stumbled into. Locked away as a saboteur, probably slated for a nice comfortable bunk at Alcatraz. I experienced a growing sense of outrage and indignation, but before I could do anything concrete about it two more guards appeared, dragging between them the excited, trembling figure of Professor Stiles.


  They unlocked the door of my cell and shoved him in, then slammed and locked the door again.


  “You stupid fools!” he shouted. He was trembling with anger and humiliation, and his blue eyes were gleaming frostily. “Can’t you see I’m telling the truth? If I am not released immediately drastic, terrible things may happen to important members of our government.”


  One guard shrugged and tapped his forehead meaningly. Then they both moved off shaking their heads.


  The Professor turned and saw me for the first time.


  “Who are you?” he demanded. Then recognition dawned in his eyes. “Y—you’re the man I’ve been looking for. You’re the man who came into my laboratory just before the explosion.”


  “That’s right,” I nodded.


  There was suddenly a pleading, desperate look in the old Professor’s eyes. He grabbed both my lapels with thin, veined hands in an imploring gesture.


  “Where is the hammer?” he gasped. “You’ve got to tell me. You must know.”


  I took him by the arms and shoved him gently down on the cot.


  “Take it easy,” I said. “I don’t know where the hammer is for sure, but my guess is that the Ussarian legation has it safe in their legation now. What makes you so worried about that?”


  “Listen to me, boy,” the Professor said weakly. He drew a deep shuddering breath before he went on. “That hammer is as dangerous, more dangerous in fact, than a thousand pounds of dynamite. Its destructive potentialities are practically unlimited. It is made double dangerous and vicious by the fact that its destructive power can be brought about by accident, as it did when you used it.”


  “Now, take it easy,” I said unbelievingly. “You’ll have me believing that I actually did knock that wall out with a blow of the hammer.”


  “My boy,” the Professor said with desperation in his voice, “that’s exactly what did happen. After the accident I searched the laboratory thoroughly but I could not find a trace of the hammer. Now you say the Ussarian legation has it. Why should they have it? Why do they want it? How did they get it from the laboratory?”


  His last question jogged my memory to something I had forgotten. As I was being tossed into the ambulance I had seen three be-whiskered figures—obviously from the Ussarian legation—pile out of an embassy car and dash into the demolished lab. That explained the mystery of the disappearing gavel. That is if you could call it a mystery. The hirsute gentlemen from the Ussarian embassy certainly had a right to the gavel, inasmuch as they shipped it over three continents to get it here in time for the presentation.


  I LOOKED closely at the Professor.


  I was beginning to feel that he was out of place in a jail. He belonged in a mental ward.


  He was looking at me beseechingly, desperately.


  “Why,” he repeated again, “does the Ussarian legation want that hammer? You must tell me.”


  “Okay,” I said patiently, “I’ll talk. The Ussarian government, as a gesture of friendliness and good will, is presenting that gavel to the United States Senate tonight. It will be used to bring the Senate to order, then to discuss the passage of the new war-aid bill.”


  The Professor clapped both hands to his head in despair and from his lips issued a dismayed moan.


  “My boy,” he cried frantically, “I see the whole diabolic picture now. It is a devilishly clever, horribly simple scheme. We must stop them. We must!”


  “Stop them from doing what?” I asked dubiously.


  Professor Stiles wiped his forehead with a trembling hand and seemed to be making an effort to steady himself.


  “Listen to me, my boy,” he said slowly, “and do not stop me until I am through. What I am about to tell you will sound as utterly weird and fantastic as anything you have heard in your life, but believe me it is the absolute living truth.”


  In spite of myself I was impressed. There was an unmistakable ring of sincerity to the old duck’s voice, and an unmistakable gleam of truth and terrible earnestness in his intelligent eyes.


  “Okay,” I said, “shoot.”


  He drew another deep breath before he started to speak.


  “I was expecting a shipment of instruments today,” he said quietly, “and I met the plane to save any loss of time. You probably know that there was a mix-up at the port and that I received the wrong package. I, however, was not aware of it until I reached the lab. When I discovered the mistake I started to call the airport, but then something about the unusual hammer arrested my attention. I have made a deep and thorough study of anthropology and archeology and I was immediately impressed with the almost incredible age of the hammer.


  “Curious, I examined it carefully and discovered that the handle was actually a hollow compartment which served as a repository for several sheets of ancient yellowed parchment. I took them out and was able to read a word here and there although the language they were written in belongs to a race of people who flourished thousands of years before the dawn of Egyptian civilization.” I hunched forward on the edge of the bunk. The Professor’s excitement-charged voice was contagious. My hands were clenched into fists.


  “The few words I was able to decipher,” Professor Stiles continued deliberately, “convinced me that I had accidentally stumbled on something men have dreamed of so long and so fruitlessly that it has come to be regarded as a childish myth. I checked my findings from every angle and there was not the slightest room for mistake or error in my translation. All indications pointed unswervingly to the same astounding conclusion.”


  Professor Stiles’ piercing eyes were searching mine with a steady, intent gaze as he finished speaking. I swallowed with difficulty.


  “And what conclusion was that?” I asked weakly.


  “That the good-will gavel which the Ussarian government is to present to the United States Senate tonight,” Professor Stiles said softly, “is actually the invincible Hammer of Thor, mighty thunder God of Teutonic mythology!”


  I DIDN’T know whether to laugh or not.


  The Professor must have seen the amusement in my face for he jumped to his feet excitedly.


  “You’re skeptical, of course,” he said quickly, “but listen to me a minute. You yourself experienced the terrible destructive power of that hammer a few hours ago. You saw what fury is dormant in it. The Ussarian government will stop at nothing to prevent or delay the passage of the present war-aid bill. They won’t even stop at the wholesale execution of the legislative body which will pass that bill.


  “Think! It is impossible to carry any package into the Senatorial chambers these days. What more perfect way to accomplish their end than to place a deadly instrument of destruction into the hands of the Vice-President himself.”


  Professor Stiles gripped my shoulders with both his bony hands and his eyes met mine with a simple, eloquent plea.


  “Believe me, boy,” he said earnestly, “I know what I am talking about. If we disregard our duty, a wholesale tragedy will take place tonight that will haunt our sleep for the rest of our lives.”


  I didn’t know what to say. I felt that Professor Stiles was speaking the truth. There was no doubting the desperate earnestness in his eyes, in his grip on my shoulder. Imbued with some of the excitement that gripped him, I rose to my feet and grabbed his hand.


  “I’m with you,” I said. “But how the devil are we going to stop them from blowing Hades out of the Senate. We’re in durance vile for the duration, if you ask me.”


  The Professor bit his lips and sank wearily on to the cot. “I told the police of the danger,” he said bitterly, “but they ridiculed me. They regard my story as a fanciful dream. They’re holding me now pending an investigation into the explosion at the college today. Don’t the fools realize that by that time it will be too late.”


  “What time is it?” I asked suddenly. “It’s late afternoon,” he muttered, after a glance at his watch. “If we are going to do anything it will have to be done in the next few hours. After that it will be too late.”


  “We’ve got to get out of here,” I said worriedly.


  I LOOKED desperately out of the barred window and I noticed that it had started to rain. Not a mild summer shower, but a drenching torrent that hissed past the window with the whisper of a ten foot whip. It was an electrical storm. Great vivid bolts of lightning ripped bright gashes in the overcast skies and the menacing rumble of thunder had become a constant reverberating crescendo of crashing noise.


  Why the rumble of thunder should have reminded me of my city editor I don’t know, but it did. I turned to Professor Stiles and patted him on the shoulder.


  “We’ve got one chance,” I said. “I haven’t talked to my boss yet. Maybe he can spring us. If he thinks there’s a story in it, he’ll make the try anyway.”


  The Professor looked up with a gleam of hope in his eyes.


  “We’ve got to get out of here, remember that,” he said huskily. “The lives of hundreds of people depend on it. More important than that is the fact that the successful foreign policy of the United States may depend on our efforts tonight.”


  It was a heavy weight to have on your shoulders and no fooling about that. I took a deep breath and crossed my fingers.


  Then I yelled for the guards. When they arrived I asked them to take me to the Chief. At first they grumbled but the fact that I was a newsboy made a difference. Finally they led me out of the cell and down a long corridor and through a few more rooms and eventually into the august presence of Chief Brannigan, himself.


  Brannigan was a big red-faced mick whose folks came from the same part of Ireland as mine did. I had used this as talking point before, but I was afraid I had worn it pretty thin.


  “Brannigan,” I said, “as one Kerryman to another I’m askin’ you to let me use the phone for just one call.”


  “As one Kerryman to another,”


  Brannigan snapped back, “I’m saying no. Do you understand? No!”


  He finally relented though after a few more precious minutes of argument and I grabbed the phone and dialed the Chief.


  After a few more interminable seconds his voice rasped over the wire. “City desk. Carson, speaking.”


  “This is Delaney,” I said.


  Then I held the phone away from my ear for the next two minutes until the sizzling tirade of profanity and invective died away.


  “Wait a minute,” I said, when I had a chance. “I’ve got the biggest story of the year right in my mitt. You’ve got to spring me, Chief, you just gotta.”


  “Spring you?” he laughed nastily. “Why should I? I’ve been reading about your exploits of this morning in every paper but mine. If you have to turn fifth-columnist you might give your own paper the first beat on the story.”


  “Now look, Chief,” I yelled desperately, “you know I’m no fifth columnist. The real story on that explosion hasn’t broken yet. And it won’t break until you get me out of this louse cage and let me get to work on it.”


  I took a desperate chance then and hung up. I knew that the only way to get Carson to get into action was to convince him I had something really hot. I did have, but nothing I could tell him about on the phone. If I had started raving about the hammer of Thor, he would have been the first to start the collection for the straight jacket.


  I WENT back to my cell then and started pacing. The sweat was standing out on me like bullets as the minutes ticked and it began to grow dark. With the darkness the storm seemed to increase its fury. Bolt after bolt of hot orange lightning streaked through the sky and the roar of the thunder sounded like an angry volcano. I looked from my watch to the taut silent figure of the Professor and back to my watch again.


  At eight o’clock he shook his head in a beaten, despairing gesture.


  “It’s too late now,” he whispered wearily. “We’ve tried, but we’ve failed.”


  I was about to agree with him when I heard the brisk steps of the guards moving down the hall. I held my breath in an agony of uncertainty until they stopped in front of my cell.


  “Delaney?” one of them snapped the question.


  “That’s me,” I gulped.


  “You’ve been granted bail,” he said, “and it’s been paid by the Standard. You are now at liberty.”


  Before he had gotten half way through the sentence I was crawling into my coat.


  “Don’t worry, Professor,” I yelled jubilantly. “I’ll take care of things.”


  He gripped my arm fervently.


  “God bless you, my boy,” he said hoarsely. “Remember how much is depending on you.”


  I didn’t wait for any more farewells. I dashed out of the cell and down the corridor. Twenty seconds later I was standing in the bucket-like rain signaling frantically for a cab. The fury of the summer storm was absolutely awe-inspiring. Thunder and lightning and wind and rain all joined together to form a symphony of spectacular, angry noise and color.


  By the time I got a cab I was drenched to the skin.


  “Capitol,” I snapped to the driver. “There’s five bucks in it for you if you forget the speed laws.”


  He grinned back at me and winked. Then the car shot forward as if it had been ejected from a catapult. At a dizzying pace we shot through the maze of circular streets that have been laid out to confuse the weary traveler, and finally we roared down Constitution Avenue with the brilliantly lighted dome of the Capitol as a beacon light to guide us.


  The storm was growing in intensity. Long flashing swords of lightning were stabbing at the dome of the capital, itself. We slithered to a stop in front of the Senate and I crawled out, paid the driver and dashed inside.


  I got past the coppers with my press cards, but when I got to the doors that led to the floor of the Senate I was stumped. They were marked NO ADMITTANCE and they meant just that. The guard saw me coming and held up his hand.


  I realized that the time had come for drastic action. With the fate of the U.S. Senate hanging on my action I couldn’t afford to be squeamish. I thought of the hammer of Thor descending on the chairman’s table, and the realization of what would happen gave me all the incentive I needed. I smiled at the guard. A pleasant, kindly, deceptive smile. Then I swung my fist up from my hip and batted him into land of kingdom come with the sweetest right hook I’ve thrown in all my life.


  He fell to the floor and I heard a yell behind me, but then I was through the swinging doors, and into the Senatorial chambers.


  MY entrance caused something in the nature of a turmoil. Senators craned their necks to get a look at the sudden disturbance, but my eyes were glued to the tall, scholarly figure of the Vice-President of the United States. He was standing behind his table and it was obvious that he had just finished a speech of acceptance to the Ussarian representative who was backing away before him. His arm was raised in the air, and with a chill of horror, I recognized the gavel he held in his hand as the one presented to him by the Ussarian[*] legation.


  The gavel that was actually the thunderous hammer of Thor!


  “Stop” I yelled. “Don’t use that gavel. It’s dangerous!”


  Almost instantly bedlam reigned. In the noise and confusion I forced myself to the front of the Senate.


  “Please listen to me,” I yelled over the noise. “The gavel which has just been presented to the Vice-President is dangerous and unfit to use. If it is used it might cause the death of every person in this room.”


  “This is an outrage,” the Ussarian ambassador cried haughtily. “It is an insult, a reflection on the good wishes and integrity of the mighty nation which it is my privilege to represent.”


  “It’s not a reflection on the nation,” I shouted, “but a reflection of the nation. It’s a reflection of its duplicity, its hypocrisy and its complete lack of honor and decency.”


  I was blowing my top, but I didn’t care. These things were in my system and it was a pleasure to get them out.


  There was a clamorous roar in the Senate hall now, but over it the voice of the Ussarian ambassador carried.


  “If there is any doubt,” he cried impressively, “let us inspect the gavel. Let us pass it around to various Senators and let them decide if it is dangerous.”


  There was a murmur of assent at this, and the Ussarian ambassador stepped forward to receive the goodwill gavel from the hands of the Vice-President.


  It was a bad moment for me. I knew that the gavel looked perfectly harmless and I knew that no one could suspect from its appearance that it was a potential agent of destruction. Then, too, I was beginning to think rationally again.


  I was wondering if maybe this business about Thor’s thunder hammer was just a wild dream concocted by a deranged Professor. I would certainly be in an unenviable spot if that were the case.


  Above the excited comment and hubbub I could hear the storm raging outside the building. It was almost as if all its fury had concentrated itself above the roof of the Senate chambers. Peal after peal of thunder cracked in the sky and the entire heavens above the capitol were glaringly illumined by the furious play of the lightning.


  The Ussarian ambassador, smiling confidently, was taking the gavel now from the hands of the Vice-President.


  “We will examine it carefully,” he was saying, “then we will deal with this madman who accuses the great nation of Ussar of—”


  He was holding the hammer lightly in his hands as he spoke, but he never completed the sentence. For at that exact instant an amazing thing happened. From the ceiling of the Senatorial chambers a magnificent, brilliant flashing ball of fire appeared. It hung suspended for an instant and then it lengthened into a sword-like bolt of lightning and flashed downward toward the horror-stricken figure of the Ussarian ambassador. He screamed once, a mad tortured scream that was torn from the bottom of his soul. Then he crashed to the floor.


  Senate was a mad house. I was one of the first to reach the side of the stricken ambassador. A glance and I knew he was dead. His entire face and one side of his body were charred black. Somehow I had expected that and I was not particularly concerned. What I wanted to see was the hammer of Thor. The ambassador had been holding it in his hand when he was struck and it shouldn’t be far from him.


  I looked around carefully for a few seconds, but I could see no sign of it. Police were swarming into the chambers and my brief hour of liberty was over once again. Things happened so fast then that I’m not sure of all of it.


  I was thrown into the jug and the paper got me out along with the Professor.


  I wrote the story and got a raise.


  Some of the Senators are convinced to this day that there was nothing wrong with the good-will gavel. Others are not sure. But anyway if it was the hammer of Thor the mighty thunder-god must have reclaimed his own for it has never been seen to this day.


  Just one more thing. To those who are skeptical about the whole affair I can only offer this one very peculiar fact. The weather bureau records show that during the day the hammer of Thor was in Washington there was more electrical activity and thunder than ever before recorded. Here’s the funny thing. In spite of this unprecedented activity the only other building actually hit was the Ussarian legation and the only casualties reported were the three Ussarian representatives who were killed in the same blast.


  You can’t fool with that guy, Thor, huh? Nor with his hammer!


  [*] Obviously the Ussarian delegate who presented the hammer of Thor, anticipating the usual procedure of the Senate, did not expect the Vice-President to use the hammer before he was forced to make his departure. This was to have been a special, closed session of the Senate, and no foreigners would have been allowed at the actual proceedings. Thus, it is probable that his intention in backing away was to get out of range of the full devastation of the hammer when it should fall.


  It is well known that in the dictator countries, the life of the individual is placed secondary to the country, and it is also possible that, although using as much caution as possible, the delegate was willing to face certain death to attain consummation of the plot against the Senate.


  CONVOY TO ATLANTIS


  First published in the November 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Beneath the waves of the Atlantic lay a great menace to America—hundreds of Nazi submarines based in an incredible undersea city!


  CHAPTER I


  The Incident


  THE INCIDENT WHICH THE entire world had been anticipating for months finally occurred at nine-fifteen on the evening of September twenty-second.


  It was a warm night and the air was still. The long slow swells of the North Atlantic moved as silently and heavily as molten lead. Everything was calm and quiet and peaceful.


  One minute before it happened—at nine-fourteen to be exact—Brick Harrington, United States seaman, first class, sauntered to the side of the American convoy ship, Vulcan, and rested his arms on the rail. Glancing down at the frothing waves formed by the swiftly cutting prow of the boat, he yawned sleepily.


  He was a tall young man with heavily muscled shoulders and quiet, level gray eyes. A thick unruly thatch of red hair topped his six-foot frame, accounting for his nickname, Brick.


  His features were clean cut, almost harsh in their angularity, but they were relieved by the humorous twist of his lips and the pleasant glint in his eyes. That glint, however, could on occasion freeze to the color of chilled steel on a frosty morning. Summed up, he was what he looked: an American seaman, tough and efficient and about as dangerous to hit as dynamite.


  Still yawning, he turned from the rail, just as a wiry little man popped from a companion-way behind him and trotted over to him.


  “It’s time you turned in,” the little man snapped wrathfully. “You glorified deck swabbers are all alike. Think you’re too tough to need an hour of sleep in twenty-four. You can’t do it, I say. You can’t do it. Now get down to your bunk before I forget my age and good sense and larrup you across the stern with an anchor chain!”


  Brick grinned good-naturedly. Pop Carter’s bark was infinitely worse than his bite. Although only a seaman, first class, he didn’t let that stop him from fussing over, and worrying about, every man on board the Vulcan. For twenty years Pop had pounded decks from one end of the world to another, and his red, monkey-like features had faced salty breezes and gales in all the seven oceans. A better indication of the man, than his nagging fretful mannerisms, were the two sparks of humor that sparked deep in his sea-blue eyes and occasionally prompted an unwilling smile to his leathery cheeks


  Brick liked the peppery little man a lot, but he could seldom resist the opportunity to wave a red flag before his quick and highly volatile temper. He wiped the grin from his face and looked gravely at the little man.


  “Okay, Pop,” he said with mock seriousness. “I’ll get below. But I just had to take a last look to see for myself that there weren’t any subs nosing up alongside to steal our life preservers. Now that I know things are clear I’ll sleep a lot easier.”


  “Dang it,” Pop snorted explosively, “you’re goin’ to push me too far one of these times, Brick, and I’m goin’ to teach you some manners with a belayin’ pin. You know as well as me that there ain’t a sub within a hundred miles of here.”


  “Sure,” Brick grinned. “I know it. But up till now you’ve been swearing that we were practically sailing over their backs. I just wanted to hear you admit that things aren’t as bad as all that.”


  “Oh did you?” the little seaman boiled. “Well if you ain’t in your bunk inside ten seconds I’ll make you wish you’d never been born with that lop-sided sense of humor of yours.”


  “You win,” Brick laughed. “You’ve got me scared to bits, Pop. What time is it now?”


  “I don’t know what difference it makes,” Pop grunted, fishing his watch from his pocket, “but it’s exactly nine fifteen.”


  IT HAPPENED then! The incident which Statesmen and Correspondents had been prophesying for weeks became a fact at that instant, as the ugly speeding snout of a six thousand pound torpedo smashed into the armored hull of the U.S. convoy boat, Vulcan![1]


  It was determined later, by Navy officials, that the explosion of the ship’s magazine chambers occurred almost simultaneously with the impact of the torpedo!


  Because of the blackness of the night the starboard lookout had not seen the deadly streak of churning white heading directly for the ship. The torpedo had scored a hit—a fatal hit—at exactly nine-fifteen.


  Brick had been turning to the companionway when the projectile smashed into the amored side of the ship jarring it like the impact of a mighty fist. There was not time to think; no time to reason. A hoarse scream sounded for an instant over the sudden tumult that swept the ship, and then two explosions roared into the night’s silence smothering the ship with a blanket of incredible sound.


  Brick was thrown to the deck by the torpedo’s impact.


  The explosions occurred before he could crawl to his feet. Under his body he could feel the armor plate of the Vulcan buckling and twisting like cardboard. The ship was shuddering mightily, and the heaving, wrenching groans of its steel structure sounded in his ears like the death agonies of a wounded giant. Through the dazed fog of shock and terror he could hear the terrible roar of escaping steam and the greedy, sucking rush of water as it poured into the ship’s vitals.


  His body rolled drunkenly as the ship listed. A smothering, battering wall of water smashed down on him, hurling him against the rail with rib-cracking force. Strangling and stunned he had no power to resist the swift clutch of the water dragging him over the side and into the boiling turmoil of the ocean.


  A timeless instant followed. An instant in which screams and the sound of hissing water and groaning steel blended with the deafening roar of the smashing, surging waves.


  For an instant his head broke through the water and his lungs automatically jerked in a mouthful of air. Then he was caught in the tremendous suction created by the sinking ship and dragged helplessly down and down.


  Instinctively his arms thrashed out, fighting blindly and desperately against the strangling, crushing pressure. For minutes, it seemed, the downward suction of the Vulcan continued to hold him in its fatal grip. With the desperate strength of a man fighting for life, Brick lashed out with arms and legs in a last frantic effort. The pressure on his lungs was like that of a giant vise. Through the pain and the desperation, one foggy section of his numbed mind cleared enough to realize that the fight he was waging was hopeless.


  His arms were almost too heavy to move and his tortured lungs were at the bursting point, when the clutch of water released him suddenly. A roaring torrent of noise sounded beneath him and almost simultaneously a tremendous rush of air and water caught hold of his limp body and carried it in a rush to the surface.


  HIS LUNGS gulped air gratefully.


  Groggily, he realized that it must have been another explosion in the settling Vulcan that had created the sudden upsurge of air and water that had hurled him to the surface.


  Huge, choppy waves covered with an inch of slimy oil were battering against him, but by dog-paddling frantically he managed to keep afloat. As his brain cleared he realized the hopelessness of his position. His body had been weakened by the terrific buffeting it had received and there was a dull pain creeping up the right side of his body from his hip to his collar bone. He was still too dazed to realize the enormity of what had happened to himself and the Vulcan. In one devastating explosion his ship, with all hands aboard, had plunged to the bottom of the Atlantic. His own life had been spared momentarily, but he was alert enough to know that his chances of survival were practically non-existent.


  The supply boats which the Vulcan had been patrolling were proceeding slowly at a distance of about thirty miles behind the convoy.[2] Other destroyers had been flanking the supply chain at about the same distance to the rear. Before they would reach him, providing he could maintain his position against the undertow and currents, his exhausted body would have been claimed by the wet embrace of the ocean.


  These things he realized instinctively, almost subconsciously. Consciously his stunned senses were aware only of the heavy, oil-blanketed water on his body and the soft, warm wind on his face.


  It was probably because of this that he was conscious of the first sluggish swell that lifted his body in the water. It was followed by another, steeper swell. Then he felt the unnatural eddying currents that were boiling beneath him and causing the uneasy movement of the water.


  He twisted his body in the water and saw the heavy ripples were originating about a hundred yards from where he was floating. They were growing higher by the minute, rocking him up and down in six foot swings.


  Then, as a particularly deep swell, lifted above the water he saw a slim, black hull break the surface of the water. Hissing white streams of bubbles broke and poured from its shining sides, as it rose steadily from the depths. With the unhurried majesty of a killer shark the sinister gleaming length knifed the blackness of the night until it rested silently and ominously on the choppy crests its rising had created.


  Brick stared at the silent specter in amazement. For he recognized the sleek, dangerous lines of the emerging craft as a German sub, of the latest and most mercilessly efficient type!


  CHAPTER II


  Rescue!


  FOR A MINUTE SILENCE held over the water and then Brick heard the metallic sounds of steel clamps releasing their grips and the hissing noise of compressed air.


  A door swung upward from the conning tower and he saw three figures emerge and clamber down to the narrow deck of the sub. Guttural voices reached him across the hundred-yard stretch and he could hear the faint hollow sounds of heavy shoes on the steel decks of the sub.


  After another few seconds a bright, powerful finger of light probed forth from the side of the undersea craft and began a searching sweep of the dark water.


  Again he heard guttural orders issuing from the Nazi seamen on the deck, and then the brilliant finger of light touched him, bathing him for an instant in glaring whiteness, swung on. A sharp exclamation reached him from the sub and the light swung hastily back, blinding him again with its revealing glare.


  Brick waved a tired hand in the air. He could see figures on the sub wave back and several shouts reached him. He saw then that preparations for launching a boat were getting underway.


  He paddled toward them slowly, favoring his right side as much as possible. This sub, he knew, was probably the one that had launched the torpedo that destroyed the Vulcan.


  The conclusion was automatic. Till that instant the thought of a German sub being responsible for the sinking had been far from his thoughts. It just hadn’t occurred to his numbed mind. But seeing the deadly length of a German sub brought it to him forcefully.


  It had done the job, he knew. There was no rancor or bitterness in his reasoning. Just a dull feeling of inevitability.


  Watching the shadowy collapsible rowboat nearing a peculiar irrelevant thought came to him. If shooting did mean war, what part would Brick Harrington, seaman, first class, play in that war?


  THE BOAT was almost next to him now, so he stopped paddling and treaded water feebly. It wasn’t until he stopped swimming that he became aware of his exhaustion. The pain in his right side had localized itself along his ribs and every breath he took was a new ache.


  Spots of black and white were dancing before his eyes when the small boat pulled alongside of him. He hardly felt the strong arms that pulled him from the water and lifted him over into the boat. For a long, sweet moment he relaxed completely, breathing heavily and deeply in spite of the pain.


  But by the time the boat reached the sub he had recovered enough strength to crawl to his feet and clamber onto its deck without assistance. He felt a queer pride in doing this. Though desperately weak, he straightened and stared levelly at the German seamen who were regarding him curiously. With deep stubbornness he wanted them to know that he was ship-shape and right.


  He heard a sudden, sharp cry from one of the sailors at the opposite rail and turning, he saw the searchlight flashing again in widening circles over the black water. The seamen at the side of the sub, he saw, were preparing to launch the small rowboat again.


  Brick started to cross the deck to see what was going on, but a German seaman took him by the arm and pointed to the conning tower.


  “It is best you go below,” he said in halting English. The man’s voice was gruffly impersonal, but Brick could sense a halting sympathy in it.


  He was too weary to argue. He stumbled to the conning tower and an officer helped him down the narrow steel ladder that led to the depths of the sub. Vaguely Brick realized that he was seated on a stool and his water soaked windbreaker had been removed.


  Later, as his head cleared, he saw more men climbing down the iron ladder. Reaching the bottom they received a small, soggy body handed down to them. Two of them stretched the body on the floor and another seaman went to work on it with artificial respiration.


  Brick shook his head and climbed to his feet. There was something disturbingly familiar about that huddled figure on the floor. He took several unsteady steps toward the small knot of men, and then one of them moved and he got a look at the face of the man on whom they were working.


  It wasn’t logical that he should have been so shocked, but his legs almost collapsed as he recognized the pale, pinched features of his shipmate, Pop Carter.


  He dropped to his knees beside the little man’s inert figure.


  “Is he—has he got a chance?” he demanded hoarsely to the men who were working over him.


  As if in direct answer to his question the small, soaked figure on the floor stirred weakly. Brick watched tensely as the old fellow’s bright little eyes opened and stared up at him. For a moment his face was blank, but then recognition dawned, and a faint flash of ire glinted in his eyes.


  “Dang it!” he wheezed. “I told you to get below. Now get movin’ before I—I—I—”


  His voice trailed off weakly. His eyes closed again but a faint flutter of color was showing in the tough little man’s leathery cheeks.


  SOMEHOW, POP’S presence acted like a tonic to Brick. Except for the dull pain in his right side he was feeling considerably better. Strength was flooding into his healthy, well-muscled body and his head was clearing rapidly. Though still weak and tired, he was feeling more himself every minute.


  He stood up and the German who had spoken to him on the deck stepped to his side.


  “Please,” he said, “will you come with me? The captain wishes to see you.”


  “Okay,” Brick shrugged. He started to leave, but stopped and glanced back uncertainly at Pop’s still figure.


  The German guessed his anxiety.


  “Your comrade will be in good care,” he said earnestly. “Everything he needs will be provided for him.”


  Reassured, Brick followed the German through the narrow ship to a small gray door which was closed. The German opened the door and saluted smartly.


  “The American,” he said stiffly.


  “By all means bring him in,” a smooth, cultured voice answered from the room.


  Obeying a nod from the German, Brick stepped into the room. He heard the door click behind him silently.


  Standing behind a desk in the middle of the room, Brick saw a tall, dark-haired man in an officer’s uniform regarding him. There was silence for an instant as the eyes of the two men locked and held with an almost physical force.


  Brick noticed fleetingly the hard features, the thin black mustache and the arrogant bearing of the German officer. Then his gaze flicked back to the German’s eyes, light blue and as cold as sunlight on snow, mirroring the nature of the man behind them.


  They were the reflections of a ruthless, dangerous mind and will. Flintlike in their hardness, chilling in their coldness, they pierced Brick like twin lances of deadly flame.


  It was the German officer who broke the strained silence.


  “I am Captain Von Herrman,” he said. Brick noticed again the flawless, precise pronunciation, the clipped, metallic voice. “I picked you up because I think you may have information I can use. If you are sensible you will cooperate with me. However I don’t expect your answer now. You may have time to think it over.”


  Brick’s hands tightened into fists, but there was the flicker of a humorless smile on his lips as he said.


  “I wouldn’t think of keeping you waiting. You can have my answer right now. Go to hell!”


  The Captain shrugged.


  “You are bitter, perhaps. You are still thinking of the sinking of your ship. I would advise you to forget such things. They are part of the past. They are over and done with and nothing you or I can do will change them.”


  “I am not thinking so much of the sinking of the ship,” Brick said coldly, “as the method used in sinking it.”


  The captain smiled, displaying strong even teeth.


  “You Americans are too idealistic. You play at war as if it were some school game. You let your sympathies rule your head. The world today has no room in it for boy scouts.”


  “Perhaps room will be made,” Brick said softly.


  “That will be difficult to do,” the captain said. “More difficult than you know. You have been attempting it and how far have you progressed? The convoy you were supposed to be protecting was destined for Britain. How much good will it do them at the bottom of the ocean?”


  A buzzer sounded suddenly in the room as the captain finished speaking. He stepped quickly to the wall and lifted a communication hose from a hook on the wall.


  “Ja?” he snapped curtly.


  He listened for a few seconds and Brick saw an anxious frown spreading over his hard features. For another interval he listened and then he spoke one tense, electric word into the mouthpiece.


  “Tauchen!” Submerge!


  HE REPLACED the hose with a savage gesture and strode to his desk. “Our little discussion must be postponed,” he snapped. “Two enemy destroyers have evidently picked up our vibrations. They are closing in under full steam.”


  Brick felt a slight shift under his feet as the sub tilted downward. The captain seated himself at the desk and was intently studying the charts and current indicators spread before him.


  Brick knew destroyer tactics and he felt a grim exultation sweeping through him. Once they picked up a sub’s vibrations it was generally curtains for the undersea craft. Tons of depth bombs would be the opening phase of the battle. Then the sleek destroyers would flash through the water like sharks on the trail of blood, watching for the ominous signs of air bubbles and oil that indicated their charges had scored.


  But their great advantage lay in the sub’s necessity to rise to the surface for oxygen within a time limit. The destroyers could play a waiting game. The subs could not. They must get to their bases or rise for air. They couldn’t do either as long as a destroyer was on their trail.[3]


  “You haven’t got a chance,” Brick said grimly.


  The captain glanced up briefly from his charts. There was a cold, mocking light in his eyes.


  “Your stupid American optimism is annoying even though there is a logical basis for it. We are in danger now, but in a few minutes I can promise you we will be out of it.”


  “You’re whistling in the dark,” Brick said, grinning, “You’re a thousand miles from your closest base, and you’ll soon be out of oil and oxygen.”


  “Your calculations are off,” the Captain snapped. “We are closer to our base than you imagine.”


  Brick started to reply but an imperative clamor of the buzzer interrupted him.


  He watched the captain step quickly to the wall, remove the ear phone with a quick motion.


  And then it happened!


  The floor beneath him jerked spasmodically and a thunderous reverberation throbbed in his ears. Stunned by the impact of sound he found himself sprawled on the floor, head ringing. His side, which he had momentarily forgotten, was aching again as he crawled to his knees.


  Following the first blast of sound came an almost continual rumble of explosions in quick succession that jarred the sub with sledge-hammer blows.


  Delicate wall instruments rattled and crashed to the floor as the craft shuddered under each successive impact. Brick saw that the captain had struggled to his feet and was barking frantic orders into the communication hose.


  Under his feet Brick felt the floor shift to a steeper angle as the sub pointed downward.


  BRICK CRAWLED to his feet, holding his breath against the pain the movement caused. The steep angle of the floor held, and minute after minute ticked off in silence. The rumble of the depth bombs was changing to a faint sound, above them and off to their leeward side.


  Then he felt the floor beneath him level itself out. It was no longer necessary to brace himself against the wall to maintain his balance. He glanced at the captain and saw that he was smiling coldly.


  “In spite of your expectations to the contrary,” the Nazi said in his clipped, sarcastic voice, “the danger is past. Your stupid destroyers will chase about for a few days like dogs after their own tails, then they will boast of the sinking of another German submarine.”


  Brick remained silent. The captain’s confidence was genuine, he felt sure, but it puzzled him.


  He felt, or thought he felt, a slight jar travel the length of the sub. He couldn’t be sure for there was a strange lightness in his head that was making thinking a difficult job. The pain in his side had subsided again to a dull throbbing ache.


  “We are docked,” he heard the captain’s voice as if from a great distance.


  Brick shook his head in an effort to clear the white mists.


  “I don’t understand,” he muttered thickly. “Where are we?”


  The captain drew himself erect, his eyes lighting with a cold flame.


  “Atlantis,” he said. There was a pride in his voice that was almost exultation.


  Brick tried to laugh, but no sound came from his throat. Atlantis! The continent that had sunk thousands of years ago. Now he knew this was all a wild, crazy nightmare.


  Then something struck him a blunt blow in the face and chest and when he tried to lift his arms he found that he had fallen to the floor. Before he could figure out this surprising development a wave of dirty black spilled over him, smothering him . . .


  CHAPTER III


  Atlantis!


  POP CARTER STARED AT the still figure on the cot anxiously. His round, red face was wrinkled worriedly and his gnarled, blunt fingers were twisted together in something very like entreaty.


  Long slow minutes passed and then the figure on the cot stirred restlessly.


  Pop leaned forward in sudden anxiety.


  “Brick, boy,” he whispered pleadingly.


  Brick opened his eyes slowly, painfully. It was like coming up from black silent water or walking from darkness into a brightly lighted room. He blinked his eyes and managed to focus them on Pop’s worried, wrinkled face.


  “Are you feeling all right, lad?” Pop asked urgently.


  Brick hesitated a bit before replying. He felt fairly well except for the constricting tightness about his chest. Moving his hands under the light covering he discovered that his torso was bound closely with adhesive tape and bandages. Breathing was somewhat difficult, but his head was clear and his arms and legs felt strong and rested.


  “Why shouldn’t I be?” he asked with a weak grin.


  “No reason except you’ve been out like a light for thirty-six hours, got about three cracked ribs and had the krauthead sawbones wondering if you were goin’ to pull through at all.”


  “Thirty-six hours,” Brick muttered, dazed. “I must’ve pulled a weak sister act at that.” He raised himself on one elbow and ran a hand through his tousled, fiery hair. A glance about showed a small, frugally furnished room with two bunks, two chairs and one door with a barred window.


  “This the brig?” he asked.


  “Nothin’ but,” Pop snapped. “And we’re in for the duration.”


  Brick started to speak but Pop leaned close to him and said:


  “Lemme do the talking for a minute.” He shot a quick glance at the door, then turned back to Brick. “This is worse than a brig. It’s a German sub base, a whopping big one, built right on the floor of the ocean. They’ve got subs by the hundreds docked here and enough men to run ’em. It’s the reason why the British have been losing about two of every three ships they operate on the Atlantic.[4] And I think they’re gettin’ ready to turn these subs loose on American supply ships. This Captain Herrman is about the toughest and coolest thug I’ve ever run into. But I’ve got a plan—”


  “Slow down a minute,” Brick begged. “I’m getting dizzy.”


  His mind flashed back to the events of his last conscious hours. The sinking of the Vulcan, the rescue of the German sub, the escape from the British destroyers and finally the captain’s incredible statement that they were docked at a German base in the mythical continent of Atlantis.


  Whether this last was true was highly debatable, but the sub base did exist, constituting a terrible menace to all American Atlantic shipping. That much was definite. The only clear fact in the bewildering chain of circumstance was that America’s men and material were in immediate danger.


  Pop’s voice broke into his thought, tense and cautious.


  “We got a chance to throw a monkey wrench into their works. The guard outside steps into the cell when the flunkey brings the food. He wears two guns, but he keeps his eyes on me all the time cause he’s used to you lyin’ there like a dead man.”


  Brick’s eyes glinted as his mind raced ahead of Pop’s.


  “I see,” he said softly. “You maneuver him to turn his back to me and I’ll play possum. Then when he gets close enough to the cot I’ll let him have it.”


  AN HOUR later a surprised guard was seized from behind by a pair of steel-hard arms, hurled to the floor and his guns whipped from their holsters.


  Pop in turn slugged the gaping white-coated man who brought the food into the cell and the first phase of the plan had worked beautifully.


  While Brick held a gun at the guard’s neck, Pop tied his hands and feet with their two belts.


  “The corridor is clear,” he grunted. “All we got to do is get to the powder room at the end of it. It’s only a hundred feet away. Then we’ll finish this place for good.”


  Brick slipped into his trousers and, barefooted and shirtless, followed Pop stealthily into the corridor.


  Moving swiftly they stole past unbarred doors on either side of the corridor until they reached an intersection where another tunnel-like corridor right-angled their own.


  The walls and ceilings of the corridors were of heavy, reinforced concrete and were brightly illuminated by powerful lights set at intervals of every six feet in the ceiling.


  The second corridor was deserted and quiet. Everything was proceeding smoothly. Too smoothly, Brick thought worriedly. This suspicion brought hackles of his skin up warningly, but it came too late to do them any good.


  “Looking for someone?” a cold, mocking voice inquired from behind them.


  Brick wheeled. Captain Von Herrman stood in the corridor, a cigarette drifting smoke up past the sardonic twist of his lips. He had obviously stepped from one of the rooms they’d passed.


  Brick’s fingers tightened on the gun in his hand, but the captain raised a thin hand deprecatingly.


  “They’re not loaded,” he said calmly. “It was just a little clinical test of mine to see if you were going to be sensible. I instructed the guard to give you an opportunity to overpower him. Of course I wasn’t foolish enough to put loaded guns into your hands.” Brick stared helplessly at the gun in his hand, a dull feeling of defeat stealing over him.


  “After this,” the captain went on imperturbably, “we will have to be more careful with both of you. I thought for a while of giving you your freedom here in return for such information of America which you might happen to possess. Now you will be confined indefinitely.”


  As if that word were a signal of some sort a number of doors opened along the corridor and a dozen grinning German seamen piled out.


  “I took additional precautions,” the captain pointed out. “Now you will be shown your new quarters. Since we realize that we are harboring dangerous and resourceful Americans, we must be very careful. Very, very careful.”


  His broad sarcasm brought grins to the faces of the German seamen.


  Pop threw his gun to the floor bitterly.


  “If I had a minute alone with you,” he fumed, “I’d—”


  “You’d regret it exceedingly,” the captain said coldly.


  BRICK WAS silent as they were led to their new quarters. It proved to be a larger room with a small lavatory connecting. But the door and walls were plated with steel sheeting and the bars were several times thicker than the ones in their former cell.


  “I hope you’ll be comfortable here,” the captain grinned, “because it looks as if your stay is going to be a long one.”


  “By that,” Brick said, “you mean the war will be a long one.”


  “Long enough to accomplish its purpose,” the captain said, “and no longer. When the world is willing to admit the superiority of the German people and grant them their ordained position in the ruling of the world, then, and then only, will the war cease.”


  “Supposing,” Brick said, “the people of the world decide not to admit the superiority of the Germans. Supposing they’d rather rule themselves than be enslaved to a gang of power-drunk fanatics. What then?”


  A hot flash of anger reddened the captain’s face. One of the guards in the cell stepped menacingly toward Brick, but the captain checked him with a motion of his hand.


  “You’re safe in your insolence,” he said coldly, “because you happen to be defenseless and injured.”


  “That hasn’t stood in the way of your armies,” Brick snapped. “They’ve never displayed any noticeable scruples about attacking nations half their size.” The captain’s anger was under check now, and a frosty gleam of sardonic amusement played in his eyes. “The idealistic American again,” he jeered. “If you had an ounce of intelligence you’d realize that such things are necessary to the creation of a new order. For years we have been laying the ground work for our military machine and if tiny, undefended nations are impudent enough to attempt resistance they must pay the price for their folly.


  “This submarine base is an excellent example of our invincibility and thoroughness. Equipped now for a thousand ships, soon it will hold ten thousand. The British are laughing at the fleets of pocket submarines we are constructing because they know their cruising range to be less than fifty miles. But stationed at this base a submarine needs only a cruising range of five miles to operate at maximum destructive efficiency.[5]


  “We have barely tapped the potentialities of submarine warfare. In this base with its limitless unexplored possibilities we will create a fleet of such strength that no nation in the world will venture its ships on the Atlantic without our authority.”


  The impact of the captain’s words was almost physical. Brick thought of the thousands of American seamen who would be steaming into the Atlantic lanes, secure in the belief that the British had the German submarine menace throttled with their destroyer blockade of Northern ports and bases.


  Even as the horror of this swept over him he was able to wonder, with a curious detachment, why the force of this German base had not been unleased before on the stream of American ships carrying supplies to Britain. What motive did they have for holding back, practically encouraging America by their passivity to take still greater risks and send more and greater convoys into the Atlantic?


  The captain’s voice interrupted his thoughts.


  “For years we have been working secretly in the development of this base. Pumping out the halls of one of the ancient cities of Atlantis to create harbors and locks for our fleet. Now that job is over, but we have not as yet utilized many of the vast unexplored regions of Atlantis. Even so we are ready now to wage the war that will win us the final victory in the battle of the Atlantic.”


  Before Brick could reply a guttural German voice blasted into the room, seeming literally to fill it with its volume. The voice seemed to emanate above him, and glancing up he saw a loud speaker. The voice continued on for perhaps thirty seconds and then, abruptly, it stopped. Brick didn’t understand German, but it was apparent from the inflection of the speaker that some announcement had been made.


  A tense, pregnant silence followed.


  The captain and the four guards stood rigidly at attention, right arms outthrust in the Nazi salute.


  “What is it?” Brick asked, puzzled.


  “Der Führer!” the Captain barked. “Quiet!”


  CHAPTER IV


  THE SILENCE HELD FOR perhaps another minute. The only sound in the room was the breathing of the men. Pop stuck his hands in his pocket and leaned against the wall. With elaborate indifference he cleared his throat and spat contemptuously on the floor.


  Brick seated himself on the cot and waited.


  Within a few seconds the silence was shattered by a high strident voice. For the next ten minutes the voice drowned out all sound in the room, its pitch alternating from a screaming crescendo down to a hoarse fanatical whisper.


  The captain and the guards remained at statuesque attention, their faces shining and triumphant as the dominating voice of Hitler blasted through the loud speaker.


  Then, suddenly, it was all over. The echoes of the voice died in the room and the arms of the Germans dropped to their sides.


  The captain turned a flushed face to Brick.


  “The warning to our enemies has been repeated,” he said gloatingly. “Indo-China has fallen to our loyal ally, Japan. French Dakar but 1300 miles from the Western Hemisphere is in our hands. Our friends in South America have not been inactive. Brazil is ready to receive us. Outposts such as the Philippines and the Cape Verde Islands will soon be welded into the chain of encirclement our Führer is forging. A gigantic pincer movement is developing, but some nations are still too stupid to recognize its outlines.”


  “You’re forgetting the U.S. Navy,” Brick said grimly. “Also you’re overlooking the British fleet.”


  The captain smiled. One of the guards laughed outright.


  “Oh, no,” the captain said sarcastically. “We wouldn’t be so impolite as that. Our plans include them too. We wouldn’t slight them for the world.” He moved to the door, then turned and smiled at Brick.


  “It is a pity you do not understand German,” he said mockingly. “If you did you wouldn’t be so rude as to accuse us of neglecting the great navies of America and Britain.”


  With a sarcastic bow he stepped through the door, followed by the four guards. They were all smiling broadly.


  Then the door slammed behind them and Brick and Pop were alone.


  “What’s the joke?” Pop demanded belligerently.


  “I wish I knew,” Brick said worriedly. “The only thing I’m sure of is that there’s nothing funny about it.”


  Pop stamped across the room and sat down on the other bunk.


  “We got to get out of here,” he said fiercely. “Got to do something about this set-up.”


  Brick buried his face wearily in his hands. Despair was a strange emotion to him but it was creeping over him now. It was maddening to sit helplessly by while his country faced a menace that was so horrible in its potentialities. There had been a vicious threat behind the captain’s suave references to the British and American fleets. But what kind of a threat? What trap was being rigged and baited for them?


  Even if he knew all the details, what could he do? How could he warn them? The two of them were pitifully insignificant against the might of manpower the Germans had available at the base.


  Their efforts would be about as effective as pebbles thrown at a battleship. That was the maddening thing. They were so completely, utterly helpless.


  “Well?” Pop demanded. “What are we going to do?”


  BRICK LIFTED his head from his hands. His gray eyes were as hard as sunlight on burnished steel.


  “I don’t know yet,” he said softly. “But we’re going to make one helluva try before we give up.”


  “Atta keed,” Pop crowed.


  They examined their rooms thoroughly. Even the small lavatory was painstakingly scoured, but they were forced to admit that any escape from this cell was practically impossible.


  The next day, and the days that followed, they memorized the time of the arrival of their meals. They were served three times a day, plentifully. But two guards stood in the room with guns drawn while they ate. The utensils given them were carefully removed after they had eaten. They cleaned their own cell, made their own beds. Their only contact with the men of the base was at meal time when they were served by a surly, gnome-like fellow in a white uniform, and closely watched by the two guards.


  The monotony of the routine was practically unbearable. But worse than that was their feeling of complete futility and helplessness. They knew from various indications that something big was approaching. The tension was apparent in the faces of their guards, in the sounds of riveting and hammering that kept up twenty-four hours straight. The entire base was preparing itself.


  But for what?


  “I’m goin’ bats,” Pop snapped for the dozenth time. “Lemme tell you, these krautheads are up to something. I can smell it in the air.”


  That day Hitler spoke again. There seemed to be an additionally frenzied quality even in his voice. For fifteen minutes he spoke, dramatically and frantically.


  “Blasted madman,” Pop muttered. “Can’t even talk English like a civilized person. Besides, he said all this before. I’m sorry I understand the language!”


  Brick grinned, but as he listened to the shrill, fanatically determined voice flooding through the room, his smile faded. There was nothing funny about Hitler. Hitler was very, very unfunny.


  He thought of the thousands of men throughout the huge base standing rigidly at attention, listening to his every syllable as if it were originating from God himself.


  It was then that the idea crawled into the back of his head.


  It was a germ of a thought at first as whimsically fantastic as anything he could imagine. For a few seconds he toyed with it idly, carelessly. Then he forgot about it.


  But in a few minutes it was back, sticking persistently and doggedly in his mind. He turned the idea over then, exploring its possibilities. Or rather its impossibilities.


  It was hopelessly absurd. To risk two lives on anything so flimsy and uncertain was almost as ridiculous as the idea itself.


  He swung his legs off the cot and began pacing worriedly.


  “What’s the matter?” Pop asked. “Nothing,” he said, “Nothing at all.”


  “Spill it,” Pop said quietly.


  Brick continued to pace the room in silence. Finally he said:


  “It’s a screwy idea that just hit me. It’s crazy as hell, but it won’t go away.” He paused for an instant, then walked quietly to the barred door and peered into the corridor. Satisfied he stepped back to Pop. “It’s something that might spring us out of this cell, at least.”


  POP REACTED excitedly. He sprang to his feet and grabbed his arm.


  “Are you kidding?” he demanded fiercely.


  “I was never more serious in my life,” Brick said quietly.


  “Then what’re we waiting for?”


  “It’s a thousand to one shot,” Brick answered.


  “I never knew you to figure odds before,” Pop said hotly.


  Brick sat down on his cot and stared at the floor.


  “I’m not worrying about us,” he said. “It’s just that if we fail this time we’ll never get another chance. I’m trying to make sure that this scheme of mine is the only chance we’ve got.”


  “Well stop being mysterious,” Pop said irritably. “Lemme in on it.” Brick told him in detail. When he finished Pop scratched his head in silence, and frowned darkly at the floor.


  “It’s crazy,” he said at last. “But sometimes the crazier a thing seems to be the better it works. I’m for it. Hell, it’s a chance, a dang slim one, but we can’t expect meat in our soup at this stage of the game.”


  Brick stood up decisively. He picked up the rolled blanket from the foot of his cot and handed it to Pop.


  “You know what to do with this. Hide it in the wash room though until we’re ready for it. We’re goin’ to take that thousand to one chance.”


  Pop grinned delightedly and hurried to the lavatory with the blanket. When he returned he was still smiling.


  “If it works,” he chortled, “it’ll take twenty years off my life.”


  “If it doesn’t,” Brick said grimly, “neither of us will have to worry about collecting old age pensions.”


  “You’re a pessimist,” Pop said scornfully, “but I ain’t. I just got the feeling that I’ll be standing watch again with a good U.S. deck under me before long. They can’t stop us. Hell, we’re Americans.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Brick said briefly. “Anyway we’ll know soon enough. It’s about time for dinner. During the meal you make some excuse to get into the washroom. Then if everything works right I’ll handle the rest.”


  “It ain’t goin’ to be a snap for you,” Pop said. “There’s two of ‘em, you know. And the sour little guy who serves the food to boot.”


  For the next few minutes the men were silent, tensely awaiting the tread of boots in the corridor.


  When the sound came it was a relief. As the measured stamp came closer Brick felt his taut nerves relaxing. He slumped back in his cot and closed his eyes. His muscles were loose and free, his breathing regular. Except for the pain which still bothered his ribs, he was in perfect shape.


  Pop’s face was impassive but his blunt fingers were trembling slightly with excitement. He jammed his hands into the pockets of his dungarees to hide their perturbation.


  THE TWO men were apparently resting easily when the lock clicked and the two guards entered. The German guards were heavy-set and capable-looking in their blue-grey uniforms. Their faces were stern and watchful as they stepped aside to allow the orderly to enter with the tray.


  Brick opened his eyes, blinked, and then sat up yawning sleepily.


  “I was just about to yell for you guys,” he muttered, “I’m hungry as a lumberjack.”


  The tray was set on a small table in the center of the cell and Pop pulled up his chair and began eating.


  One of the guards, Brick noticed, had his gun in his hand, but the other wore his in the holster at his hip. They kicked the door shut and took up their positions, one on either side of it.


  Brick appraised their location and attitudes carefully before joining Pop at the table. He kept his eyes on the plate rather than risk a glance at Pop that might give away the excitement and hope that boiled within him.


  Halfway through the meal, Pop suddenly clutched at his stomach. With a moan of pain he staggered to his feet his face twisted in a grimace of agony.


  The German guards watched him with stoic suspicion, but when he hugged his arms to his stomach and stumbled weakly toward the lavatory they made no move to stop him.


  Brick slowly released the breath he had been holding.


  If the guards had stopped him, or insisted on following him, their applecart would have been neatly kicked over. But they hadn’t.


  Without attracting attention Brick managed to slide his chair back a few inches to give his knees clearance from the table. His feet twisted slightly as he braced himself for quick action.


  Outwardly he was calm, almost sleepy looking. But every muscle of his powerful body was coiled to strike and behind his expressionless face his brain was racing keenly and swiftly.


  Timing was all important. A tenth of a second one way or the other would mean the difference between success and failure, life and death.


  With a vicious effort of will he drove all thoughts of failure from his mind. He couldn’t fail. To avoid suspicion he forced himself to raise his fork again to his mouth.


  The fork was halfway to his lips when an incoherent, screaming voice blasted through the room. It was the voice of a madman, raging and shouting a stream of incomprehensible words and phrases. For a dazed second, as the frenzied, but strangely muffled sounds crashed through the room, the German guards stared in helpless bewilderment about them.


  Brick crouched at the table, his muscles gathering and bunching. His slate gray eyes were on the guards unwinkingly.


  For another chaotic second the guards hesitated as the maniacal sounds poured into the room. Then with an automatic motion they stiffened to rigid attention, their hands snapping outward in the Nazi salute.


  “Der Führer!” one gasped.


  BRICK MOVED then! With a tigerish motion he wheeled and charged the guards. The one with the gun in his hand cried out in surprised rage, but he was too late to use the gun. Brick’s shoulder slammed him against the concrete wall and his right fist drove into the Nazi’s middle with the force of a battering ram.


  With an agonized cry the man slumped to the floor, his eyes rolling wildly as he clutched at his stomach.


  Brick jerked around but the other guard was already on top of him his big fists slamming into his head and shoulders.


  Brick weaved backward, snapping his left into the guard’s enraged face. The German was big and powerful, with heavy shoulders that looked dangerous.


  Cursing he followed Brick, his arms pumping punches like well-oiled pistons. Brick backed away, waiting for an opening. If it hadn’t been for the aching pain in his chest he would have slugged it out, toe-to-toe, but he couldn’t take any chances now.


  Confident and careless the German dropped his arms and rushed Brick, hoping for a chance to grapple with the elusive American.


  Brick stabbed a left into his face and stepped in suddenly, his right chopping down in an axe-like blow that exploded against the German’s exposed jaw with a sickening smack! It was a terrible blow, almost enough to kill an ordinary man. The German staggered back, eyes glazing, his jaw hanging queerly.


  Brick moved into follow up, but it wasn’t necessary. The German sprawled backward to the floor, out cold.


  Brick wheeled—and his hands rose into the air.


  The orderly was facing him, a Luger pistol clutched in his fist. He was standing in front of the wash-room door, face working excitedly. For that reason he didn’t see the door open, didn’t see Pop’s roundhouse blow coming.


  The first knowledge he had of it, was when something like a sixteen inch shell crashed into the back of his neck exploding a complete constellation of stars before his eyes. He hit the floor and crumpled up like a sack of meal.


  “In the well-known nick of time,” Brick panted.


  Pop’s face was flushed triumphantly.


  “The first round is ours,” he grinned. “Tell me lad? Did I really sound like Adolf, himself? My German is awful.”


  “Close enough,” Brick said. “With that blanket over your head disguising your voice I almost started goose stepping myself. Now aren’t you glad you know German?”


  Pop stepped quickly to the guards and orderly and picked up their guns. He tossed one to Brick.


  “Let’s get movin’,” he snapped. “We can’t wait to tie these lugs up.”


  Brick stuck the gun in his belt and stepped to the door. One cautious glance showed the corridor still to be empty.


  “Let’s move,” he said grimly.


  Together they crept silently down the hall.


  THEIR GREATEST handicap was in their total unfamiliarity with the layout of the base. Then there were the lights, glaring brightly at all hours, ruining any chance or attempt at concealment.


  The corridor they were using was wide and deserted. They passed other doors, some barred and some of solid steel.


  Within a hundred yards Brick heard a faint throbbing sound growing in volume. He had noticed it subconsciously when he had left the cell but now its sound was all around them, like the pulse of a mighty heart.


  It must mean they were nearing the region that housed the dynamos. As they passed intersecting corridors Brick began to gain a mental picture of the base. The docks and operating machinery would probably be centrally located, and it would be logical that the officers’ quarters would be close to them. Then the main corridors angled away from this hub like the spokes of a huge wheel. The corridors they were intersecting were probably circular in shape, spreading out in gradually widening rings from the center or hub of the base.


  He noticed an increasing smell of oil in the warm air that further convinced him they were heading right for the center of the base. Nothing could be better. If they were going to accomplish anything in the way of delaying or destroying its workings, they would have to strike at its heart.


  “Let’s take a side tunnel,” Brick suggested. It had occurred to him that if the guards they had slugged stumbled out of the cell, he and Pop would be instantly visible to them.


  They turned off at the next corridor, moving swiftly, but cautiously.


  Not a second too soon—


  A hoarse cry sounded behind them, echoing loudly and clamorously through the tunnel-like corridors. Brick and Pop looked at one another apprehensively.


  A second later they heard the sound of running footsteps and shouted cries. Due to the acoustical peculiarity of the low corridors it was impossible to guess the origin of the sound. It seemed to break all around them, echoing up and down the length of the corridor.


  Brick hesitated. There was nothing to guide them or give them an inkling which way to turn. Around every corner lay danger. There was no more time left for deliberation or reasoning.


  “Come on,” he snapped. “It’s up to Lady Luck now.”


  With Pop panting behind him they charged ahead through two intersections of the larger corridors that led to the center of the base.


  Their luck had been phenomenal so far, but they were helpless to take advantage of it. They were running blindly with no destination in mind.


  THE GALRINGLY illuminated corridors offered no place of concealment. And their luck couldn’t hold forever. Suddenly a new, but unmistakable sound joined the babel of footsteps and voices that were closing on them.


  A muffled crack! sounded and Brick felt something hiss spitefully past his cheek. Jerking around he saw three Germans charging after them with drawn guns.


  Fortunately the next intersection was but a few feet away. Reaching it, Brick grabbed Pop by the arm jerked him roughly out of the line of fire into the temporary shelter afforded by the angle of the corridor.


  He pulled the Luger from his belt and fired two random shots at the oncoming Germans. It would slow them down he knew, give them a few seconds’ start down the corridor in which they found themselves.


  With Pop at his side, he sprinted ahead, but it was not until they had covered a hundred feet that they saw their mistake. For the corridor ended abruptly a hundred yards ahead of them. It was a dead end. Brick flicked a helpless glance over his shoulder. There was no turning back now. They were trapped without a chance in the world to save themselves.


  He was still looking over his shoulder when he heard Pop’s gun blast next to him. Turning he saw a German guard clutching his wrist and cursing wildly.


  “He just appeared out of thin air,” Pop said grimly.


  When they reached the man they saw that the corridor widened at its termination, forming a rectangular space which had concealed the sentry from their sight.


  Brick disarmed the guard swiftly. Then Pop was gripping his arm.


  “Look!” he cried, pointing.


  Brick followed his hand and saw that he was indicating the dead end of the corridor. Then he saw the reason for Pop’s excitement. It wasn’t a dead end, but a huge bronze door that blocked off the tunnel.


  Pop was already springing for the massive handle of the door, and Brick, with a slight twinge of conscience, jerked the guard around and slugged him in the jaw with a vicious eight-inch right.


  The German slumped in his arms with a sodden limp weight. Brick eased him to the floor and jumped to Pop’s side. Tenths of seconds counted now.


  Pop turned the latch of the door and with Brick’s help they jerked it open wide enough to slip through. A half dozen shots spattered viciously against the bronze of the door as they slammed it shut behind them. An automatic bolt clicked.


  Brick wheeled, stopped dead in his tracks. His eyes widened incredulously as they traveled over the unbelievable scene spreading before him.


  “Jeez!” Pop gasped hoarsely. “I—It ain’t real, is it?”


  CHAPTER V


  In Atlantis


  FOR A TIMELESS INSTANT they stared in mute wonder at the vastness and majesty of the room.


  It was long and wide with an arched ceiling that sprang upward hundreds of feet in the air. The walls and floor were composed of some substance that gleamed like chalk-white marble. From the ceiling a soft, mellow luminance emanated, flooding the vast chamber with a radiant brilliance. The room was starkly empty, but it was this very emptiness that emphasized its breathtaking size and simplicity.


  An archway sloped down at the far end of the room, forming a corridor which led to another room, apparently identical with the one in which they were standing.


  Brick was the first to recover from the shock.


  “We’ve got to keep moving,” he said. “This must be the unexplored region of Atlantis the captain mentioned.”


  He mentioned Atlantis for the first time with complete credulity in his voice. It was impossible not to admit its existence when gazing at these magnificent white rooms completely unlike any architecture he had ever viewed.


  It was somewhat terrifying to realize, to accept the fact that he was standing in the halls of a race that had died twelve thousand years ago. A race whose memory was only a series of scattered legends and folk tales.


  Pop was still staring dumbly over the vast hall.


  “I don’t believe it,” he said weakly.


  Brick flashed a grim look at the bronze door as a faint muffled sound came to him.


  “Let’s go,” he hissed. “Our chums are just on the other side of that door.”


  There was only one direction to run, and that was straight ahead through the large hall to the connecting archway, and then into the mysterious, unexplored caverns of ancient Atlantis.


  Brick flung a glance over his shoulder as they reached the archway that connected with the next room. The bronze door that separated them from the Germans was sagging inward at a drunken angle as they smashed into it with some sort of battering ram.


  They had covered the length of the second room before a crackling volley of shots told them that the Germans had broken through and were hot on their trail.


  Brick leaped to one side, into a passageway that connected with the second room. From the protective angle of the wall he reached out and dragged Pop in after him. But he wasn’t soon enough.


  Pop stumbled and dropped to his knees, his hand clutching his shoulder. His face was twisted into an agonized mask, but no sound came through his locked jaw.


  BRICK HAULED him to his feet, as carefully as he could. He pulled Pop’s hand away from the wound, saw that the bullet had bored through the flesh alongside the collarbone. Blood was welling from the small black hole, but it didn’t look as if a bone had been hit.


  “I’m a long way from dead,” Pop said grimly. “Let’s get movin’.”


  Brick glanced about, deciding swiftly. The passageway they were in was narrow and brightly lighted. It extended endlessly straight ahead of them. They would be as visible as shooting gallery ducks if they followed it, but there was no other course.


  “Come on, sailor,” he snapped.


  Together they charged down the passage. The only sound for awhile was the pounding of their feet on the hard floor and their noisy, labored breathing in their ears. But within a hundred yards they heard the excited shout they had been expecting. Twisting about, Brick saw that the Germans had reached the intersection, had spotted them.


  Their situation was hopeless he knew, but something in him refused to quit. Pop was staggering along, obviously weakening from the loss of blood. He turned a desperate face to Brick.


  “You keep goin’,” he wheezed. “I—I’ll try and hold ’em for awhile.”


  Brick hooked an arm about Pop’s waist to keep him from falling.


  “The hell you will,” he grated. “We go together or not at all.”


  The Germans weren’t shooting. Evidently they realized that their quarry was helpless and had decided to capture them alive.


  For another fifty feet Brick lunged on, almost carrying Pop’s limp figure with his right arm. He could hear the Germans closing behind him, and he knew in seconds it would be over. But he kept on.


  Then, through the mist of sweat streaming into his eyes, he saw a narrow dark opening in the bright, white wall. It was a few feet wide, but it stretched from the floor to the ceiling.


  He was beyond deliberating or reasoning. Instinctively his tired legs drove toward the dark sanctuary. As he lunged into the passageway, a merciful, concealing blackness cloaked him. He dropped to his knees and eased Pop to the floor.


  He heard a sudden rattle of gunfire, and bullets plowing past the mouth of the dark corridor with a deadly hiss. Jerking the Luger from his pocket he fired hastily into the lighted corridor. The bullet struck the wall at an odd angle and he could tell from the startled yell of the German pursuers, that it had checked their reckless advance. But he knew the pause would only be temporary.


  Crawling to his feet, he hoisted Pop up and headed into the darkness. For fifty feet the corridor continued straight ahead and then he collided with a solid wall. Groping with his free hand he discovered that the tunnel connected with another which stretched to the left.


  Half carrying, half dragging Pop, he moved cautiously along the new tunnel for perhaps a hundred feet before he encountered another turn. He made more turns after that. How many he couldn’t tell. Through the clammy blackness of the labyrinthine passages, he plodded on, interested only in putting distance between themselves and their pursuers.


  For minutes the only sound that broke the deep silence was the tired scuff of their boots; but dimly at first, and then with steadily increasing volume, he heard muffled cries echoing about him. It was difficult to locale exactly where they were emanating, but there was little doubt as to the possessers of the voices. The harsh guttural tones told him all too plainly that the Germans were following him into the black twisting corridor.


  Again, he collided with a solid substance. Extending his hand to the left he touched another wall. Turning right he lurched ahead—and stopped short, colliding again. For an instant he was unable to comprehend the situation. He groped about a semi-circle touching each wall again. It was only then that he realized they were helplessly trapped against a dead end in the black passageway.


  THE SILENCE was complete. His breathing sounded terribly loud and ragged in his ears. Behind him, faintly came the sound of shod feet moving cautiously. The hunters were closing in for the kill.


  Pop had been leaning against the wall that blocked the tunnel, and now he grabbed Brick’s arm tensely.


  “Look,” he said weakly. His voice was faint, but there was a note of excitement in it. “Here in the wall. I just found a hole.”


  Brick dropped to his knees hurriedly, his hands moving over the surface of the stone. With Pop’s hands to guide him, his fingers slipped into a narrow niche, about two inches wide and six inches long.


  With his right hand he probed into the opening. His fingers met a cold hard surface that was like steel to the touch.


  Frowning he sat back on his haunches. The niche had obviously been carved for some purpose, and its position, waist high on the wall, suggested a key hole of some sort.


  Key? His mind turned the idea over. A wild, screwy idea occurred to him, but for an instant he wavered indecisively. Then his jaw hardened.


  “Move aside, Pop,” he whispered. “I’m going to fire a slug into this slit.”


  He jerked the Luger from his belt, shoved it into the niche and pulled the trigger. In the narrow confines of the tunnel the detonation was deafening. He heard the bullet spang into the metal-like plate in the crevice.


  He heard nothing else. He listened closely but the silence was complete and final. Even the cautious advance of the Germans had stopped. It had been a crazy hunch, but he felt a curious letdown. Such as a drowning man might experience watching the last straw bob away on the waves.


  A deep rumbling came from behind them, obliterating completely the slight sounds of the Germans’ advance. It was as if the walls and ceiling had begun to vibrate crazily.


  “Brick,” Pop hissed imperatively. “Look! On the floor.”


  A thin pencil of pale light was spreading under their feet. A light that was like the illumination cast by a mellow candle. Incredulously Brick’s eyes swung to the narrow crack from which the slender finger of light was emanating.


  The heavy stone wall which had blocked the corridor was rising slowly, and from the steadily growing aperture the pale light was pouring.


  “What in the name of the forty blue blazes!” Pop muttered feebly.


  Brick rallied first.


  “Come on,” he snapped. “We’re not licked yet. If we can get out of here before the Germans spot us we’ve got a chance.”


  When the aperture was three feet high, he ducked low and crawled under the slowly rising wall. Pop scrambled after, grunting painfully. They straightened up together. And together their mouths dropped open in blank, stunned amazement.


  They stood in a small room furnished with nothing save a small couch against one wall. But it was not the room, or its pale illumination that shocked them into incredulous silence.


  It was a girl!


  A TALL slender girl dressed in a loose, white garment stood in the center of the room facing them. Her skin was as clear and as pale as fine white marble. Brilliant silver hair swept back from her high smooth brow and rippled over her head and down to her shoulders in long gleaming waves. The only color in the face was in the slight rose tint of her lips and in the dark welling pools of her eyes.


  Brick let out his breath explosively. Never in his life had he seen such weird, exotic, completely compelling beauty.


  There was a puzzled, uncertain expression on the girl’s beautifully regular features. She took a hesitant step toward them, revealing in the motion the supple feminine curves of her lithe body.


  Her startlingly dark eyes moved from one to the other, doubtfully, questioningly. Then she spoke. Her voice was low and clear and the words sounded like the gentle murmur of a quiet stream over mossy rocks.


  “What’s she sayin’?” Pop asked dazedly.


  Brick shook his head.


  “I don’t get it. Sounds something like Polynesian but that’s all I can make out.”


  Pop glanced behind him. The wall had stopped rising, revealing an opening about eight feet high and some six feet wide.


  “We can’t stop here,” he said anxiously. “Them Germans ain’t far away right now.”


  The girl looked at him as he spoke but there was no understanding in her face. Brick looked helplessly at her. In her haunting dark eyes there was an uncertainty and bewilderment that tugged at him powerfully.


  But he had no more time to worry about that. For a harsh shout rang out from the blackness of the tunnel they had left, and simultaneously the deadly rattle of machine-gun fire shattered the silence into a million stuttering pieces. Steel jacketed bullets hissed through the tunnel opening and spattered spitefully against the far wall of the room.


  The girl was almost in the direct line of fire. Pop hurled himself to the floor and scuttled crab-like to the protecting angle to the wall.


  “Get down you fool,” he shouted shrilly to Brick.


  But Brick was springing toward the girl. He knew if he didn’t get her out of the way she would be cut down like a flower before a scythe by the vicious hail of lead. Reaching her side, he saw terror in her dark eyes. But strangely, there was understanding there too, as if she realized he meant to help her.


  Her body was limp in his arms as he lifted her off her feet and sprang to the side of the room. Even in the bedlam of noise and danger he was conscious of her deep, liquid eyes on him.


  The deafeningly loud rattle of machine-gun fire continued, the bullets lacing a criss-cross pattern of perforations against the wall. Finally it stopped and a guttural voice called out:


  “Come out with your hands up please. We will give you till the count of ten. Then we will use grenades!”


  Brick felt a cold perspiration break out on his face. One grenade in a room that small would blow them all into a million pieces. He glanced at Pop. The old man was crouched in a corner, white-faced.


  Outside he could hear the slow methodical count.


  “Four—Five—six—”


  “Look!” Pop hissed suddenly. His finger was pointing excitedly at the side wall. Brick looked and saw a door, so perfectly flitted that it had been invisible, swinging open. Then, through the doorway, stepped a man.


  A small, slender, gray-haired man with a keen, alert face and very dark eyes.


  THE SILVER-HAIRED girl at Brick’s side leaped to her feet, a fervent exclamation escaping her lips. She ran to the side of the gray-haired man and embraced him. Swift, low words passed breathlessly between them.


  “Eight . . . nine . . .”


  Brick sprang to his feet. There was only one second between them and eternity. He grabbed the silver-haired girl by the arms, spun her around. For a terrible, split second she stared at him bewilderedly; but then some of his desperation must have imparted itself to her, for she turned and with one swift word to the gray-haired man led the way to the door.


  Brick leaped after her, Pop behind him. The gray headed man started to close the door.


  “Ten!”


  Brick hurled his shoulder against the door, slamming it shut. A muffled explosion sounded beyond it and he felt the door shudder under the impact. His shoulder ached at the jar, but he knew that for the time being they were safe.


  CHAPTER VI


  Leolo and Zoru


  BRICK BREATHED A SIGH of relief.


  While he realized the respite was only temporary, he had been so close to the brink of death that any delay was welcome. It would take the Germans a little time to discover that their bodies were not buried beneath the debris of the room they had just vacated.


  He turned from the door, determined not to waste a second of their precious advantage. The gray-haired man had lost his air of uncertainty, he noticed. Now he was calm, deliberate and poised; and in his dark eyes there was the unmistakable flash of authority.


  He turned, motioning to them and moved toward a door at the far end of the room. The girl followed him without hesitation.


  “Come on,” Brick said to Pop. “These people seem to know the score.”


  The two Americans followed their strange benefactors through several dimly lighted corridors that appeared to be hewn from the solid rock. Finally they entered a spacious hall, somewhat similar to the large room Brick had first seen in Atlantis. The walls were pure white and gleamed strangely, casting a soft illumination over the entire room.


  This room, however, was different in many ways from that Brick had seen first. This room was not bare and empty. Every corner was filled with huge machines and the walls and ceiling were covered with tubes, charts, strange indicators and graphs. In the middle of the room was a giant switchboard, covered with rheostats and pressure gauges of a design unfamiliar to him. It was obviously a laboratory, and although it was covered with a film of dust, it looked as ageless and as young as knowledge itself . . .


  The girl closed and bolted the heavy door through which they had entered the vast laboratory, and the strange, gray-haired man moved swiftly to a large cabinet against the wall and began removing various trays of equipment and odd-looking devices.


  “What’s up now?” Pop asked.


  Brick shrugged helplessly.


  “You’ve got me.”


  He watched intently as the gray-haired man carried the equipment he had selected from the cabinet to the huge, intricate switchboard in the middle of the hall. He watched him make adjustments and changes on several of the dials that pitted the surface of the board, and then his eyes widened slightly as he straightened up and beckoned to him and Pop.


  The gray-haired man had four small flat boxes in his arms, and from each of these trailed a single wire about a foot long. At the end of the wire was attached a perforated disc with a tiny knob oddly set in the center.


  Brick approached curiously, Pop trailing a few cautious feet behind him. The gray-haired man extended one of the boxes to Brick and one to the silver-haired girl who was standing to his left.


  The girl took the box immediately. Brick hesitated an instant and then accepted the strange contraption gingerly. With very obvious misgivings Pop did likewise.


  THE BOX was about eight inches long, four inches wide and not more than an inch thick. It was made of some black, grainless material that was as hard as steel to the touch. It had a long slender clamp on one side of it, and the perforated disc also was fitted with a clamp similar to the kind used on radio headphones.


  The gray-haired man clamped the disc to his ear so that the tiny knob pressed against his eardrum and then he clamped the slim black box to his shoulder. The foot of wire between the disc and the box was sufficient to allow him to move his head in all directions.


  With gestures, he indicated that Brick and Pop were to do the same.


  Brick complied with his unspoken request in silence, but Pop grumbled.


  “Dang it all, what for?” he snapped. “How do we know what he’s up to? These things may blow up after we get ’em on.”


  “He has them on too,” Brick pointed out. “So has the girl. It isn’t likely he’ll blow them both up with us.”


  Muttering wrathfully, Pop clamped the apparatus awkwardly on his head and slung the box over his shoulder.


  Nothing happened for a while. The tiny knob in Brick’s ear was cold and hard, but it was not particularly uncomfortable. He waited patiently for some explanation of the mysterious apparatus and its use.


  The gray-haired man was speaking to them now. But still in the musical, unintelligible tones. Brick tried desperately to gain some meaning from the man’s words, but the effort must have shown in his face and eyes, for at a soft word from the girl, the gray-haired man stopped talking and turned impatiently to the switchboard.


  There he made another series of adjustments and changes on several of the dial-like devices before turning back to Brick.


  His dark intelligent eyes were almost imploring, as he opened his mouth and said, “Can’t you understand me? I am Zoru of Atlantis!”


  Brick jerked to attention, every muscle tense. He stared at the gray-haired man incredulously, too dazed to speak.


  For the words had been spoken in perfect English!


  He could feel Pop’s fingers digging into his arm, and he heard the old man’s frantic voice in his ears.


  “Brick!” Pop gasped. “I’m goin’ crazy. I’m hearin’ things.”


  “Please do not be alarmed,” the gray-haired man’s smooth voice flowed on in cultured English. “The devices you are wearing are merely translating my speech into thought impulses which are delivered directly to your brains. I am not speaking your language but you can understand me. These instruments operate on a principle with which I gather you are unfamiliar. That is not important, however. The fact that they permit us to communicate is all that counts.”


  He turned to the girl standing next to him and smiled.


  “This is my daughter, Leolo. She was saved by you, she has told me.


  That is why I brought you here to safety.”


  “Can you understand me?” Brick asked.


  The man who called himself Zoru nodded.


  “Perfectly,” he said.


  Brick looked from him to the girl, Leolo in perplexity. The girl was smiling slightly, displaying even, white teeth that gleamed like pearls against the faint rosiness of her lips.


  HE HAD never in his life seen such people as these. There was a nobility and dignity about them that flashed from their clear, intelligent eyes and stood forth in their carriage and bearing.


  Instinctively he knew them to be good. It was difficult to conceive of them being anything else.


  “Who are you?” he asked, directing his question to them both.


  Zoru answered:


  “It might be hard for you to believe, but my daughter and myself are Atlanteans. We are the last survivors of a race that perished twelve thousand years ago.”[6]


  Brick stared from Zoru to his startlingly beautiful daughter bewilderedly. Atlanteans! It was incredible! Impossible!


  “You do not believe us,” Leolo said quietly. “I can see the doubt in your eyes.”


  “Good Lord,” Brick cried, “I want to believe you, but how can I? Atlantis has been under millions of tons of water for thousands of years. To believe that you—”


  Zoru raised a slim hand to Brick’s outburst.


  “Please,” he said. “Listen to me. Possibly I can explain the things that trouble you and raise doubts in your mind.”


  Brick found himself curiously calmed by the almost pleading sincerity in the voice of Zoru.


  “Go ahead,” he said. “I’m afraid I’ve been rude.”


  Zoru was silent for an instant, and Brick noticed that his dark eyes were strangely glazed, as if they were seeing, not the scene before him but instead were beholding a scene that existed only in time and memory.


  “As a scientist of Atlantis,” Zoru began, “I knew that one day the continent would sink. A volcanic pressure was building steadily beneath the the continent and it would only be a matter of time until it would get beyond our control. I tried to make the ruling groups understand the immediacy of the danger, but they were too occupied with their savage wars of conquest to heed my pleas. It was Atlantis’ misfortune, at that time, to be in the power of a despotic tyrant whose only concern was the extension of his power and armies into every corner of our world.”


  Zoru paused and his mouth straightened into a bitter line.


  “When I realized that nothing I could say or do would prevail against his madness, I decided to save my daughter and myself, if possible, from the holocaust I knew was imminent.


  “Accordingly I perfected an opiate and administered it to us a few days before the time, as determined by my calculations, when the volcanic pressure would erupt. We retired to separate sealed chambers, stocked with quantities of condensed food in tablet form, and when my predictions were proven accurate several days later, we embarked on a voyage of dreamless sleep that lasted until a few months ago.”


  “WHAT AWAKENED you?” Brick asked.


  “Air,” Zoru replied. “Our chambers were practically perfect vacuums when we constructed them, but time had created fissures and cracks through which air seeped. Our first conclusion was that the continent had risen from the floor of the ocean. My instruments soon convinced me that the position of Atlantis had not changed in the years we had been slumbering. The air, we soon discovered, came from the huge chambers and halls of the city which had been pumped free of mud and water.


  “At first we decided to make ourselves known to the strange visitors who had inhabited our former city, but in the end we made up our minds to remain in the comparative safety of these sealed chambers until we knew more of them.


  “Then, somehow, you must have shattered the lock that controls the entrance to our hidden chamber.”


  Brick explained how that had been accomplished. He also explained from whom they had been fleeing and why. When he finished Leolo’s dark eyes were flashing indignantly. Zoru shook his noble head gravely.


  “When I awoke and realized that these mighty halls and chambers had been pumped dry and hermetically sealed to keep out the ocean, I was certain that an intelligent race of people had sprung into being in the years my daughter and I had been slumbering. People who could accomplish such a feat of hydraulics and engineering would be like unto gods, I thought. It saddens me terribly to think that such genius is being perverted and prostituted to cause misery instead of peace and happiness in the world.”


  “They ain’t goin’ to get away with it,” Pop broke in explosively. “No sir!”


  Leolo, the silver-haired girl, shook her head sadly.


  “It is always the same,” she said softly. “A group of ruthless men seize control of armies and use them to enslave their fellow man. Because those that are decent and kind do not wish war and bloodshed, they suffer the tyrants to gain great power before they attempt to stop them. Then it’s too late. I presume it is that way now. You have permitted this beast to gain supremacy over you and—”


  “No we haven’t,” Brick said grimly. “I think the people of the world have awakened in time, for once.”


  Leolo looked at him doubtfully, but deep in her liquid eyes there was a faint glimmer of hope.


  “What can we do to help?” she asked impulsively.


  BRICK FELT a sudden excitement quickening his pulse. As long as spirit like this lived, as long as ideals remained imperishable things, immune to the thought of danger or the ravages of time, liberty and freedom would never be driven from the heart of man.


  Zoru stepped forward taking his daughter’s hand in his own.


  “My daughter speaks without deliberation,” he said quietly. “But words Spoken from the heart are often more beautiful than those spoken from the mind alone. The failure of Atlantis was partly our failure, since it was really the people of our continent that failed themselves. Perhaps we can extenuate ourselves by aiding you in your fight against the same tyranny that we faced so’ many centuries ago. If we can we will consider it a great privilege. We are kin to you Americans.” Pop ran his hand through his scanty hair impatiently.


  “We’re all talking too much,” he said irritably. “Sure we all want to fight, but what’re we goin’ to fight with? How’re we goin’ to get out of here to warn our people about this nest of adders down here? Them’s the things we gotta be thinkin’ about.”


  “Pop’s right,” Brick admitted. “We are helpless as we stand now.”


  Zoru smiled, an expression of faint amusement touching his eyes.


  “Not completely,” he said cryptically.


  CHAPTER VII


  Miracles in Atlantis


  “WHAT DO YOU MEAN?” Brick demanded.


  Without speaking Zoru walked to the side of the room and pressed a square panel that was set in the wall about three feet from the ground.


  Noiselessly a large section of the wall, from the ceiling to the floor, swung back, revealing another large room.


  “Come with me,” Zoru said. He entered the newly disclosed room.


  Rather uncertainly Brick and Pop followed the straight figure of the Atlantean. The room was the most practical looking room of all those they had seen outside of the Nazi occupied area of Atlantis.[7]


  The walls were of heavy material that looked like a form of hard asphalt, and in one wall was a huge bronze plate that was hinged on one side and clamped on the other. In the center of the room was a queer contraption that looked surprisingly like a huge, metallic bug. It was about twenty feet long, eight feet high and four feet wide. It had one door as far as they could see, and the top was made of heavy green glass. It rested on six spiked wheels, which were almost as high as the machine itself.


  “This,” Zoru explained, “was a conveyance used in crossing rough, rugged terrain. I think with a few repairs and adjustments we can utilize it in leaving Atlantis. That is, if you’re willing to take a rather long chance.”


  “We’ll take any chance,” Brick said, “but how can this thing get us out of here? We’re hundreds of feet under water you know.”


  “Yes, I am aware of that,” Zoru said, with faint irony. “But,” he pointed to the huge bronze plate, “that clamp opens to a corridor about fifty feet long. With luck we can devise a decompression chamber of sorts. I take it we’ll need something like that. Then we can convert this land machine into a below-surface craft. Our only serious problem will be in bringing it to the surface. But we can face that problem when we come to it. The important thing is to start readying this land transport for our needs.”


  The Atlantean’s quiet confidence in speaking of these Herculean labors was impressive.


  “O. K.” Brick said grimly. “Let’s start to work.”


  In the days that followed the three men worked like horses for sixteen hours out of each twenty-four. Leolo discarded her flowing gown for a pair of loose trousers and a blouse and worked beside the men, handing them tools and doing what work she could.


  She brought them their food, which consisted of the condensed tablets Zoru had stocked in their chamber before taking the opiate.


  In spite of Brick’s realization of Zoru’s scientific wizardry, he was being constantly amazed by the man’s almost supernatural skill in adapting his talents to the creation of things far outside his own experience.


  Oxygen tanks puzzled him for about fifteen minutes, but when Brick got the principle across to him, it was a matter of only days before they were completed.


  The two Americans learned much of the civilization of ancient Atlantis, its people, its ways and customs, but one product of Atlantis that Brick found practically insoluble was the silver-haired Leolo.


  AS EACH day passed her attitude toward him underwent subtle changes. But woman-like the changes were not consistent. One minute, discussing a mechanical problem, she would be all warm, eager friendliness. The next second she would turn, as if he had offended her, and leave him.


  One day while they were resting briefly, she said.


  “You have no thought in your mind but this work, have you?”


  “That’s right,” he said. “It’s the only thing that counts with me.”


  She was silent for an instant, then she rose and left him without a word. He sat up, puzzled, wondering what he had said wrong.


  He sighed and stretched out on the floor again. He wanted her to like him more than he wanted anything, but he didn’t seem to be making much progress.


  At the end of the second week it was obvious that the job ahead of them was bigger than they thought. The crawler, as they had named the machine, was still land-bound. A practical method for permitting it to reach the surface had not been hit upon.


  A fear that Brick had kept to himself was gnawing at him. He knew that the German sub base was preparing to launch a mighty attack—somewhere, sometime. But where? When?


  It was maddening to be so near and yet so far from being able to check their plans. For two rest stretches he tossed sleeplessly. For it was becoming more and more apparent what he must do.


  Pop was the first to notice the tension he was under.


  “What’re you so edgy about?” he asked bluntly.


  Brick ran both hands through his wavy hair nervously.


  “When we left the base,” he snapped, “they were preparing to make a big raid somewhere. I know it’s not an ordinary attack because the captain practically implied that it was being directed at the American navy too. The thing is this: We’ve got to get the details on that attack. If we don’t it won’t do us any good to get out of here.”


  “But how’re you going to find out?” Pop demanded. “The only guy’d know would be the captain. And he ain’t been accepting our invitations to tea lately. In fact it wouldn’t surprise me a bit if he ain’t downright mad at us.”


  “This isn’t funny,” Brick said soberly.


  “I know it ain’t,” Pop retorted, “but the only way you’re goin’ to find out what you want is when the captain drops in on us so you can ask him.”


  “There’s another way,” Brick said quietly.


  “Name it.”


  Brick glanced at Leolo, then Zoru, before answering.


  “I might drop in on him!”


  POP LEAPED to his feet sputtering. “You’re crazy,” he stormed. “Absolutely batty. You wouldn’t have the ghost of a chance.”


  Brick shrugged. With typical abruptness his decision was reached.


  “I’m going to take a crack at it,” he said firmly. “We’ve got to know what the captain is getting ready to pull. The fact that the American navy might be jeopardized is enough to make me disregard the chances. If there was only one in a million I’d have to take it.”


  Pop knew better than to waste his breath arguing.


  “All right, you bull-headed baboon,” he said wearily. “Go ahead, but don’t expect me to feel sorry for you when you get caught.”


  Brick grinned then. Zoru laid a hand on his shoulder and said seriously, “Is this absolutely necessary?”


  “Yep,” Brick said. “You know I wouldn’t do a thing like this for a lark. Since I’ve made up my mind there’s nothing more to wait for. I’ll leave now and with good luck I’ll be back in two hours.”


  He turned to leave, but Leolo touched his arm gently.


  “If you must go,” she said softly. “I can take you by the shortest route. It will save you time and greatly lessen the chance of detection.”


  “Fine,” Brick said. He waved a salute to Pop and Zoru, then followed Leolo from the room.


  Leolo moved ahead of him with silent, graceful steps. Through a narrow door he followed her, then through the dark mistiness of a labyrinthine passage way that led finally to a large, fairly well-lighted corridor that extended ahead of them for several hundred yards.


  At the end of the corridor Leolo stopped before an almost unnoticeable door.


  “This opens,” she said, “under the archway that connects the two main council rooms.”


  “Thanks a lot,” Brick said awkwardly. He moved slowly toward the door.


  “Aren’t you going to say good-bye?” Leolo asked softly.


  Brick turned suddenly and caught her shoulders in his big hands. His eyes moved over the shining waves of silver hair framing her piquant face and fathomless dark eyes. His heart pounded heavily in his breast as he stared at this girl of unreal loveliness.


  “Not good-bye,” he said huskily, “but hello.”


  He kissed her once, gently, barely touching her lips. He removed the language device from his head and gave it to her, then stepped through the door. He closed it behind him quickly, but not quickly enough to blanket the sound of her sobbing.


  With an effort, he jerked all of his faculties and thoughts from the girl and concentrated every atom of his will on the job before him.


  A glance gave him his location. He was under the archway that connected the mighty halls that had been his first glimpse of Atlantis. The bronze door that led to the occupied section of the continent was to his left, a symbol of the cleavage between one world and another.[8]


  Behind it—somewhere—was the information he must have. He moved toward it silently.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Terrible News


  MINUTES LATER BRICK STOOD just outside the great bronze door that was the barrier between the ancient, still unexplored world of Atlantis and the sections that had been turned into a modern mechanized Nazi underwater fortress.


  He was breathing heavily, and now he stood close against the door, letting the beating of his heart regain normalcy and his lungs resume their steady function. And his ear was pressed close against the cold metal of the door while he listened for sounds from the other side.


  After a moment, Brick was able to catch the sounds. They indicated what he had feared—a sentry was posted there. The sentry’s footsteps came with muffled regularity.


  One-two-three-four-five, (pause) One-two-three-four-five.


  Carefully, Brick listened. The sentry was evidently pacing back and forth before the door. As the sounds increased, then diminished, Brick was soon able to tell which series of five steps took the sentry away from the door, and which brought him back to it. This was going to be important.


  Brick’s hand found the mechanism that would open the great bronze door. And now he held his breath, listening, making certain. Deadly certain. A miscalculation would mean—One-two-three-four-five.


  The steps came close to the door.


  Pause.


  One-two-three—


  The steps were moving away!


  Brick’s hand shoved hard down on the handle, pulled roughly against the cold bronze surface of the door. It swung back from his weight.


  And then the cold glare of arc lamps, the gust of warm oily air inside the Nazi base came to him through the opening.


  He didn’t hesitate. Timing was everything. He wheeled sharply on his left foot, throwing his weight to the left, lunging desperately in the direction of the sentry’s gray-blue figure.


  Timing was everything. Brick’s timing had been perfect.


  The sentry had just started back to the door. Its swift and unexpected opening, the sudden appearance of Brick, the fact that he was in range for a flying tackle—these were the odds against him.


  Brick didn’t muff those odds. His shoulder drove hard into the pit of the startled sentry’s stomach. His arms wrapped ferociously around the stocky legs of the guard, pulling in sharply, viciously, as his legs churned with piston-like power, driving the fellow back and down.


  The shoulder in the pit of the stomach cut off the fellow’s wind. He had no breath, no time, to cry out. Brick’s aim was as excellent as the tackle. He’d smashed him straight back against the corridor wall.


  A sickening sound as they went down together indicated that the sentry’s head had cracked hard. Brick felt the body go limp in his arms.


  The sentry was out cold.


  Brick untangled himself and rose swiftly to his feet. He gave one quick glance at his victim’s open mouth, closed eyes, and limply rolling head. Then, satisfied, he got to work.


  The second part of his plan was as important as the first had been. Without it, he’d never be able to get through those corridors.


  MINUTES LATER Brick stood back and adjusted his tightly fitting blue-gray uniform coat. He grinned for an instant at the still inert body of the now denuded sentry. Then, quickly, Brick tore his own discarded clothing into long strips. Swiftly, he gagged and bound his victim so that the fellow would be helpless when he came around.


  The fellow had been carrying a rifle. It lay in a corner by the bronze door. Brick hesitated for an instant, then left it where it was. It would be excess baggage. If things got to the point where he’d have to use it, he’d be a goner anyway.


  There were two corridors leading off from the passageway in which Brick now stood. He looked at each of them dubiously. He wasn’t certain where the captain’s quarters were, and a wrong turn might mean failure.


  Brick took a deep breath, then started down the right passageway. He’d have to take his chances on its being the one. There was no sign of other sentries along the way as Brick moved onward. Nevertheless he pulled his cap down slightly over his forehead and hunched his chin into the stiff collar of his uniform coat, keeping his features hidden as well as he could.


  Several hundred yards ahead there was another corridor branching off to the left. It was wider, better illuminated than the first. Brick turned off into it. Suddenly, when he had gone perhaps a hundred feet, a gray-blue uniformed figure stepped from an almost concealed doorway on the side of the corridor. Brick kept his head lowered and forced himself to walk evenly, calmly, as the fellow passed.


  There was the temptation to run, or look back. But Brick did neither, and the clack of the uniformed sailor’s heavy boots was steady as he went on in the opposite direction. Brick breathed a deep sigh of relief. And suddenly he was aware that the warm air was thickening, getting oilier.


  He was on the right track. He was getting closer to the mechanical operations quarters. And in the same vicinity with those quarters, Brick knew, was the office of the captain!


  Now Brick could hear the faint humming of the huge dynamoes that were also part of the mechanical operations quarters. His heart quickened.


  There were more sailors, four of them, who passed Brick without so much as a glance. He walked onward. An officer was the next to pass him, and Brick came to a smart attention, clicking his heels and saluting promptly. His nerves screamed tensely as he gazed rigidly straight forward at the officer. But the fellow merely touched his visored cap, not even looking at Brick, apparently preoccupied with other matters.


  Then, a hundred yards later, Brick found it. A black metallic door, emblazoned with a silver swastika underneath which was the German naval insignia of a captain!


  Von Herrman’s quarters!


  Brick turned for an instant, looking up and down the corridor. There was no one in sight. His hand trembled ever so slightly as it sought the knob on the thick black door. He turned it softly, the door going in against his weight.


  The room—about fifteen feet square, with a desk, a chair, files, and a liquor cabinet—was deserted.


  BRICK CLOSED the door softly behind him. His heart pounded like a trip hammer. He gazed swiftly at the desk, trying to discover from the state it was in if it had been left hastily. No. Everything was in order.


  Closing the door a little more firmly—it hadn’t quite closed—Brick heard a sharp click! His luck, he knew, had held. The door hadn’t been quite closed when he’d first entered. That was why he’d had such easy access to it. But now it was locked—as the one who’d left the room last had intended it to be—and there was no chance of a suspicious seaman entering from the outside.


  Brick stepped quickly across the room, and in another instant was rifling through the drawers of Von Herrman’s desk. There were dispatches, papers of all description, carefully and methodically placed in folders. They were all in German, and Brick cursed his lack of knowledge of the language.


  Minutes crept by. Brick gave up his search through the desk. He went over to the files. They were locked. A letter opener, inserted at the edges, opened the first file.


  Brick’s fingers found heavy, waterproofed paper. It was rolled. He dragged it forth. A map. Brick’s lips tightened in satisfaction. Here was a language he could understand.


  He stepped back to Von Herrman’s desk and spread the map out on its polished top. A map of the Atlantic ocean.


  Brick gasped. The map indicated precisely, by longitude and latitude, the location of the sunken submarine base at Atlantis! Furthermore, it was decorated with a series of lines and small drawings of battlecraft. Brick peered closely at this. Then his heart leaped to his throat. The battlecraft, the lines indicated, were leaving the shores of the United States.


  And what was more important, they were decorated, variously, with American and British flags!


  And now it became even more hideously clear to Brick. There were other, smaller, ships sketched in on the map. These carried no flags and were obviously supposed to represent merchant craft. And a staggering number of merchant craft!


  A convoy—it could be nothing else!


  Rapidly, Brick made an estimate of the number of merchant craft in the convoy. He shook his head unbelievingly. There were at least eight hundred craft involved, possibly a thousand!


  And to guard these ships there were the combined Atlantic naval forces of both the United States and Great Britain![9]


  The U.S. Fleet, from the story told by the map, was to take the convoy several hundred miles out to sea where—at a designated rendezvous—they would join the British fleet. Both naval convoys would then join and guard the fleet of merchant ships through the more hazardous journey that lay ahead.


  And that hazardous journey brought the entire convoy—quite unwittingly—directly over the undersea submarine base at Atlantis!


  BRICK’S FACE was ashen, and he stepped back from the desk falteringly, not quite able to comprehend fully the terrible disaster that waited the convoy. Now he knew. Now he was certain that his hunch had been right. Von Herrman’s veiled hints, the rush of activity around the base, were for one reason. And that reason was an attack against the greatest convoy man had ever known!


  He had a horrible vision of Von Herrman’s undersea sharks slipping up through the green murk of the waters over the base. Slipping stealthily surfaceward, hundreds of submarines thirsting to wreak horrible destruction on the great flotilla that would pass unwittingly above.


  Brick was also terribly certain now that this attack upon the combined U.S. and British convoy was dreadfully close. Closer than he dared imagine. And there would be no one to warn the convoy. No one to stop the hell and fury of death and destruction that would mark the most staggering Axis naval victory in this war.


  No one, that was, but Brick himself. For he was the only one who knew of the impending disaster. He was the only one who could hope to stop this ghastly ambush.


  But how?


  With sickening bitterness, overpowering despair, Brick realized that he was one man against thousands. He felt a maddening surge of helpless rage and futility. There had to be a way. If it meant the trading of his own life to save the thousands of those on the convoy ships it would be a cheap bargain. Brick had been through too much in these past few weeks to value his own life as worth a damn. Snuffing the spark from it uselessly, futilely, was one thing—finding something worth dying for was another.


  Brick’s brain was racing, seeking an idea that might have a chance in a million, a hundred million. Something. He had to think of something.


  He turned away from the desk, picking up the map automatically, and walked to the filing cabinet. He rolled the thick, water-proof paper and crammed it in the open drawer.


  Brick was shoving the case shut, and suddenly a sound behind him made him wheel.


  Captain Von Herrman stood in the door of the office!


  “Am I to understand that I have a new clerk-orderly?” his iron voice asked smoothly. There was a mocking, taunting grin on his face.


  And there was a thick, blue-barreled Luger held levelly in his hand. It pointed directly at Brick’s belly!


  CHAPTER IX


  Trapped!


  BRICK’S BLOOD CONGEALED IN his veins, and icy fingers played over his spine. He found words hard to command as he stood there frozen in fear. But this was a different fear, Brick knew. This was a terror not for himself, but for the thousands and thousands of souls who would have their death sentences signed by the crisp bark of the gun held in Von Herrman’s hand. This was a fear for the men in the vast convoy whose lives depended on what happened to Brick Harrington in the next few minutes.


  Von Herrman stepped up within three yards of Brick.


  “Put your hands aloft, please!” he snapped.


  Brick raised his arms above his head, his eyes still fixed in numb fascination on the muzzle of that Luger.


  “You have found your perusal of my, ah, library interesting?”


  Suddenly Brick was choking with rage. His words were a merciful escape valve for the maddening frustration that held him.


  “Damn you, Von Herrman!” Brick’s hands clenched to fists above his head.


  “Steady, my Yankee hothead!” Von Herrman’s voice didn’t raise. His eyes flicked over to the still half-open filing cabinet. “You have seen that very interesting map,” he stated matter-of-factly. “A most unfortunate observation on your part.”


  Brick’s lips worked, but he said nothing.


  “Within twenty-four hours I could make you a present of that map, my friend. I’d be quite finished with it then. Yes, I could make you a present of that map, but unfortunately you’ll be dead by then.” Von Herrman seemed amused as he spoke. Then he turned and barked a command in German.


  Three sailors, clad in gray-blue uniforms and carrying rifles, stepped through the door. They’d obviously been stationed outside by the captain. Their faces expressed no emotion as they faced Brick, rifles targeting him menacingly.


  Von Herrman shoved his Luger into its holster beneath his uniform coat.


  “If you hadn’t made such a meddling fool of yourself,” the Captain said, “you might have lived to leave here someday. However, I’m very much afraid that I’ll have to order these men to take you out and shoot you.” His eyes flicked over the uniform Brick had taken from the sentry. “You leave me no other course, inasmuch as you have taken the guise of one of my sailors, and were caught spying in my quarters.”


  Brick watched Von Herrman turn, heard his steely voice coolly issue orders to the sailors. Then the captain turned back to Brick for an instant before he stepped from the room.


  “I am sorry we can’t give you a full quota for your firing squad. Military procedure should allow you that. However, we’re using every available man in the base for preparations at the moment. You will be allowed a handkerchief, if you like. It should be painless, comparatively. These men are excellent shots.”


  BRICK WAS left alone with the three sailors. One of them stepped forward, prodding him with a rifle end, and nodded with his head toward the door. Then, with a guard on either side, and another marching directly behind him, Brick walked slowly out of the office and into the corridor he’d left but minutes before.


  Another prod from the rifle of the sailor behind him, and Brick started down the corridor in the direction from which he had originally come. They walked in silence, the only sound coming from the rhythmic stomp of the heavy boots they wore.


  Hazing Brick’s mind was a dull, hopeless agonizing despair. This was it. This was the finish. Exit Brick Harrington—and exit the thousands of poor damned souls on the convoys that were at this very minute steaming toward Atlantis, and a meeting with death.


  Another corridor, a turn.


  There seemed no sailors about, now, and the silence, broken only by the thump-thump-thump of heavy boots grew almost unbearable. Brick could see the blood washing the green foam of the sea. He could hear the screams and curses of bewildered, dying men. Men caught without a fighting chance. Men drowning and dying in a mad mardi gras of horror and confusion, while their guns thundered uselessly against the unseen enemy that lurked below them.


  The next corridor was narrower, and followed by another turn. Brick realized dully that this was precisely the way he had traveled in finding Von Herrman’s quarters.


  Thump-thump-thump. Rhythmic, precision-like, taking him to a wall somewhere at the end of these corridors. A wall against which Brick Harrington and a thousand other Yanks and Britishers would die.


  Far ahead, Brick could see the dull sheen of the great bronze door that lead to the unexplored reaches of Atlantis. The door was at the end of this very corridor. But it seemed miles away.


  “These men are excellent shots.” The words echoed in Brick’s mind. Von Herrman hadn’t been lying. He had promised Brick that. And he’d given Brick an indication of what to expect if he were so very foolish as to try an escape.


  Brick could practically hear the impact of the bullet which would thud into his spine from the rifle of the sailor behind him, should he try to escape. There were three of them, he kept reminding himself, all excellent shots. But still a taunting, maddening little voice at the back of his brain urged him to try. He bit hard into his underlip. If a chance presented itself—just one chance—


  Thump-thump-thump. Then a harsh, guttural command from the sailor behind him, a hand hard on his shoulder, and the procession came to a halt.


  Brick saw it then. An alcove, just off the side of the passageway. It was perhaps ten yards wide and five yards deep. It was illuminated by three arc bulbs that threw the whitewalled stone into bald relief.


  And then Brick saw the chipped pock marks that ran straight across the back wall, and a chill swept up his spine. Bullets had left those traces. This was the place where Von Herrman settled unpleasant matters concerning spies, or mutiny within the ranks. This was the firing wall.


  THE SAILOR who had marched behind Brick now took him by the elbow and pushed him back into the alcove and up against the wall. There was the same phlegmatic lack of expression on his features. His eyes registered neither sympathy nor curiosity. He stepped back from Brick, his rifle still held in readiness, just in case.


  Fishing deep into the pocket of his uniform tunic, the sailor drew forth a dirty linen handkerchief. He extended it to Brick, motioning toward his eyes.


  “Keep it,” Brick snarled. “I don’t like your laundry.”


  The sailor shrugged, put the handkerchief back in his pocket. Then he stepped back and joined his fellows. They formed a precise line, guns pointing toward the floor.


  The sailor who’d proffered the handkerchief barked an order. The guns snapped up to their shoulders.


  Another harshly barked command.


  Brick knew it to be “Ready!”


  Then the guttural German command for “Aim!”


  Brick’s nerves screamed, urging him to drive forward at them, to take a chance—his last chance!


  Then suddenly the corridor reverberated with the sound of a rifle shot blasting through the tenseness of the silence.


  It was as if Time hung motionless while the gunfire echoed and reechoed through the length of the passageway. And slowly, like a newsreel run at quarter speed, the sailor at the end of the firing line jerked backward, arms going wide, gun falling, as a gruesome red splotch opened at the front of his throat.


  In the next instant he had toppled face forward, dead!


  And in the same instant Brick Harrington had leaped toward the sailor on the far end of the line just as that fellow wheeled in the direction from which the bullet that downed his comrade had come.


  Brick used this momentary advantage to seize the sailor’s arm as he raised his rifle to his shoulder. And with one knee in the pit of the German’s back, Brick jerked him back and down to the floor.


  In the split second before he was rolling on the floor in a tangle of arms and legs, Brick caught a glimpse of the liberator who had fired the shot. He was a small, red faced little man, crouching on one knee, rifle aimed for a second shot, less than a hundred yards down the corridor leading to the bronze door.


  It was Pop!


  Brick had time to drive his fist three times into the face of the sailor with whom he still struggled. And then his palm was hard against his adversary’s face as he smashed the fellow’s head again and again against the floor.


  Using the inert body beneath him as a shield, Brick rolled over and climbed to his feet, dragging the unconscious body of the sailor up with him.


  The remaining active sailor had dropped flat on his belly and was taking cool aim at the still firing figure of Pop.


  Pop’s first shot had been a direct hit, tearing the throat from his victim. But obviously the excitement was telling on his accuracy, for he was firing wildly, now, bullets zinging against the four walls of the corridor and alcove.


  But the Nazi sailor was calm. Brick saw him drawing bead, unmindful of the bullets flying around him. And Brick frantically shoved the unnecessary burden of the unconscious sailor aside and leaped wildly toward the back of the sailor firing from the floor.


  He was too late. Too late, for even as he launched his wild dive, Brick saw the fellow’s gun flash; saw Pop half rise from his crouching position, pain and surprise on his features, a growing, horribly crimson blot in the center of his breast. This Nazi was an excellent shot. Von Herrman hadn’t lied.


  BRICK LANDED atop the sailor’s back, the force of his leap knocking the wind from the fellow’s lungs. Brick was sobbing, crying wildly as he hammered the killer beneath him into unconsciousness. Then he rose and dashed down the corridor to where Pop lay queerly sprawled on his side.


  Pop’s head was in Brick’s arms, and the little man was coughing foamy blood. He looked weakly at Brick, recognition and satisfaction in his eyes.


  “Pop!” Brick cried. “Oh, God, Pop!”


  The little red faced fellow smiled.


  “Ain’t the . . . the shot I usta be!” The effort was costing him his remaining strength.


  Brick knew instinctively, without the old man’s saying so, that Pop had picked up the rifle belonging to the trussed guard by the bronze door whom Brick had overpowered. Brick knew, too, that Pop’s loyalty and devotion had made him restless, uneasy, over Brick’s whereabouts. Obviously Pop had started out after him and found him when he had only to lose his life for his trouble.


  There was a glaze dimming Pop’s eyesight, now, and he coughed weakly.


  “Brick,” he whispered, “Brick!”


  Brick wiped the sweat from the old man’s eyes, jaw grim and heart aching.


  “What, Pop?”


  “Stand a good, kugkh, good watch, son.”


  “Yes, Pop.” Brick was crying, unashamed.


  “Last voyage,” the old man whispered. “Hafta, kughh, stand a good watch.”


  “I’m on watch, Pop.”


  “Good, tha’s good, son. Las’ voyage . . . las’ voyage home!” The old man’s head rolled limply against Brick’s blouse. His eyes lidded for the last time. The muscles of his jaw were frozen rigidly as if he refused to show weakness even in death.


  Brick lowered Pop’s head to the floor gently. Far down the corridor he could hear shouting and running footsteps. They were growing louder with every second.


  Others had heard the gunfire, were racing toward the sound of the fighting. Brick stood up, eyes stony, jaw set hard. He looked down at Pop.


  “I’ll even that score for you, old fella,” he whispered. “You can bet your sea boots on it!”


  He turned then, for the footsteps were drawing nearer, and the voices growing louder.


  CHAPTER X


  Attack!


  LEOLO SPRANG TO HER feet as the heavy door of the work chamber swung open and Brick strode in. His face was white and the tendons along his jaw were as taut as cords. There was an expression in his eyes that was frighteningly new to her. It was hate, controlled and cold, but its very deliberateness was terrifying.


  She hurried to his side, helped him adjust the device that co-ordinated their thought impulses into understandable speech.


  “I was so worried,” she said, almost frantically. “After Pop left—”


  “Pop’s dead,” Brick said dully. “He saved me, but gave his life doing it.”


  The words passed his stiff lips, but hearing them, he was still unable to believe that Pop was actually gone. On the way back from the occupied section the realization of Pop’s death was a dull, aching pain that, somehow, didn’t seem real.


  Zoru laid his hand gently on Brick’s shoulder.


  “He died as he would have wished,” he said gently. “As a brave man and hero, fighting for his country. He wouldn’t want us to sorrow for him.”


  “You’re right,” Brick said grimly. “He’d say, ‘What the devil are you gabbing about me for when there’s a job to be done?’ ”


  “What did you find out?” Zoru asked quietly.


  Brick told him then as swiftly as possible of the mighty underwater attack against the combined British and American fleets scheduled for the next twenty-four hours.


  When he had finished Zoru clenched his fists nervously.


  “That doesn’t give us much time,” he muttered anxiously. “We still have no practical method for raising the Crawler. It is almost too late now to warn your country even if we did succeed in getting to the surface. While you were gone I moved it into the decompression chamber, but that only takes us fifty feet closer to our objective. Everything is in readiness, if I could just devise some method of accomplishing the elevation.”


  Brick groaned and jammed his fists viciously into his pockets.


  “We’re no closer than before,” he grated. “If we only had a weapon that would blast this damn nest of sharks into Hades I’d be glad to pull the trigger even if it meant my own life.”


  “Father!” Leolo cried suddenly. “We do have a weapon. Don’t you remember the fisherman’s guns? There are two of them in the laboratory locker. Would they help?”


  Brick glanced sharply at the girl. “What kind of weapon is it?” he said tensely.


  ZORU ANSWERED the question with a weary smile.


  “I’m afraid they wouldn’t be of any use. They are hydrogen guns that our fishermen used in stunning the larger fish of the ocean. They could not—” His voice trailed off and he did not complete the sentence. An excited, speculative expression brought tense lines onto his keenly intelligent features. He began to pace rapidly up and down the floor, his hands clenching and unclenching nervously.


  “Is there a chance?” Brick cried. “For us,” Zoru said thoughtfully, “there is no chance at all. But for the navies of your country there is a chance. A slim, terrible chance. But at least, a chance.”


  “For God’s sake!” Brick cried. “What is it?”


  “The hydrogen guns as they exist now are useless,” Zoru spoke rapidly. “They were constructed to stun, not kill, large fish. But with an amplifying device their power could be increased to the point where they might destroy fish. Even metal fish!”[10]


  “You mean,” Brick almost shouted, “we could turn this weapon against German subs?”


  Zoru nodded.


  “But we will have to use the Crawler as it is. You understand that once we leave in it we can not come back. And we can not rise. That is why I said there would be no chance for us.” Brick hesitated helplessly. For himself there was no decision to be made. But it was not only his life that would be sacrificed. He didn’t have the right to ask Leolo and Zoru to sacrifice theirs. His shoulders slumped wearily.


  “I can’t ask,” he began, but Leolo interrupted him softly.


  “You don’t have to ask us,” she said. “Leolo is right,” Zoru said quietly. “Let us start to work. We have much to do.”


  Brick felt an eager flame of hope fluttering in his breast.


  “Come on,” he said with grim exultation.


  IT TOOK sixteen precious hours for Zoru to transform the two hydrogen guns into weapons of destruction. Even when the job was completed, the guns, to Brick, looked hopelessly innocent. Each gun consisted of a six-foot barrel about four inches in diameter. The barrel connected to a thick drum about the size of a wash tub on which was welded a control board. Their principle was a mystery to him but he knew that time was too important to waste in explanations, so he did not impede Zoru with questions.


  When the guns were in place their muzzles protruded from the nose of the Crawler like the feelers of a giant bug.


  And twenty-five hours had flitted past. Neither of the three had slept. They were grimy and exhausted, but there was an unquenchable inner flame driving them on far beyond the limits of their normal strength.


  Brick’s impatience burned him like a fever. Already the deadly subs would be slipping upward like schools of sharks to unleash their terrible destructive power on the convoy of ships carrying supplies that meant life to the British.


  “How much longer?” he asked desperately.


  Zoru didn’t answer. Instead he made a last adjustment on the guns, then straightened up, his face haggard with weariness, but a glint of triumph in his eyes.


  “We are ready,” he said.


  With a smile, the first in days, Brick wheeled and climbed out of the Crawler. It was the work of an instant to twist the wheel that controlled the water locks. A steady trickle of water flowed through the valve spreading over the floor in a widening circle.


  Leolo was standing by the ladder when he turned and started for the rear door of the makeshift compression chamber. There was a strange mixture of relief and sadness in her expression. He could understand something of what she felt.


  “Better climb in,” he said gently. “When I close and clamp the rear door we’re shoving off.”


  She smiled at him fleetingly. Then with a last long look back, she turned and climbed into the Crawler. In that look she had said good-bye to Atlantis.


  The water was up to Brick’s ankles as he strode toward the rear door. In six more minutes the chamber would be filled, the pressure equalized, then the great door that held back the crushing force of the ocean would open automatically.


  It was then that he saw, through the half open door of the chamber, the three Germans moving cautiously through the laboratory, guns in hand!


  The expressions of greedy triumph on their faces told the whole story. They had evidently stumbled on the sealed section of Atlantis, and followed the twisting corridors to the lab.


  Brick had perhaps one-half second advantage over them. But he was too stunned to utilize it. It was gone then, for they spotted him, and with a concerted roar, hurled themselves forward.


  THEIR GUNS coughed spitefully, viciously, as they charged the door. A slug slammed into Brick’s shoulder with enough force to knock him on his back had he been standing still.


  But he wasn’t standing still. He was charging forward, every muscle in his body straining. The slug turned him half-way around, but it didn’t stop him. With a desperate lunge he hurled himself at the door. His good shoulder drove into its hard surface at the same instant that the Germans crashed against it.


  For a second the door remained motionless, pressed in a vise of the human bodies straining at either side of it. Then it swung inward, slowly but inexorably, as the superior weight of the three Germans told against Brick’s tiring body.


  Dimly he heard a scream behind him, but it was blotted out as one of the Germans forced his arm through the steadily widening crack and pounded his thick fist against Brick’s face. He tasted salty blood in his mouth.


  Then he heard a heavy, ponderous, crunching sound growing in volume in back of him. With a sudden flash of clarity his mind identified the sound. It was the Crawler’s spikes biting into the floor.


  Desperately, Brick hurled himself sideways. He slipped to his knees, foundering in the waist-high water. But he was out of the path of the huge spiked wheels of the Crawler as they pressed against the door and closed it with powerful, irresistible force.


  Brick pressed his hand to his face as a horrible, gasping scream broke high and then gurgled into frothy silence.


  One of the Germans hadn’t gotten clear of the closing door.


  Sickened, Brisk staggered to his feet and threw the bolts that sealed it. The water was breast-high when he climbed the ladder and toppled into the Crawler.


  Zoru closed the hatch behind him and bolted it. Leolo helped him to his feet and led him to a chair. Blood was streaming down his shirt from the slug wound in his shoulder.


  “There’s nothing for you to do now,” Leolo whispered soothingly. “Just rest for a moment.”


  Her voice was like the whisper of a breeze in his ears. Although he knew he shouldn’t, he closed his eyes.


  HE CAME around with a start. Beneath his feet he could feel the floor of the Crawler twisting and rocking. Looking up he saw, through the thick glass top, the green murk of the Atlantic not two feet above his head.


  Zoru was up front at the controls and Leolo was at his side. Brick climbed to his feet. His wound had stopped bleeding, but it was aching horribly. He felt a surge of relief flooding through him. They were away from Atlantis, heading for the enemy.


  “How long have I been out?” he asked, surprised at the weakness of his voice.


  Leolo turned and hurried to him, her face anxious.


  “Just a few moments,” she told him. “We just left the compression chamber and have traveled only a hundred feet or so.”


  Brick put an arm over her shoulder and let her help him to the front of the Crawler alongside Zoru. Through the thick curved glass cowl that surrounded the control room he could see opaque masses of green waters swirling before him. He sat down and felt the back of the chair push into his spine as the nose of the Crawler tilted upward as it lumbered up a hillock of muddy sand. The floor of the ocean was pock marked with craters[11] of all sizes and shapes, through which the squat, bug-like Crawler scurried like a powerful turtle. Its huge spiked wheels bit deeply into rock and sand, driving it forward with awkward speed.


  Turning to his left, Brick drew in his breath sharply. They were skirting the edges of the huge domed structures of Atlantis. Starkly white in the green water the curiously formed buildings presented a spectacle that was fairy-like in its fantastic unreality.


  But this could not drive from his mind the job that faced them. The terribly, all important job of checking the submarine attack on the huge American convoy. Sitting in the ridiculously small Crawler, unarmed save for the two hydrogen guns, the thought of the task they had set out to accomplish seemed absurdly hopeless. Their strongest blows against hundreds of subs would be childishly ineffective. Suddenly all of the harrowing risks they had taken seemed pointless and futile.


  “We should sight the enemy,” Zoru said, “in another few minutes. Around the next group of buildings is the location of their main docks. Better get ready to fire.”


  “What good will that do?” Brick asked bitterly.


  “These apparently innocuous guns might surprise you,” Zoru said calmly. “Unfortunately we had no way of testing the amplifying device I attached to them. But if it works as I hope it will the results will be very interesting.”


  A moment later, Brick, who had been peering intently into the murky water ahead of them, grabbed Zoru’s arm.


  “Ahead and above us,” he snapped. “I think I can spot subs heading toward the surface.”


  A second scrutiny convinced him. They had evidently arrived just as a squad of under-water killers was slicing up for the attack. He counted ten slim, shadowy lengths knifing through the water above. Past them he could see the dim outlines of more. They were a hundred yards above them and off fifty feet ahead of them. But every second was putting their deadly shadows farther away.


  “We’re too late!” he cried bitterly. “They’re on their way. In another sixty seconds they’ll be releasing torpedos, sinking our ships without warning, without a chance.”


  “Start firing!” Zoru said quietly. “But—”


  “Please do as I say,” Zoru said insistently.


  BRICK SWUNG the barrel of the gun upward until it covered the area through which the submarine squad was slipping.


  The control board of the gun was fitted with a firing lever and a small sparking button. Brick shoved the firing lever forward and heard the inner mechanism of the gun begin to thrum into life.


  At the tip of the gun’s muzzle he saw a bubble forming, swelling and growing larger by the second. When it was almost ten feet in diameter it broke from the gun and flashed upward. Leaning forward Brick could trace its ascent through the murky water by the foaming stream of bubbles in its wake. In a second it reached the area of the silently moving submarine shadows.


  “Use the spark!” Zoru snapped.


  Brick’s hand jammed on the sparking button, and a fiery pellet of flame streaked from the muzzle of the gun, streaking surface-ward like a miniature comet.[12]


  And almost instantly the Crawler shuddered violently from the jarring force of a devastating explosion that churned the water about them into a maelstrom of furious turbulence.


  Peering through the foaming water Brick saw a shadowy submarine turning slowly, almost lazily, on its side and settling toward the bottom. Half way down it collided with another sub, rebounded sluggishly from it and continued on its descent. The sub it had struck hesitated, then slipped backward and started down.


  Brick tripped the firing lever again. The huge bubble formed swiftly, flashed away.


  “Hydrogen and oxygen,” Zoru said, “exist together in water. But separate them, as we have done, then touch one off with the other and you have an explosive of almost limitless power. The force of these hydrogen oxygen formations exploding next to a submarine will break its back.”


  “Fine,” Brick said grimly.


  He pressed the firing button, shooting another streak of electric flame upward. The explosion sounded like the muffled beat of a mighty drum.


  The Crawler was still moving sluggishly forward, but with an adjustment of the controls Zoru stopped it.


  Brick glanced at him inquiringly.


  “I am afraid,” Zoru said, “that we have missed the fleet. They have already cleared their docks and started up. If we had been an hour sooner we might have smashed the dock locks and bottled the submarines in their nests. Now we must look for them.”


  Brick peered up and cursed under his breath. There was nothing but an occasional fish to break the sameness of the green expanse. The squad they had sighted was out of range now.


  ZORU TURNED the Crawler and headed back, but this time he veered out from the mighty structures of Atlantis until they faded into a shimmering blur behind them.


  They heard occasional rumbling detonations, but it was impossible to guess their source. It was obvious from this that the attack, or phases of it, had started.


  Brick swore violently and searched the waters about them with desperate impatience. Suddenly he saw myriad shadows materializing out of the green murk. In formations of five the vast fleet of shark-like subs were drifting over their heads. It was impossible to gauge the size or number of the underwater armada. As far as he could penetrate the dim water he could see them on all sides moving slowly, and slightly downward, holding their V formation as if they were welded together with invisible supports.


  He guessed the reason for their downward angle. The rumbling explosions they had heard must have been depth charges dropped from British or American destroyers. The subs would have to keep below the range of the depth bombs or run the risk of having their seams blasted open.


  They were probably maneuvering into position to attack the convoy from the rear.


  Brick’s hand closed on the firing lever.


  “This is the pay-off,” he said softly.


  Zoru stopped the lurching motion of the Crawler and Leolo moved to the seat before the second gun. She smiled once at Brick and then with an almost vicious gesture she threw the firing lever forward.


  Brick flashed a grin back at her and went to work. His hand slapped the lever and shifted to the sparking button without the loss of a second.


  Two huge bubbles flashed away from the two muzzles, followed by hissing electric pellets. The double explosion crashed in their ears with deafening clamor.


  A hundred yards above them a V formation of five subs was slammed together by its terrific force. One ship seemed to twist in agony before cracking in the middle and settling drunkenly.


  Brick and Leolo worked the mechanism of the guns as fast as their hands could move. The huge bombs of hydrogen rocketed upward in a steady stream from the Crawler chased by the sizzling streaks of fiery sodium.


  The close formation of the German fleet was its doom. The sledge hammer blasts of the hydrogen bombs transformed a mile square of ocean into a heaving, exploding inferno that ground and battered the subs in its terrible maw.


  Zoru sprang to the controls and started the Crawler moving ahead at full speed. Brick flashed an approving nod at him. By changing their position they would be able to rake other sections of the vast fleet.


  WITHOUT WASTING a second Brick and Leolo continued to fire bomb after bomb into the bellies of the German underwater force. Their ears were ringing queerly from the constant barrage of mighty sound, and the shudderings of the Crawler under the impact of the explosions almost knocked them from their seats. The turtle-like construction of the Crawler was all that saved it from the tempest created by the tremendous detonations of the hydrogen bombs.


  Brick paused long enough to glance up. The German fleet’s geometric formation was shattered completely, and as far as he could see, the subs were milling wildly about like blind and wounded sharks.


  Those that were still under control evidently realized that the barrage was coming from beneath them, for Brick saw dozens of subs pointing their noses up and slithering to the surface.


  He redoubled his efforts with the hydrogen gun, working with a frantic fury. But another glance convinced him that the larger body of the fleet was moving up out of range and danger.


  Leolo stopped firing and followed his gaze upward.


  “Damn it!” Brick grated. “They’re out of range.”


  Both guns were silent now but in a few moments again the thunder of explosions could be heard rumbling above them.


  Zoru and Leolo listened bewilderedly, but Brick grinned joyously.


  “We’ve driven the subs into depth bomb range,” he cried. “There must be two-hundred destroyers above showering ashcans of dynamite down on them. We’ve caught them between a cross-fire.”


  In only a moment or so they could see the slim lengths of the subs again, coming into range as they sought to escape the merciless pounding from above. Many of them were listing wearily and settling out of control.


  Brick and Leolo began firing. Into the disorganized turmoil of subs their hydrogen bombs blasted again and again, savagely, endlessly.


  For another half hour they fired ceaselessly, driving the subs up to meet the depth charges again and again. But with every hydrogen bomb explosion there were less subs to slink upward. And every time the remnants of the once mighty underwater armada sought to slink away to the surface, the depth bombs took their terrible toll.


  Brick’s gun, hot in his hands, suddenly ceased firing.


  “It’s through,” Zoru said, glancing at it. “The device that split the hydrogen has burned out probably.”


  Leolo ceased firing then, and a strange silence seemed to settle over them. There was still the rumble of depth charges, growing fainter by the minute, as the destroyers chased the fleeing subs; but beyond that there was nothing.


  THEN THEY felt a faint jar shake the Crawler. And a faint noise that was like two huge mountains of stone grinding slowly together grew in their ears. It was not as loud as some of the explosions they had been hearing, but there was limitless infinity about it that was terrifying.


  The Crawler was moving slowly ahead, and through the green murk Brick saw the spires and structures of Atlantis. Even as they sighted them, he saw one spire tremble and then fall slowly sideways and crash to the floor of the ocean. The Crawler was trembling steadily now.


  “It was the same,” Zoru whispered, twelve thousand years ago.”


  Brick remembered.


  “Volcano?” he asked tensely.


  Zoru nodded.


  “The explosions must have started


  it again. It will not be long now.”


  Leolo, who had been gazing steadily at the beautiful city, suddenly tugged at Brick’s arm.


  “Look!” she cried pointing.


  Brick followed her direction and saw a long black German sub crossing the spires of Atlantis and driving toward them. It was emblazoned with a huge swastika, and through the dim greenness Brick saw its numeral—U-95.


  That he knew was Von Herrman’s flagship.


  With a mental vision he could picture the German commander, hysterically enraged at the failure of his attack, ordering his ship into a suicidal ramming of the Crawler. For there was no doubt that that was the intention of the huge submarine closing on them like a greedy shark.[13]


  Brick put his arm about Leolo’s shoulder, pulled her close to him.


  “This looks like the end,” he said grimly. “We had to go, but I hate to give Von Herrman the satisfaction of doing the job.” He looked down at the silver-haired girl in his arms and smiled. “It would have been wonderful,” he said huskily. “But nobody gets everything so I guess we don’t have any kicks.”


  The structures of Atlantis were trembling and shaking, and the mighty forces beneath the ocean were growling an ominous warning.


  Brick kissed the girl in his arms good-bye. Her lips were on his, poignantly sweet, when Zoru cried out behind them. Before Brick could turn it happened.


  The ancient volcano of Atlantis erupted!


  A BLINDING sheet of flame and steam and lava roared upward engulfing the crumbling towers and structures of Atlantis in its fiery maw. The water boiled angrily with the heat.


  Brick saw Atlantis crumbling and disappearing before him, as it sank into the immense crater of the volcano on which it had rested.


  He saw also, in the indescribable scene of vast convulsion, the destruction of Captain Von Herrman’s submarine. It had been directly above Atlantis when the eruption occurred. And like a chip in a whirlpool, it had been sucked out of sight as the ocean rushed in to quench and fill the volcano forever.


  That was all he saw. For a minor upheaval tossed the Crawler to its side, and then like the slap of a giant paw, hurled it upward.


  For a dazed chaotic interval there was nothing but wild motion, boiling currents and the noise of the volcano around them. How long it lasted was impossible to tell. It was like some horrible nightmare, without beginning or end.


  As the Crawler tossed through the heaving water, Brick managed to get an arm around Leolo and pull her close to him. Her body in his arms seemed the only real thing in a frenzied world of unreality.


  He was still holding her tightly to his breast when the erratic movements of the Crawler were replaced by an even rocking, and the noise of the volcano, and the hiss of the boiling currents had faded away.


  Reasoning was beyond him, but when he heard the metallic sound of the opening hatch he climbed to his feet, pulling Leolo with him. Zoru stood at the open hatchway and sunlight was breaking on his face.


  Brick stumbled to his side. His arm was about Leolo and his heart was too full for words to express what he felt.


  “Miraculous,” breathed Zoru. “Miraculous deliverance!”


  Looking out the hatch Brick saw a mighty cloud of smoke disappearing over the rim of the horizon. The convoy! From the Arsenal of Democracy blood for the veins of the British empire was flowing—safely still.


  And then Brick saw an American destroyer standing against the cobalt sky, driving toward them. Above her the Stars and Stripes rippled in a stiff breeze. The sight brought a lump of pride to his throat.


  He caught Zoru’s hand in a strong clasp and his arm tightened about Leolo’s shoulders. Zoru returned the pressure with his hand and Leolo smiled up at him, her eyes telling him the answers to questions he would ask later.


  Then they turned and waited for the destroyer.


  [1] When the Lease-lend bill was passed by Congress, it was the opinion of many statesmen and correspondents that it would eventually mean United States navy convoying of the materials to be shipped to Britain. As it turned out, this was what happened, and U.S. ships took up patrol duty far into the Atlantic, and cooperated with British ships in warning of the presence of raiders. No actual fighting, or shooting was the result, except one instance reported by Secretary Knox, of a destroyer dropping depth bombs during rescue work.


  [2] This is the accepted method of convoying. Subs usually lie in wait, motors silent, or come up from the rear, or flank a convoy. Thus, the “ears” of the destroyers must detect them before they get within striking distance, and chase them away or sink them with depth bombs. This is possible because of their great speed.


  [3] This is the case when destroyers go on a hunt for submarines, but in a convoy, the menace to an undersea boat is less, because the sub can, and does, submerge and lie quiescent until the convoy and destroyers are past. Then it can resume its voyage. However, when a sub is picked up by a convoy boat, its location can very swiftly be plotted, and by sweeping back and forth over the area, dropping depth charges, it is quite possible that the sub is doomed. A depth charge does not have to hit a submarine, but merely explode nearby. The concussion in the water does the rest.


  [4] Shortly after the Lend-lease program got underway, British officials revealed to American officials the real truth of losses in the Atlantic. For a time, debate was hot in the Senate, because it was claimed Britain was “angling” for actual convoys and the losses were not true.


  [5] Early in 1941 it was reported that the Nazis were preparing a vast submarine campaign, and were constructing hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of undersea boats. For a time, Germany launched its entire submarine fleet at convoys off Scotland, and in the North Sea, and off Gibraltar, and losses were terrible. Yet, these were the giant subs of the Nazi fleet, and they were soon recalled. When the British heard of the pocket-subs, with their meager cruising radius, they scoffed, because it was obvious that they were only coastal craft, and could constitute no menace in the Atlantic. But they did not suspect that these craft were intended for a base far at sea, and under it!


  [6] Plato places the final destruction of Atlantis about 9,000 B.C. The submergence was gradual, and it was known to the scientists of Atlantis that it was coming. However, the last submergence was cataclysmic, and volcanic action accompanied it. It is believed that the Mediterranean Basin was flooded when Atlantis sank.


  [7] The sealed halls of Atlantis were not all undamaged by the earthquakes, and many of them filled with water. It was these that the Nazi engineers pumped dry and repaired for use as bases for the pocket-submarine fleet. The ingenuity of the German engineer is well-known, but it must have been a tremendous task to empty those vast halls, construct locks and entrances for the submarines, and maintain a sufficient air pressure to care for all the wants of the base.


  [8] Had the Nazis, when they originally began work on. the Atlantis base, gone beyond this bronze door, they might have saved a lot of time and labor, since the halls beyond were not flooded. Fortunately they did not, or 1941 might have seen disaster for Britain in the Atlantic.


  [9] Early in August, 1941, Franklin D. Roosevelt, president of the United States, and Winston Churchill, prime minister of Britain, met in their history-making rendezvous in the Atlantic for a peace conference which resulted in the famous “Eight Points.” Later it was divulged that Aid to Britain was a chief topic of discussion, and the vast convoy that was slated for destruction by Von Herrman’s murderous submarine fleet, was planned and the combined might of the British and American navies was scheduled for the convoy. Upon this one convoy the fate of the war hung, all unknown by the two famous men. If it had been destroyed, and the British and American main fleets wiped out, the war would have been Hitler’s. American public opinion, at the time of the conference, would have been against this “pooling” of the great fleets, but as events turned out late in 1941, the opportunity was presented to turn suspense into certain victory.


  [10] Late in Atlantis’ last days, much of it being submerged, it became necessary to depend to greater and greater extent on the foodstuffs of the sea for existence. Therefore, fishing became an important factor for continued existence, and new methods were devised. The hydrogen gun was invented, and worked on a principle of breaking down the water into its component gases. Fish, caught in the huge bubbles, suffered an expansion of their gills and consequent shock that stunned them upon emergence into water again. They then floated to the surface and were easily captured. The principle of this breaking down of water into its gases is a simple one, being simply a matter of electrolysis. Two electrodes, giving off a current, as in a battery, cause the action to take place. Hydrogen and oxygen are the two major gases in the makeup of water, and both are equally able to knock a fish out of action.


  [11] Volcanic action on the ocean floor is common, and the waters do not quench the fires without completion of the action. Therefore, it is certain that volcanic craters exist on the ocean floor just as they do on land. In an undersea eruption, the danger of earthquake is much greater, since water instantly rushes into any opening, and causes a terrific explosion. Most of the violent quakes of history have been due to entrance of sea water into a live crater. Krakatoa was such a crater, and its explosion was so loud it was heard half-way around the earth.


  [12] Here it is obvious what the true nature of Zoru’s weapon really is. Originally the fish-gun broke the water down into its component gases, but the hydrogen alone was used to stun the fish. Now, Zoru has adapted the gun so that his bubbles contain both hydrogen and oxygen, mixed, in huge quantity. Any high school student of chemistry can explain what happens to these two gases, when mingled and ignited. A terrible explosion of great power is possible through use of them.


  Zoru here forms the bubbles electrolytically, then shoots a pellet of sodium at them. The result is a natural phenomenon. Sodium bursts into flame on contact with water, and the flame, in turn, entering the bubble, instantly sets off this potential “bomb” and the resultant explosion is sufficient to shatter everything for many yards around.


  The effectiveness of Zoru’s gun, in comparison to the depth bomb, is perhaps twenty-five times that of the explosive charge contained in the Navy’s potent “cans.”


  Operated as it was, from the ocean floor, directly beneath the submarines, its effectiveness was hideously thorough. Once the bubble, flashing up to the surface, reached the proximity of the overhead submarine, it was set off, and the submarine was crushed like an eggshell by countless tons of pressure against its hull as dense water was hurled irresistibly away from the “bomb.”


  Even on the surface, four-hundred feet above, according to accounts later made by Navy officials, giant ships were tossed about like corks, and in one instance, a destroyer was sunk when its bottom was stove in.


  [13] Perhaps Von Herrman, at that moment, was the only man in the Nazi regime who knew that the fate of the Reich was sealed, that Germany had lost the Battle of the Atlantic, and the war itself. For from that day on, the tide turned against Germany, and with the flood of arms pouring to Britain, and to embattled Russia, the offensive changed sides.


  With the destruction of the Atlantis submarine base, America’s navy took over the Azores, Dakar, and joined forces with Britain at Singapore.


  Within four months, Africa was in Allied hands, and Hitler had been driven from Iran. Harassed by furious Russian armies, released from the Eastern front with the submission of Japan, who never intended to fight, his army of the east disintegrated, and fell apart, a victim of Russia’s vastness, coupled with her new armed might.


  American Expeditionary Forces, and a British army, landing in Portugal, stormed through Spain and drove deep into France, aided by revived sons of the tricolor. Revolt flared all over Europe, and the war came to a sudden, stunning, abrupt halt with the assassination of Hitler at Berchtesgaden by Goebbels, and that worthy’s suicide when trapped by members of Hitler’s personal guard.


  History will show, when all the facts are known, that the mightiest conqueror of all times met his end because of a grim battle four-hundred feet beneath the tossing Atlantic. After American aid was assured, unhindered, Hitler’s power expended itself on the impossible task of waging a three-front war.


  AL ADDIN AND THE INFRA-RED LAMP


  First published in the November 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Albert got himself into a grand mess when he rubbed this strange lamp and a real genie answered!


  CHAPTER I


  “HI, EVERYBODY!”


  With easy nonchalance, Albert Addin strolled casually through lounge of the Tennis and Topper Club, ignoring the fact that nobody bothered to answer his greeting. Finally, he paused before the grill of the mail desk. There, a frosty-eyed clerk gave him his morning mail and a look that clearly said:


  “Why don’t you pay up your dues?” Undisturbed by this official coldness, Albert pocketed his mail and made his way back to the lounge where he sank into an overstuffed leather armchair. Comfortably entrenched against any sudden shock, young Mr. Addin turned his attention to opening his daily communications.


  A nasty dun letter from his tailor made Albert wince a bit regretfully as he dropped it, half-read, into a wastebasket beside him. Another, and equally nasty, note from the gentlemen who had been silly enough to finance his sleek yellow roadster, comprised the contents of the second epistle he opened.


  Albert shuddered slightly as he dropped the second letter into the deep-bellied ash tray beside his chair. The third letter caused him to frown. It was a brief and coldly legal notice from the bank, stating quite heartlessly that there would be no more annuity checks for another three months—due to the fact that he had overdrawn that far in advance.


  His fourth communication was a telegram. Thoughtfully, Albert turned it over in his hands a bit before opening it, scarcely daring to hope that a rich uncle might have died somewhere. Then, deciding morosely that he didn’t have any relatives who’d be decent enough to help him out by dying, he sighed and opened the telegram.


  
    MOMENT IS RIPE. FATHER IN FINE MOOD. AUNT ANNABELLE ALMOST PLEASANT. YOU ARE TO COME UP TO MASTIFF MANOR FOR THE WEEKEND. BE PREPARED TO MAKE YOUR BEST IMPRESSION ON THEM, DEAREST, AND ALL WILL GO WELL. LOADS OF LOVE.


    MARGOT.

  


  Albert Addin read these lines and took a deep breath. Then he re-read them. No, there was no mistake. Incredible though it seemed, the telegram said what it said. The furrows of worry smoothed from his brow and a bland, almost beamish smile wreathed his features. A far-away, vacant glint of tenderness came into his gray eyes. This was from Margot. This was from the girl he loved, the girl he desired to marry, the girl whose father was worth, roughly, a million of the crinkly green stuff.


  “Somehow, Margot has brought him around,” Albert told himself happily. “Somehow, she’s worked the old bear into a state where he’d actually be willing to consider his daughter marrying me!”


  And then, reflectively, “And even Aunt Annabelle isn’t in an axe-swinging mood!”


  ALBERT ADDIN felt like singing, but because of the rules of quiet established for the benefit of the patriarch members of the Tennis and Topper Club, he confined his joy to humming a strain from that classic “Beat Me Bertha With a Scrub Stick Sizzle Bar.”


  For this looked like the omen of victory in his long battle for the hand of Margot Mastiff: A long and bloody battle which had been made almost impossible because of Margot’s father, Major Mastiff, and her acid-hearted Aunt Annabelle—both of whom heartily detested the very sight of Albert.


  Once, almost a year ago, Albert reflected, he hadn’t been in disfavor with Margot’s relatives. That was when his courtship of the fair Margot had been in its primary stage. That was when he had been cordially invited to spend a weekend at Mastiff Manor.


  Albert felt a deep twinge of remorse as he remembered that weekend, now. He had brought his candid camera along with him—the love he held for cameras amounted to a craze with Albert—and had made himself the hit of the weekend taking pictures of all the assembled guests. Major Mastiff had beamed into his lens, Aunt Annabelle had even consented to pose, and Albert had had a merry time dashing about and clicking his shutter.


  Everything had been rosy, and his courtship had never looked more favorable. Albert left Mastiff Manor that Sunday with high hopes of an early marriage. But then his plans hit a sudden snag.


  Albert developed the pictures he’d taken. The developed prints showed all too clearly that Albert Addin was a rotten photographer. The shots of the guests were fuzzy, odd-shaped, monstrous, and accidentally screamingly funny. Albert determined to burn them, to make up some plausable excuse for not shooting the prints along to the guests.


  But before Albert was able to burn them, they were seen, and howled at, by a friend of his who had dropped in for a drink. The friend was the editor of that nasty little picture magazine, Gaze. It seemed that the editor of Gaze wanted to publish the pictures in his humor section. It seemed that Albert was—as usual—broke. It also seemed that the offer made by Albert’s pal editor for the pictures was tempting—too tempting for the pecunious Albert to resist.


  The snapshots appeared in Gaze.


  The nation laughed uproariously. Major Mastiff had a stroke. Margot was almost prompted to give Albert the gate. Aunt Annabelle tried to bring suit against the “sniveling young upstart.” Albert was banned from Mastiff Manor, and from that day forward was forced to conduct his courtship of Margot on the sly.


  Until now.


  “A master diplomat, Margot,” Albert sighed happily. “A veritable genius at pouring oil on troubled waters!” And then he shook his head in admiration at the tremendous bit of soothing-over which his fiancée had accomplished since his banishment.


  Albert felt warm inside, and very happy indeed. He could even gaze down at the crumpled dun letters in the wastebasket beside him and beam cheerfully. For bills were no longer of any consequence, now that his courtship troubles were straightened out. For after all, the girl he was soon to marry had a filthy-rich father, didn’t she?


  So Albert rose happily, making his way across the lounge to the elevators, conscious that he had never loved Margot Mastiff more than at this moment. As the elevator took him up to his rooms, he broke forth into a light rendition of the second verse of “Mamma Your High-Falutin’ Baby’s Gone To Texas On a Jive Bar For a Break Bath.”


  HIS bags were on the bed and almost packed, half an hour later, for Albert wasn’t going to waste any time in catching the swiftest train for Mastiff Manor. Glancing swiftly at his watch, Albert closed his bags and reached for his hat and coat. Then, for an instant, he hesitated, his glance going to his bathroom door a few steps away.


  “Damn, I almost forgot,” Albert said snapping his fingers. Then he stepped swiftly over to the bathroom door and opened it very, very carefully so that too much light wouldn’t stream into its darkened interior. The management of the Tennis and Topper Club, not to mention that worthy organization’s board of directors, would have been extremely shocked—not to mention angered—to know that young Albert Addin had turned the luxurious sunken bathroom of his suite into a photographic darkroom!


  And now, with the door closed safely behind him, Albert turned on the faint light in his combination bathroom-darkroom, and gazed lovingly down into the washbowl at the photographic prints he’d left soaking. The photography bug in Albert had been too strong to allow him to pop off for a weekend while developing fluid ate away the artistry he’d caught in his latest camera efforts.


  There were some special shots he’d taken—still life—of tables and oranges and bowls in his rooms, and now Albert was eagerly curious to see how they’d turned out. He’d been using a new technique picked up in a photography guide—infra red film filtering on still life shots.


  Tenderly, Albert removed the prints from the fluid. Lovingly, he peered at them. Delightedly, he whistled. They weren’t bad at all, which, for Albert, was a major triumph in camera lore.


  “This shot of the apple on the table beside the couch is rather fine,” he told himself exultantly. “Salon stuff, that’s what it is!”


  “Yes, indeed,” Albert continued aloud, gazing at the print, “it’s a duezzy, it’s—”


  Suddenly a frown broke out on Albert’s face.


  Something was screwy, definitely.


  For, beside the apple on the table there was something else!


  “Why,” Albert gasped in astonishment, “that’s an ancient oriental lamp, there!” He pursed his lips in bewilderment, for he was certain that when he’d photographed the apple there hadn’t been any lamp on the table. The table had been bare but for the apple. He’d been shooting “simple, artistic” stuff, not cluttered tables!


  AS ALBERT looked again, the lamp was still there in the print. Rubbing his finger across it didn’t make it go away. He frowned, and still carrying the print, stepped swiftly out of his bathroom laboratory. Albert stepped across his bedroom and into his drawing room. There, in the corner, was the table. Beside it was the couch.


  The table was the one he’d used in the shot. As a matter of fact, the apple was still on the table—with a piece bitten out of it—just as he’d left it the night before. Just as he’d left it after finishing his photographic efforts.


  But there was no lamp there, and the realization of this seemed to reassure Albert. After all, if he’d photographed a lamp he would have been aware of it wouldn’t he?


  “Of course I would,” Albert declared. “I most certainly would have been aware of a lamp, if one had been there!”


  But when he looked quickly at the print in his hand, Albert was again shaken. There was a lamp, directly beside the apple on the table! But another glance at the actual table showed that there couldn’t be.


  “We’ll see about this,” Albert muttered resolutely stepping over to the table.


  Albert put his hand down on the table, moving it slowly along the smooth wood surface. Then, suddenly, his hand stopped, sweat broke out on his forehead, and he gulped. Something was there beside the apple!


  Something that he could feel, but couldn’t see!


  Carefully Albert allowed his hand to caress the object. It was rather small, pitcher shaped, metallic. Albert gulped again, and sweat broke out anew.


  “And I haven’t had a drop,” Albert muttered. “Not a drop in three days!”


  Gingerly, Albert lifted the invisible something-or-other, his hand trembling badly. Frantically, he strained his eyes, as if the very effort of their peering would bring this invisible thing-ama-jig into view.


  And then, quite suddenly, as his hand trembled more than before, the invisible whatzit slipped from his clammy fingers, thudding onto the floor.


  Instinctively, Albert’s eyes followed the invisible drop. And at the instant his ears heard the “thunk” of the object hitting the floor, Albert’s eyes widened in startled incredulity. The thing was now visible![*]


  It was as if the jar had shaken off its cloak of invisibility. And Albert, pop-eyed in astonishment, gazed down at the same oriental lamp that was seen on the print he held in his trembling hand!


  “Presto,” Albert gasped. “First I didn’t see it, now I do!”


  HANDLING the lamp carefully, Albert turned it over in a sort of stupefied curiosity. His mind was frantically trying to change gears, to adjust itself to the realization that here was an object which a moment before hadn’t been visible for the naked eye to view. An object which he had unwittingly photographed, even though he hadn’t been able to see it at the time.


  Albert shook his head. An oriental lamp whose properties of remaining unseen had been destroyed by its fall to the floor. But the camera had seen it, even though he himself hadn’t. Suddenly the furrows in Albert’s brows lessened somewhat, and he almost grinned triumphantly at what he considered to be a swiftly arrived at solution.


  “The infra-red film filter I had on the camera,” he said aloud. “That’s what did it!” Hazily, he had a mental vision of infra-red cutting through invisible cloaks like a classroom diagram. It was simple. The special filter, about which Albert knew absolutely nothing, had revealed an invisible object, about which he knew absolutely nothing. The two things had much in common, in that he knew nothing about either of them. Q.E.D. The infra-red film had penetrated the invisibility of the oriental lamp, and when the lamp fell to the floor, the shock had destroyed its invisibility.


  The shock was gone, now, and Albert was left with only a vast pride at the clever way in which he had arrived at the nub of mystery.


  “Pip, pip,” he told himself. “Took a bit of clever thinking, eh wot?”


  And suddenly, as he looked again at the lamp in his hand, Albert was struck by another staggeringly clever thought.


  “This lamp,” he declared brightly to the silence, “will make a tremendous hit with Margot’s Aunt Annabelle. If I remember correctly, she collects old junk along this line.”


  So saying, Albert returned to the bedroom, stuffed the lamp into one of his bags, and turned to get his hat and coat. If there was any question in the back of his brain as to the origin of the lamp, or as to why it had been invisible, he wasn’t concerned with such small matters at the moment. The thing had been invisible, now it wasn’t. Aunt Annabelle would be delighted with it, and—besides, he’d have to hurry to catch his train.


  CHAPTER II


  Albert Has a Visitor


  MARGOT MASTIFF, looking blond, demure, and lovely in the white tennis costume she was wearing, met Albert at the railroad station of the little village several miles from Mastiff Manor.


  They were jouncing along in the station wagon which Margot piloted with much daring and little skill, some twenty minutes later. Having made his greetings, congratulated his loved one on her finesse in smoothing the troubled waters, and commented on the weather, Albert was now sitting back smoking a cigarette and watching the outlines of Mastiff Manor rise in the distance.


  “Got a present for your Aunt Annabelle,” Albert said in a sudden surge of recollection, as Margot narrowly missed running down a chicken which had tried to cross the dusty country road. “A little antique, a mere bauble, which I’m certain she’ll go for.”


  “Oh, Albert, that’s marvelous!” Margot turned to give him a glance of breathless admiration, almost running the car off the road. “She’ll be so pleased.”


  “Don’t doubt it, old girl. But can’t you watch where we’re going a little more closely?” Albert was about to launch into a recounting of the mysterious circumstances under which he gained possession of the oriental oddity, but gave up the idea on the realization that the tale might end up with Margot’s driving them into a ditch. Time enough for that later. Besides, the tale would make fine conversational fodder at the dinner table.


  Then they were turning up the long drive leading into the estate of Mastiff Manor. The Manor was exactly as Albert remembered it. Huge, rambling, stone, a wing here and a wing there. The place was bedded in a vast sward of green lawn, and the lawn was spotted with tall, shade-giving oak trees. The largest of these trees, a gigantic one just off the porch and closest to the


  Manor, Albert remembered as being Major Mastiff’s favorite shade spot.


  “Ahhh,” Albert breathed deep of the keen country air. “The old Mastiff Oak, eh? Brings back recollections.”


  Yes,” Margot nodded pleasantly, narrowly missing a hedge on the side of the gravel drive. “Father will probably be out there sitting under it, waiting for us. He’s had a stone bench built beneath it since the last time you were here.”


  Major Mastiff was, indeed, sitting on the stone bench beneath the Mastiff Oak, holding a tall, cool glass in his hand and waiting for them after they’d parked the station wagon.


  Like the Mastiff Oak, Major Mastiff hadn’t changed perceptibly since the last time Albert had seen him. Like the oak, he might have been a little bit more gnarled around the trunk, but otherwise he seemed the same. His blue eyes, hiding behind triplet pouches, were just as cold, just as blue, just as frostily appraising as they had been before. His white hair and well-trimmed white moustache still gave him an air of dignified, iron-fisted authority. Even the fact that he possessed a vast middle and waddled slightly as he rose to meet them, didn’t detract from patrician austerity of Major Mastiff’s appearance.


  ALBERT extended his hand and smiled cheerfully, unable to still the pounding of his heart. He could never face the major without feeling that he was being examined by a Star Chamber tyrant.


  “Hah,” Major Mastiff said unyieldingly, ignoring young Addin’s hand. “Hah, I see you’re here, Addin!”


  Albert gulped.


  “Yes, arrived pronto, eh wot? Deuced nice of you to ask me up, Major. Especially after—”


  Albert was about to say, “after what happened,” but a nasty kick on the side of his shin from Margot warned him that there was no sense in probing old wounds. So he reddened uncomfortably and finished lamely, “Deuced nice and all that!”


  Major Mastiff, after nodding and muttering something about persons with limited vocabularies, returned to his stone bench under the shade tree with the attitude of a man who has completed an unpleasant duty. Margot’s tug on Albert’s arm told him that the first encounter was at an end.


  “Father’s still a little touchy about you, Albert,” Margot explained as they entered Mastiff Manor. “But you’ll win him over completely before you leave. I’m sure you will.”


  Albert gulped.


  “I can try, pet. I can only try.”


  They had paused in the center of the hallway of the Manor, and were immediately conscious of a shrill voice coming from atop a staircase to their left.


  “Margot, Margot?”


  Albert’s recollection of Aunt Annabelle’s buzz-saw tones gave him a sudden additional uncomfortable twinge, and unconsciously he braced himself.


  “Yes Aunt Annabelle?” Margot trilled in reply.


  “Have you been to the station to pick up that, that, that, pusillanimous pup yet?” Aunt Annabelle’s voice came down.


  “Aunt Annabelle!” Margot said sharply, face reddening. “Albert is here. He’s with me now.”


  “Oh,” Aunt Annabelle’s voice floated back. There was no confusion or apology in her tone. Just the grim satisfaction of one who has made her position clear.


  “He’s brought you something that you’ll like especially well, Aunt Annabelle,” Margot said quickly.


  “Bring it up!”


  “His bags aren’t unpacked yet, Aunt Annabelle. He’ll give it to you at luncheon,” Margot said, after Albert whispered to her, pointing to his still unpacked luggage.


  Albert gulped deeply, running his finger beneath his now moist collar band. All told, his reception wasn’t quite what he had expected it to be. However, old Major Mastiff hadn’t turned an elephant gun on him as yet, and Aunt Annabelle didn’t quite pour boiling oil down the staircase to greet his arrival. There was still life, so obviously there was room for hope.


  Albert turned a wan face toward Margot.


  “Heh,” he observed, “they both seem to be a little frigid.”


  Margot beamed.


  “Don’t worry about Aunt Annabelle, darling. Once she has her hands on your present, she’ll thaw out completely.” Then, reverting to her role of hostess, Margot said: “It’s eleven o’clock, now, and we’ll be lunching pretty shortly. You’d better get up to your room so you’ll have time to wash and unpack.”


  “Righto, pet. We’ll take to the battle as soon as I’m shipshape,” Albert answered, planting an affectionate and somewhat damp kiss on her cheek. But as he trudged up the staircase toward the room Margot had told him he was to occupy, Albert Addin felt anything but jaunty. There was a queasy sensation in the pit of his stomach. A sensation caused not so much by the hostile attitude of Margot’s kin, as by a peculiar premonition that hung over him like a gloomy pall. He couldn’t explain this premonition to himself. The best he could do was endure it.


  ALBERT ADDIN had unpacked, changed his travelworn attire, and shaved by the time he got around to bringing forth Aunt Annabelle’s gift from the grip in which he’d carried it. Now, gazing at it admiringly as he sat on the edge of the bed, Albert saw that it would make an even more delightful present to the old girl than he had first imagined.


  Mentally, he patted himself on the back for having gotten the inspiration to bring it here. As a curio, Albert sensed, it was definitely something to look at. The scroll worked around the base of the lamp obviously bore ancient Arabian script.


  Albert had seen pictures of these old lamps, but never the real McCoy. Consequently, he spent considerable time just sitting there, turning it over in his hands, and examining it. Vaguely, in the back of his brain, he was beginning to arrive at an explanation for its presence on the table in his suite at the Topper and Tennis Club. He recalled that a visiting East Indian rug salesman of no little wealth had occupied his suite before he moved in. Undoubtedly, the rug salesman had left it behind, although Albert could think of no reason for his doing so.


  “Possibly,” Albert mused, “he forgot to pack it when he left because it was invisible.”


  That seemed like a logical enough reason to Albert’s extremely adaptable mind, so he let it go at that, continuing his study of the lamp. It was then that he noticed a slight scratch and a tiny smudge on the metallic surface of the curiosity. These flaws were obviously the result of Albert’s having dropped it while it was still invisible.


  Considering that it wouldn’t be right not to give it to Aunt Annabelle looking—so to speak—at its best, Albert’s hand automatically reached into his pocket and pulled forth a handkerchief. Wetting the handkerchief slightly with the tip of his tongue, Albert applied a little elbow grease, a bit of deft polishing, to the tainted spots on the surface.


  And precisely five seconds later, the room seemed to explode in one vast blinding splash of lightning!


  ALBERT’S next awareness came as he looked dazedly around the bedroom from the position on the floor to which he had been hurled. His ears were ringing wildly, and the lamp was no longer in his grasp. Someone was helping him to his feet.


  “Didn’t hurtcha none, did I? a voice was saying. “I ain’t in practice on my entrances, but I’ll get back in form on ’em pretty quick.”


  Albert looked up dazedly into the face of the speaker, into the face of the creature who was helping him to his feet. He saw, foggily, a huge, towering, hulking monstrosity of a man—a creature clad in what appeared to be the remnants of filthy, silken, yellow bedcovers. And as Albert gulped, too stunned to be amazed, he shook his head desperately to clear it of the faint pinwheels which were yet cluttering up his vision.


  His eyes could focus, now the creature stepped back, giving Albert his first full view of him. And now Albert let out his first yelp of surprise.


  The creature had an earnest, if somewhat vacant, face, his nose mashed like that of a pug who hadn’t ducked soon or often enough. Albert suspected that the fellow’s ears, which were hidden now beneath an incredible ragged and dirty turban, were probably cauliflowers. His arms were long, almost apelike, and his fingers dangled from his great hands like big bunches of bananas.


  “Huuuullo,” the monstrosity said, his voice having all the musical qualities of falling hardware.


  Albert Addin took a deep breath. “Who,” he managed to say at last, “are you?”


  The creature scratched his head. “George,” he answered a bit sheepishly. “My name is George, and I yam a genie.” He smiled, then, in a friendly, though somewhat punchdrunk manner.


  “George, a genie!” Albert was incredulously indignant. “Don’t get wise, my man. Don’t pull that stuff around here. Think you can come into people’s rooms, bopping them on the back of the head and stealing valuable antiques, and get away with it all by the casual explanation that you’re a genie? Oh no you don’t. Albert Addin isn’t a sucker. Never has been. Come clean, now, who in the devil are you, and what do you mean by coming bed-sheeted into my room this way?”


  The big fellow squirmed uncomfortably, and the trickle of a large tear started in the corner of one eye. “I yam what I yam. I can’t help it none if I’m a genie, can I? And besides, yuh called me, didn’cha?”


  The big fellow’s attitude made it instantly apparent to Albert’s shaken senses that, come what may, he could be talked out of any mayhem if handled with enough firmness.


  “Don’t slobber,” Albert said, summoning all the brisk authority he could command. “I can’t stand slobbering criminals!”


  “But I yain’t a criminal,” George’s husky voice was pleading. He shuffled his big feet frightenedly. “I yam just a genie, trying to do what I yam tolt tuh do. Yuh called me, an’here I yam!”


  ALBERT ADDIN suddenly spied the oriental lamp lying over in a corner of the bedroom where, evidently, the explosion had knocked it. Suddenly a horrible premonition assailed him and sweat broke out on his brow.


  Genie.


  Genie. Lamp. The genie of the lamp. There was a lamp, and this hulk claimed to be a genie!


  Albert had read the Arabian Nights.


  But, no. Such things were impossible. This was an age of civili—Suddenly Albert recalled the fact that this lamp had been invisible when he’d first found it. He hadn’t considered that impossible. But, of course, he hadn’t considered invisibility impossible because the damned thing had been invisible, and that was that. Albert realized that his bewildered brain was chasing itself around in circles. He tried to get a grip on himself.


  “Look now,” he said determinedly. “You say you’re a genie. Okay, then, prove it!”


  Albert felt a surge of inner triumph as he saw the effect this demand had upon the creature who called himself George. The hulking fellow’s features creased in a look of infinitely insulted reproach. His brows knotted. He appeared stumped by the question. He looked like a police dog who had just been asked to show his badge.


  “Huh?” George managed.


  “I said prove it,” Albert repeated triumphantly. “Prove that you’re a genie!”


  “I yam, that’s all,” George declared with desperate intensity. “I yam a genie!”


  “Prove it,” Albert repeated his demand.


  “What’ll I do?” George muttered doggedly. “I yam a genie. Gimme somethin’ what I should do fer yuh.”


  Albert’s smile of triumph was almost satanical.


  “Go jump in the lake,” he sneered.


  There was a sudden “pop”, like the white splash of a flash bulb, and the gargantuan George was gone into thin air! Another “pop”, before Albert could catch his startled breath, and


  George stood once more before him in the bedroom—sopping wet, drenched to the skin!


  Albert blinked.


  “Wha—” he began.


  “I jumped,” George explained. “Brrrrrr,” he shook his soaked robes like a huge dog, “the lake’s cold, and wet!”


  Albert looked dazedly at the puddles around George’s great feet. He blinked, looking up at George, struggling futilely for words.


  “I kin do anything,” George announced with shy pride, “anything at all.”


  Albert Addin was the sort of person who could harbor strong suspicions, nourish dogged doubts. But when you put the evidence before him he believed, instantly and without quibbling.


  This was the case now. Albert was thunderstruck, but Albert believed. Implicitly. He had asked to be shown. He had been. Q.E.D.


  “So you are a genie,” Albert said at last. “Well I never—”


  ALBERT left the sentence unfinished, while the cogs in his mental adaptation machine whirled frantically into gear to meet this new state of affairs. Albert would have an unearthly fear over the possibility that things like ghosts, or genies, existed. Like many people, it was the unknown that terrified him. But confronted with something that he knew to be true, Albert Addin was made of sterner stuff. He faced facts, met issues. Now he was doing both.


  “So you’re a genie,” Albert said with some degree of calm. “Well, that’s nice and all that, old boy. But really, I’m afraid you’ll have to toddle along, go back to where you came from. There’s no use for you here, old man. Can’t use you, sorry.” He made his voice crisp, authoritative, and even waved his hand vaguely to round out his comments.


  “But yuh called!” George, the genie, had a desperate, pleading note in his voice. There was a look in his bovine eyes that tore at the very fiber of Albert’s heartstrings. “Yuh rubbed the lamp,” the genie was going on, “didn’ cha?” He gulped. “Yuh can’t call a guy fer a job, and then tell him there ain’t none. Not after he ain’t had no work in over a thousand years, yuh can’t!” In spite of himself, Albert felt like a man who has just slapped an orphan across its round little face.


  “Over a thousand years?” he said incredulously. “Does Madame Perkins know about this?”


  George, the genie, had tears in his eyes. His voice was a pleading croak. He’d removed his turban and was worrying it with his great paws, occasionally using it to dab at the corners of his moist eyes.


  “Over a thousand years,” he repeated. “Times has been tough, all over. Yuh ain’t gonna send me back now, are yuh? Yuh wouldn’t thrun me outta the foist job I get in over a thousand years, would yuh?”


  Somewhere within the narrow confines of Albert Addin’s breast, there was a warm and kindly heart. And now it was touched by a swift, wrenching surge of pity. He tried to make his expression a little bit more kindly, tried to think of something which he could say to soften the blow of the hulking monster.


  But George, the genie, was continuing desperately, apparently aware that his new-found employer wanted none of him.


  “Please, I kin do anything. Anything at all. Jest try me. Yuh seen how quick like I jumped into the lake, didn’cha? There ain’t nothing hardly


  I can’t do!”


  Albert, feeling like a stern but kindly padre in a Spanish Mission movie, shook his head slowly.


  “No. Sorry, old boy. Might think of you in the future. If you’ll just fill out a blank and leave your name with the girl at the desk, I’ll call you when anything comes up.”


  “Girl? Desk?” George was puzzled. “A, figure of speech,” Albert informed him.


  “I kin getcha any number of girls yuh might want,” George said in sudden inspiration.


  “No thanks,” Albert was firm. “I have one.”


  “How about palaces?” George suggested hopefully. “Yuh want I should make yuh a palace? I kin make foist rate palaces!”


  Albert shook his head again. “There’s nothing you can do for me, old man—as much as I’d like to help you out.”


  “Jools?” George inquired earnestly. “I kin getcha all sortsa jools. Roooopies, dimunds, hatfullsa jools. Assorted sulectshums, if yuh like ’em better dat way!”


  Albert wavered. Not at the declaration of power on George’s part, but because of the infinite look of dog-like pleading in his bovine eyes.


  “Frankly,” George babbled on, “I need the woik. I got refrunces, too!”


  ALBERT shook his head, then, with a start, looked at his watch. If was almost noon. He’d be late for luncheon if this lumbering lunkhead didn’t remove himself pretty quickly. And suddenly, for the first time, Albert realized what a problem George would present if he were discovered by any of the Mastiffs or their servants!


  “Look,” Albert said, less kind, now and more anxious. “Why don’t you call again some time. I’m in a hurry. I’ve an appointment.” Albert’s brow was suddenly moist with the perspiration of worry.


  “Yuh can’t walk out without yuh should look at my refrunces,” George pleaded desperately. He was digging deeply into his filthy bedsheeted, yellow robes, and now his paw came forth clutching some yellowed parchments. He handed these over to Albert. “See, refrunces, past guys what employed me, and for what I worked good.”


  Automatically, and against his better judgment, Albert found himself accepting the yellowed parchments. They were obviously ancient, and in a dirty state of near decay. But the fine script on them was still legible. His eyes popped open wide as he peered at the script.


  “Why,” said Albert amazedly, “I can read this script. It’s written in English!”


  “Yeah,” George nodded matter-of-factly. “It was writ by a magician who I last woiked for. He writ it in lang-witch which is plain no matter what langwitch yuh speaks. Like my talk. Anybody understands it.”


  “I haven’t time,” said Albert as the shock left him somewhat. “You tell me what these references say and then please vanish, or something. I’m going to be late for luncheon, and I can’t have you around!” Albert himself was growing a little desperate now.


  George looked suddenly sheepish.


  “I can’t read so good,” he admitted, reddening. “I never learnt. Always too busy.”


  “You mean,” Albert was more amazed by this than by anything that had occurred so far, “you mean you’re a genie and you can’t read?”


  George nodded.


  “Me mudder made me get out an’ woik when I was young. I never got no educashun.”


  Albert glanced swiftly at the ancient script, the ancient script that read as modernly as a letter from one of his creditors.


  blockkq“To who it may concern: This gargantuan son of a stupid camel is a menace to any right-minded employer. Earnest, yes. Willing, of course. But blundering—May Allah forgive the words I have in my mind for him! He is all thumbs. Everything he does is reckoned in ghastly blundering which leads to stupendous calamity. Do not hire this half-witted oaf. If he does not eat you out of house and home, he will see to it that your brow becomes the resting place for the demons of madness. I have made the lamp by which he can be summoned invisible—in the hope that it will never be found again, and that he will languish through time in the ranks of the unemployed. If, by any chance, you have penetrated the cloak of invisibility around the lamp, and have summoned this lunk-headed lout, I can only wish you the patience and fortune of the Prophet.


  Signed: Achmed Smith


  President, Eastern Arabian


  Magician’s Union, Local 402”


  There was a new look in Albert’s eye as he turned from the letter to George, who stood watching him with a proudly sluggy smile, a look of a growing apprehension, the approaching desperation of fear.


  “You say you can’t read,” Albert muttered. “And this note makes it obvious.” He handed the parchment back to George, who replaced it tenderly beneath his filthy robes.


  “There’d be only one thing I need badly,” Albert mused. “That would be money, since I’m somewhat short now. However, that isn’t up your alley.


  The best favor you could do me,” he went on, voice louder, “is to beat it, vanish, scram, like a nice fellow.”


  Albert’s voice was pleading in its last notes, coaxing. “I’ve got enough to straighten out, without you around. Now won’t you go away, like a good fellow, for good?”


  GEORGE suddenly stopped looking worried, snapped his fingers as if recalling something.


  “I’ll betcha yuh don’t know it,” he said exultantly.


  “Know what?” Albert frowned.


  “The command what makes me go away fer good, instead of on errands fer yuh,” George said, now completely happy. “I’ll betcha don’t know it!”


  “What is it?” Albert felt horribly like a man upon whom a trap has fallen. “What’s the command?”


  George grew coy.


  “I don’t know, honest.” He gulped. “But I’m glad I don’t know, ’cause now I kin woik fer yuh, huh?”


  “Oh Lord,” Albert groaned, knees suddenly weak.


  There was a “pop” like the white flash of a photo bulb exploding. George was suddenly gone. Another “pop” and George was back. Albert blinked bewilderedly, frightenedly.


  “Here, whatcha wanted. What I overheard yuh mention,” George said ingratiatingly. And Albert was astonished to see a handful of green currency in the genie’s paw!


  Albert gulped. Money was money. Suddenly he felt that perhaps this wasn’t going to be quite so bad, that perhaps George would not be able to cause too much damage by staying around a bit. He took the bills.


  “Well,” Albert muttered indecisively, “this makes things a bit different. Thanks, old man, I was a bit short. Maybe you don’t have to leave right away.” Then, looking at his watch, he suddenly wheeled. “Almost late for luncheon,” he gasped. “Have to hurry. Try to be of some use around here while I’m gone. Get some wood for the fireplace. Be sort of a handy man, will you? We’ll talk things over when I come back. But mind you, don’t go running loose around here!”


  Then, turning, Albert hastily stepped out of the room. Once again his mental adjustment gears were stripping themselves to mesh in with this new light in which he now viewed George, the genie. And, as usual, the adaptation was working with brisk smoothness.


  It was just as well for Albert’s new state of mind in regard to George, that he didn’t see the hulking genie turn and gaze thoughtfully around the room after the door closed. For George’s gaze was fixed most strongly on the barren fireplace and the empty wood box beside it.


  CHAPTER III


  George Goes to Work


  IT WAS with mingled feelings that Albert Addin entered the oak-ceilinged dining room of Mastiff Manor. He was still pondering the amazing antics of George, the genie, who had popped into his existence so unceremoniously. His common sense bade him to accept such blessings without quibbling as to their source, but something else, possibly a sixth sense, seemed to be trying to warn him of impending disaster. If that scroll were right—With a shrug of his well-tailored shoulders, he dismissed the matter altogether. Which was thoroughly typical. When anything bothered him to the extent that it made him think there was only one result, it was consigned to oblivion.


  He slid into a chair to the right of Major Mastiff, conscious that he was late for luncheon by several minutes. The major was breathing heavily, which Albert knew, was a very bad sign.


  “Terribly sorry,” Albert apologized charmingly, “but I lost all track of time while I was looking out the window at your beautiful estate. It’s absolutely remarkable, Major, the way you keep it up. Absolutely remarkable.”


  The major sniffed, somewhat mollified, and Albert smiled happily at Margot. She smiled back, warmly and admiringly.


  Aunt Annabelle cleared her throat decisively. Her long face was set sternly and her uncompromising eyes regarded him suspiciously.


  “You spoke of a present,” she said in an unpleasantly business-like voice, “did you forget that too in your contemptation of nature’s wonders?” Albert swallowed suddenly. Hang it, he was in the soup now. He had utterly failed to realize that he simply couldn’t give Aunt Annabelle the lamp now. Something deeper than instinct told him that Aunt Annabelle and George would not get along.


  “Ha, ha,” he laughed weakly, “joking, always joking, aren’t you, Auntie, old bean?”


  Aunt Annabelle set her lips in distaste. “Don’t call me that,” she said frigidly, “and I wasn’t joking. I never joke.”


  “That’s right,” Albert stalled desperately for time, “you don’t. Just the other day we were talking about jokes down at the club and I said that in my opinion you—”


  “About the present,” Aunt Annabelle interrupted quietly but firmly, “you were saying?”


  “Well you see,” Albert struggled on manfully, “I—I knew how you liked surprises so I—I decided to wait until this evening and, and really surprise you.”


  “I detest surprises,” Aunt Annabelle said grimly.


  “You’ll love this one, though,” Albert almost choked with the desperate heartiness he put into his voice.


  Aunt Annabelle attacked her cutlet savagely and did not bother to reply. It was obvious, Albert thought gloomily, that the old girl still cherished her violent prejudice toward him.


  Except for this, the first part of the meal rambled along smoothly enough. Albert was beginning to breathe easily by the time the lemon pudding was served, but before he could sink a spoon into the dessert, there was a loud cry from the hall, and the next instant a red-faced, overalled figure burst into the dining room.


  ALBERT recognized him as Jeakes, the gardener, a quaint, highly-tempered old gentleman.


  Jeakes puffed furiously for an instant, and then strode to Major Mastiff’s chair. His small blue eyes were protruding like marbles and his face was stained a dull vermillion from the top of his collar to the roots of his white hair.


  “I queet,” he shouted suddenly, “I queet. I am through. Finished for good. Geeve me my money and I leave. I work here no more. “Ze new gardener he ees—”


  “Now, now Jeakes,” Major Mastiff interrupted testily, “what’s the meaning of this? What’s all this nonsense about a new gardner?”


  “Ze new gardener,” Jeakes cried in a shrill voice, “he is here already. I hope you are satisfied. Ze beeg baboon has destroyed ze Mastiff Oak. You hear? He has cut down the Mastiff Oak. I queet. I am through. Zat tree she ees like a baby to me and now she is gone.”


  Major Mastiff’s face had drained of all color as Jeakes spoke. His large puffy body began to quiver.


  “Jeakes,” he cried hoarsely, “y—you’ve been drinking. You must be. The Mastiff Oak it—it—” Major Mastiff’s voice trailed away to an inaudible whisper. His breath came faster as he rose unsteadily from his chair. He turned, almost automatically, and moved heavily toward the door.


  “I’ll see,” he muttered, “I’ll see.” Albert winced. He knew the danger signals. He could tell from the angry red that circled the major’s neck that the great-grand-daddy of all Mastiff temper storms was brewing.


  But Albert knew that his skirts were clear. He knew that he would not be the victim of the latest Mastiff upheaval, so he relaxed comfortably, almost happy in the realization that some other poor chump was in for it this time. There were few things dearer to the major’s rock-like heart than his beautiful shade tree, Mastiff Oak. If someone had been idiotic enough to have it chopped down, that someone would regard being boiled in oil as a light penance after the major got through with him.


  Albert’s pleasant musings were disrupted by the sounds of a commotion outside the dining room door. He heard the major’s voice raised in stormy wrath, and the next instant he strode back into the room, dragging behind him a sulky lumbering figure, dressed in yellow silk and carrying a large business-like axe in his hands.


  Albert’s eyes popped open, and his stomach turned a slow nauseating flip-flop. For the figure with the major was George, the genie!


  THE major churned across the rug like a battleship and stopped in front of Albert. A finger the size of a banana shot out and wagged in front of the Addin nose.


  “As usual,” the major said in a hoarse, strangled voice, “I find myself coming to you for explanations when something ghastly and unnatural occurs. This man,” the major paused to glare at George, “says he is your gen—jin—I guess he means your vale t.” The major’s cheeks were the color of ripe beets now and his voice had sunk to a hissing whisper. “Answer me Addin, is this—this creature your valet?”


  Albert swallowed nervously.


  “You might say he is,” he said weakly.


  The major mopped his brow and struggled for composure.


  “I am glad to know that,” he said at last, “I am glad to know that he is your valet. For I want you to answer a little question for me, Mr. Addin. That is,” the major was icily polite, “if you don’t mind.”


  Albert liked none of this. The major was breathing like a runaway locomotive, and his frosty blue eyes were glaring at him as if he were something that had been caught crawling from the woodwork.


  “You don’t mind, do you?” The major’s voice was rising in pitch and volume.


  Albert looked at George. George was shifting from one big foot to the other in obvious embarrassment and misery. Aunt Annabelle, Albert was aware, was taking in the scene in undisguised satisfaction. Margot was staring miserably at her plate and wringing the napkin she held in her hands. Albert’s gaze came unwillingly back to Major Mastiff. He attempted an ingratiating smile.


  “Ha, ha,” he laughed unconvincingly, “do I get twenty silver dollars if I answer it correctly?”


  The major’s cheeks swelled up into miniature balloons.


  “Tell me,” he bellowed suddenly and wildly, “why your valet chopped down Mastiff Oak?”


  The words bounced and echoed from the oaken rafters to the solid pine floor like the sound of doomsday itself. Albert’s heart would have popped out his mouth had he not clamped his teeth together. He stared in horror from the major to George and in George’s eyes he saw—guilt. So that was it! George had chopped down the tree and the major naturally thought that he, Albert, was responsible for it. Albert breathed easier. A simple explanation, brisk and to the point, and the whole thing would be cleared up.


  “Major Mastiff,” he began formally, “I—”


  He stopped as he saw George tugging at the sleeve of the major’s coat. The major wheeled.


  “In Heaven’s name,” he bellowed, “what do you want, you gibbering halfwit?”


  “He told me to do it,” George pointed at Albert, “he told me that he wanted some kindling.”


  “Oh he did!” The major’s voice was like a condor’s scream. He turned to Albert, breathing through his nose. “I should have known better,” he cried hoarsely, “I invited you here against my better judgment. You are an irresponsible, unreliable, thoroughly incompetent moron. You have descended from a long line of the same. You are a destructive, brainless spendthrift. You are—”


  “But, Major,” Albert interrupted desperately. He knew the cards were stacked against him but he had to make some case for himself. George had utterly and hopelessly betrayed him. He had mentioned something about kindling, but not a word had passed the Addin lips to the effect that forest heirlooms were to be destroyed to accomplish the purpose.


  “If you are not off the grounds by five o’clock,” the major cried wrathfully, “I’ll set the dogs on you. If I ever see you in my daughter’s company again I’ll hunt you down with my elephant gun and blow you into six-hundred pieces. I’ve bad enough. In the future, if you speak to me or my family, you do it at your own risk. Do I make myself clear?”


  “By reading between the lines,” Albert said morosely, “I get what you’re hinting at. You don’t really want my autograph then?”


  With an anguished bleat Major Mastiff wheeled and staggered blindly from the room. George, Albert noticed grimly, had disappeared too.


  AUNT ANNABELLE rose from the table with stiff dignity and, with a frigid, disapproving glance in Albert’s direction, retired from the room. Margot remained at the table, crying softly into her handkerchief.


  Albert sat down beside her.


  “That does it,” he sighed ruefully, “I haven’t learned the knack yet of creeping into the old boy’s heart. I’d better start to pack.” He looked tenderly at Margot’s elfin profile and patted her softly on the shoulder.


  “For old time’s sake,” he said fervently, “will you be a good girl and slip the shells from the old boy’s elephant gun?”


  Margot stopped sniffing and looked at him, determination in her eye.


  “You’re not going to pack,” she said firmly “just go to your room and wait. I’m going to have a try at softening father up.”


  “How do you go about it?” Albert asked with professional interest. “Do you use something hard like a baseball bat or does something blunt and dull do the trick?”


  “Silly,” Margot smiled. “I find two blue eyes and four large tears more effective than anything else.”


  “I’ll wait upstairs,” Albert said dubiously. “If you fail, try and give me a few minutes warning. Your father would appreciate a moving target, I think. And I can promise you I would really move.”


  Margot squared her small jaw stubbornly.


  “I’ll swing him around. I’m almost sure of it. I’m going to convince him you aren’t as bad as he thinks you are. You go to your room and wait there for me. I’ll beard father in his den.” Albert kissed her fondly. “You brave, brave girl,” he said admiringly.


  SOME minutes later Albert slipped quietly into his room. He had little hope of Margot changing her father’s mind and so, with the caution of the Addin clan, he intended to get things ready for a speedy departure.


  His room, he discovered then, was not unoccupied. Squatting on the floor was George, the genie, and another individual dressed in a white apron and a chef’s hat. Stacks of greenbacks were piled before this latter chap, and Albert heard the music click of ivory cubes as they bounced across the floor.


  The cook scrambled to his feet as Albert entered.


  “I beg your pardon, sir,” he said breathlessly, “but me and your man was just indulgin’ in a harmless game of dice, sir. I was just taking my leave, sir, as you came in.”


  “Then take it,” Albert said, “and take your winnings too. I want to talk to my man alone. If I should decide to draw and quarter him I wouldn’t want anyone around to stop it.”


  The cook stooped and stuffed several thick wads of currency into his pockets and then left the room hurriedly.


  “Before we get down to the important things,” Albert said darkly, “I’d like to know where you got all that money you lost?”


  George beamed broadly.


  “Sure, Boss. I’ll show yuh. Yuh seemed to like dat green stuff I got yuh dis morning so I went back and got some more of it. I yam only trying to be a good genie.”


  Albert considered the matter thoughtfully.


  “So you just went back and got some more eh?” he asked quietly.


  “Yup,” George answered hesitantly. “Where did you go?” Albert asked patiently.


  “To a place,” George answered brightly, “to a place where they got it.” Albert settled down in a chair and crossed his knees carefully. He lighted a cigarette and blew a cloud of blue smoke toward the ceiling. Somehow, it seemed desperately important to him to do these unimportant things deliberately and methodically. George stood before him, his face a mixture of anxiety and fear.


  “Have you got any more of this stuff?” Albert asked casually.


  “Yup,” George’s voice was happy and hopeful, “I brung lots of it cause I thought youse would like it.”


  Albert had a temporary siege of dizziness, but it passed, leaving him outwardly calm, but inwardly shaking. “Where is it?” he managed to ask. George was smiling broadly.


  “I knew yuh would like it,” he said relieved. “I yam glad ’cause I only want to do things yuh will like.”


  “That is very touching,” Albert said, with a bit of irritation, “but please tell me where the rest of the stuff is.”


  “Oh sure,” George said anxiously.


  He stepped to the closet door and jerked it open.


  ALBERT sucked in his breath sharply, jolted completely from his affected calm and indifference. For the closet was literally stuffed full of bundle after bundle of crisp, green banknotes!


  Piled six feet from the floor, they formed a column fully two feet square.


  “There must be,” Albert thought with a sickening gasp, “millions on millions of dollars cached in that closet!”


  “George,” he gasped weakly, “where did you get this stuff?”


  “From the place,” George answered proudly, “from the place wit all the steel bars and cages. I found all this stuff down in de basement in a big vault. I just took all I could see. Why? Ain’tcha glad?”


  “No,” moaned Albert, “I am not glad. This is stolen property. I’ll go to jail for grand larceny, and by the time I get out I’ll have whiskers down to my knees.”


  “Don’cha like whiskers,” George asked solicitously.


  Albert sighed helplessly.


  “No,” he said, with a quiet prayer for patience, “I don’t like whiskers.” Before George could reply there was a knock on the door.


  “Who is it?” Albert asked, heart hammering wildly in sudden guilt.


  “It’s me. Margot.”


  Albert slammed the closet door shut. “Coming dear!” he sang out. He shoved George into the bathroom and closed the door on his bewildered, wounded countenance. “Right away dear!” he cried with false heartiness. He hurried across the room then, throwing open the door. Margot was in the hallway, a mischievous smile dancing in her eyes.


  “The elephant gun,” she announced solemnly, “has been hung back on the wall and all the cartridges removed.”


  “Darling,” Albert cried unbelievingly, “it’s too good to be true!”


  “You’re forgiven,” Margot said seriously, “but you must be on your best behavior from now on. Father is still furious but he’s willing to let bygones be bygones.”


  “Very sporting of the old boy,” Albert said cheerfully. “I’ll be the model young man for the rest of my stay.”


  “Since you’re staying,” Margot said resolutely, “I’ll help you unpack. The closet in this room is in a frightful state. It should have been straightened out before you arrived, but we can attend to it now.” She smiled up at him. “It’ll be kind of fun working together won’t it? As if it were our own place.”


  Albert smiled down at her and wondered how such an angel could actually be in love with him. “Come in, darling,” he said blissfully, “we’ll pitch right into it, clean things up in—” His voice choked off in his throat as one appalling thought suddenly struck him. The closet was packed with ill-gotten currency of the realm. He would be branded a vicious bank robber while his promises to be on his best behavior were still echoing through the room!


  “No, no,” he cried, “you can’t go in there!”


  “WHY, ALBERT,” Margot stared at him in amazement. “What do you mean?”


  “I—I mean,” Albert thought desperately, “I won’t have you lowering yourself. That’s what I mean. I—I’ll do the work, er, after you’ve gone. I don’t want you soiling those little white hands of yours. What kind of a man do you think I am anyway?”


  “Oh, Albert,” Margot laughed, “that is sweet of you. But it’s also very silly. I don’t mind the work a bit. And it simply has to be done. So let’s get busy.”


  “No,” Albert cried frantically, “you don’t understand, Margot! You really mustn’t go into this closet. This is very serious, dear, and I wish you would respect my wishes.”


  “Albert,” Margot said worriedly, “you’re acting awfully strange.”


  Albert thought frantically.


  “My aunt was killed from overwork,” he lied brazenly, “and since that day I can’t bear to see any woman working. I’ve never told you—but now you know how I feel.”


  “You never told me about your aunt,” Margot said suspiciously. “I understood that you didn’t have any.”


  “Life’s little surprises,” Albert said inanely. “Variety is the spice of things y’know. Aunt Agatha was a great old girl. She used to shovel coal, split wood, haul ice, take care of the horses. Indispensable type y’know. But the strain told on her and just before her ninetieth birthday she passed away. We all missed her terribly. The horses most of all. So that’s how it is. Till this day I can’t bear to see the weaker sex putting their nose to the wheel as it were.”


  He took her by the arm and led her to the door.


  “I’ll take care of the closet,” he said blithely. “Pip! Pip!”


  “You are completely crazy,” she murmured. “It’s a wonder I put up with you at all. I’ll leave, for you obviously want me to, but don’t forget dinner at six. It’s your last chance to prove to father that you haven’t got squirrel blood in you.”


  “But I have,” Albert pointed out solemnly, before he closed the door.


  “Why didn’tcha let her in the closet?” George’s voice, perplexed and unhappy, sounded behind him.


  Albert turned wearily.


  “You wouldn’t understand George,” he said, sighing. “It’s very involved.”


  “Would it fix things,” George asked intently, “if I wuz to fill all the closets up with that green stuff?”


  “No!” Albert shouted. His patience was fraying fast. “Why don’t you leave me alone? You bother me. You give me a pain in the neck.”


  “You—you mean that?” George asked sorrowfully.


  “Certainly,” Albert snapped.


  “Okay,” George sighed. “I don’t like to do it but I yam only trying to please.” The genie waved one hand in the air slowly and Albert felt a sudden sharp pain flash up his back to his neck.


  “Ouch,” he yelled. “What the devil are you doing?”


  George looked bewilderedly apologetic.


  “You told me to give you a pain in the neck,” he said stubbornly. “I yam only doing what I yarn told.”


  “All right, all right,” Albert said desperately. “Get a towel and some hot water.”


  IT TOOK George the rest of the afternoon to massage Albert’s neck back to its customary limberness and wellbeing. By the time the job was done Albert had to break all speed records in clambering into his evening clothes. It wouldn’t do to be late for dinner tonight, of all nights. The old boy would simply scalp him without any preliminaries at all.


  “Stay up here in the room,” he warned George before he left. “Keep out of trouble. If I need anything I’ll come back up.”


  George nodded understanding, quiet pleased that Albert was entrusting such valuable orders to him.


  Albert hurried to the library. Aunt Annabelle was there with Margot. Major Mastiff was standing before the fireplace talking to two strangers dressed in conservative grey suits. They looked up as Albert entered. Major Mastiff turned and glared into the fire, leaving Margot to handle the introductions.


  “Albert,” she said somewhat uneasily, “these gentlemen are government agents. They’re down here to investigate a very baffling robbery that occurred at the town bank some time today.”


  Albert swallowed suddenly. His heart began to leap at his ribs like an imprisoned rabbit.


  “V-very glad to know you,” he stammered. One of the agents was heavy and dark and a Smith. The other was light and fair and a Jones. They shook hands firmly.


  “U-unexpected pleasure,” Albert assured them lamely, “did you say you were down here on a bank robbery?” The Smith answered:


  “Yes. As a matter of fact we’ve traced the notes to this locality. It seems Major Mastiff’s cook spent a good deal of money this afternoon in the village tavern and when we checked on the bills we discovered them to be those which were stolen from the bank this morning. We hurried here but it seems the bird has flown the coop. The cook didn’t return from the village so he’s probably miles away from here by this time.”


  Albert was perspiring profusely. He remembered all too well that the cook had won the banknotes from George after lunch. Here the tireless wolves of the law were sniffing around and a closet full of incriminating bills was directly over their heads.


  “Too bad about the cook,” he murmured half-heartedly. “I suppose he’s gone for good now,” he added hopefully.


  “Not at all,” the Jones answered, laughing. “We’ll have him in custody in twenty-four hours. And when we do we’ll find out who his confederates are in short order.”


  Margot interrupted to ask the officers to stay for dinner and Albert slumped into a chair, his strength slipping away from him. All hope was dead now. He might just as well give up gracefully and pray that they’d assign him to something light, like sweeping out the prison library.


  SO IMMERSED in his own gloomy thoughts was Albert, that he did not notice the slightly frantic discussion going on between the major, Aunt Annabelle and Margot. He didn’t look up until he heard the major’s voice. It wasn’t just the major’s voice that snapped him from his reverie, it was the apologetic tone in it that electrified him.


  He peered up and saw that the major was speaking to the two government agents.


  “I am completely desolated,” the major was saying humbly. “Never in all the years I have been head of Mastiff Manor have we been placed in such a humiliating position. Our hospitality, sir, is a watchword in this part of the country and it pains us most grievously to be forced to admit that the absence of our cook makes it impossible for us to ask you to dine with us. Not for forty years has it been necessary for us to turn anyone from our door. The bitter necessity that forces us to do so now is deeply regretted by all of us. I am more miserable, sirs, than my words convey. All I can hope for is your understanding and forgiveness.”


  “Well,” Albert said practically, “maybe they can come out with us, and we’ll rustle up something. Bread and butter and coffee wouldn’t be too hard to take right now.”


  “Bread and butter!” the major echoed stridently, “are you mad? And do you have the unmitigated gall to suggest that Mastiff guests retire to the scullery to prepare their own foods?”


  “I’m afraid I did,” Albert said nervously. “I just forget myself sometimes, major. Pay no attention to me.”


  “I never have,” the major snapped frostily.


  Margot sat down beside Albert.


  “Don’t antagonize father,” she whispered. “He’s terribly sensitive about the Mastiff reputation for hospitality. If you could do something to save the day, Albert, you’d win him over completely for life.”


  “What could I do?” Albert asked helplessly. “I might try wishing hard and snapping my fingers, but that never does work.”


  He brooded darkly for several seconds and then, like a bolt of lightning, a marvelous idea popped into his head.


  George, the genie, could handle this situation!


  If George could fix things up, he, Albert, could take the credit and he’d be in solid with the old duck for the duration.


  He patted Margot’s hand reassuringly, and then he strode from the library and took the steps two at a time. He plunged into his room without knocking and found George sleeping comfortably in the armchair.


  He shook him roughly, but it was several minutes before George opened his eyes and regarded him sleepily.


  “Whatcha want?” he grunted.


  “I got a job for you,” Albert said enthusiastically, “a big job that will really try you out. Want to take a crack at it?”


  George straightened up with alacrity.


  “Gosh, this is what I’ve been waiting for,” he gasped happily. “Whatcha


  want?”


  “A banquet,” Albert explained, “for six people. All the trimmings. Wine, food, everything that goes with it.” George was beaming happily now. “That wuz my specialty in the old days,” he said excitedly. “I’ll fix you up like I used to for my old pal, the Sultan.”


  “Good,” Albert nodded approval. “Don’t let me down now, this means a lot to me. I’m going downstairs and tell them to tie their napkins on tight. Then you can wave the magic wand and we’ll eat.”


  “Yup, that’s right,” George grinned expectantly. “I can’t wait to get started again. Today I yam going to be a man.”


  ALBERT winked at him in conspiratorial conviviality and then whistling happily, strode from the room and down the winding flight of stairs that led to the library.


  “The crisis is past,” he announced with jovial loudness as he strode into the library, “food is on the way. Food, fit for a king. The Mastiff banner is again flying high before a headwind of delightful aromas. The Mastiff honor is saved. We eat royally and sumptuously. The motto of Mastiff Manor shall always be: Eat to your heart’s content and you’ll find bicarbonate of soda on the first shelf to the right.”


  “Oh Albert,” Margot cried, “did you really arrange for something?”


  “Listen, you congenital ass,” barked Major Mastiff, “I will not tolerate any more of your damfoolishness. If you have provided for a suitable repast, I am willing to admit that my judgment of you might have been somewhat premature. But if this is another of your moronic attempts at humor I shall—” The major broke off in the middle of the sentence—listening!


  Everyone else in the room, including Albert, turned toward the double doors that led to the library—listening!


  “W-what is it?” Margot asked nervously.


  “Music,” Albert gulped. “J—just music.”


  It was music, but strange, compelling, sensuous music that trilled sweetly through the room, growing in intensity and volume every second!


  Before another word could be spoken, four huge, turbaned figures moved slowly into the room. In their hands they held reedlike musical instruments, with which they produced the weird, hauntingly beautiful music that was filling the room.


  “I say!” gasped Major Mastiff.


  Following the musicians came eight young men bearing large trays of steaming, delightfully fragrant foods. They placed the trays on the floor, forming a semi-circle with them and then they backed to the wall where they remained motionless.


  Albert was beginning to comprehend. This was the banquet! George was really outdoing himself on this job. He turned and smiled smugly at the major who was staring at the food in open consternation.


  “Wasn’t much,” he said condescendingly to him, “just a little something I whipped up myself.”


  But the procession had not ended. Husky, brown skinned attendants came next, carrying huge trays brimming with glittering, sparkling, indescribably gorgeous gems of all descriptions.


  “Well, well,” Albert murmured, “very, very pretty.”


  “Very, very pretty,” the government agent, named Smith, said in a hard, precise voice, “very pretty indeed. Also very indiscreet.”


  Before Albert could glean the meaning from this cryptic remark, another part of the procession arrived. A part which caused a sharp, shocked exclamation from Margot, and a gasp of pure dismay from Aunt Annabelle.


  Albert looked, and his knees turned to rubber. For the room was filling with dozens and dozens of scantily clad dancing girls, who were wriggling and undulating their extremely provocative torsoes to the pagan piping of the turbaned musicians!


  THEY were gorgeous, lushly beautiful creatures, with black lustrous hair and dark coquettish eyes that flashed slyly about the room. Their bodies were divinely fashioned and, except for a few insignificant wisps of lace, almost completely unclad.


  “So,” Margot cried, “this is your idea of good, clean entertainment, is it? These creatures, these hussies, you think they’re just wonderful, don’t you? Well I’m glad I found out about you before we were married, Mr. Addin.”


  “Darling,” Albert choked, “I had nothing to do with any of this. You don’t understand. You don’t—”


  “I understand perfectly,” Margot cut in witheringly. She turned to Aunt Annabelle, who after her first shock had worn off, was staring in undisguised envy at the dancing girls. “Are you coming, Aunt Annabelle?” Margot asked in a perfectly calm voice.


  “Y—yes,” Aunt Annabelle said flusteredly. She strode past Albert, drawing her skirts slightly to one side as she passed him, and the two women left the room, arm in arm.


  “Amazingly irregular occurrence,” the major muttered, as if he doubted whether any of it had actually occurred or not.


  “Very irregular,” the government agent snapped. “So irregular that we’re going to hold you, Major Mastiff, until we find out what the customs inspector has to say about this contraband jewelry. Not to mention the possibility that these aliens might have been illegally smuggled into this country.”


  “Hold me?” the major bleated. “Why that’s preposterous. Utterly ridiculous.”


  “Nevertheless we’re going to do it. Dick,” one agent snapped to the other, “search this house from top to bottom. There may be more loot lying around here!”


  “You blithering nincompoop,” the major raged at Albert, “this whole blasted affair is your fault!”


  “Tut, tut,” Albert said reprovingly, “that’s not the attitude for the condemned man to take. I wouldn’t say too much either till you’ve talked to your attorney.”


  “You blasted—” Major Mastiff finished the sentence in a growl.


  The G-man stepped to the major’s side and snapped a handcuff on his wrist. “Now relax,” he said, as the major began to resist, “this is just a precaution.” He snapped the other end of the cuff to the arm of a heavy chair.


  The dancing girls were milling around uncertainly and, together with the food bearers and the jewel bearers, they formed quite a noisy crowd. The musicians had stopped their music and were staring vaguely about, like men gazing at unfamiliar scenes. The jewels and the food and the bales of silks and satins were piled helter-skelter in the middle of the floor. Everyone was present, Albert thought worriedly, but George, the creator, so to speak, of all this confusion.


  Albert strolled back to the chair where Major Mastiff was cuffed.


  “Sorry about this,” he said cheerfully, “but it’s not too bad. With luck you’ll get off with five or ten years.”


  “Leave me alone,” Major Mastiff shrilled impotently.


  The other G-man returned to the room, an atmosphere of suppressed excitement showing in his face. He whispered a few terse words to his fellow officer, then the two of them turned, suddenly grabbed Albert firmly by the arms.


  “No tricks,” one warned, “we found the banknotes in your closet. All accounted for except those you bribed the cook with.”


  BEFORE Albert could raise his voice to protest, he found himself handcuffed to the same chair that the major was linked to.


  “This is an outrage,” he sputtered, “I didn’t steal that money.”


  “You can tell that to our inspector,” the Smith replied. “This thing is getting a little too big for us to handle. We’re going to phone the village, and in half an hour the case will be out of our hands. Our inspector is waiting there for our report and when we phone him the dope you can be sure he’ll be right out.”


  The Smith found the phone in the dining room and in a few minutes they could hear his excited voice floating out to them.


  “Yeah, Chief, it’s on the level. We’ve recovered the banknotes and we’ve discovered a lot of jewels and silks and stuff that looks as if it might have been slipped in illegal. Also there’s about two dozen dancing girls and a lot of oriental musicians and—what chief? No I haven’t been drinking. I haven’t touched a drop. Honest. They’re all here . . . O.K. We’ll be expecting you then . . . Good-bye.


  The Smith re-entered the room and at the same second, from the opposite door, George, the genie, looking haggard and disillusioned, entered.


  Albert turned to Major Mastiff.


  “I hope,” he said critically, “that you’ll make an interesting cell-mate.”


  “Bahhhh,” growled the Major, “this is a lot of ridiculous tommy-rot.”


  “Yes,” Albert said softly, “but have you figured out how you’re going to explain all this?” His hand described a graceful circle that included the dancers, musicians and gems and silks.


  Major Mastiff was silent for some minutes. Then he shook his head slowly and despairingly.


  “No,” he said, “I haven’t.”


  “I’ve got an idea,” Albert said hopefully, “but we’ve got to get that big baboon that just came in to cooperate with us.”


  George was moving toward them, a woe-begone expression on his face. He slumped down in a chair opposite them and stared moodily at his large feet.


  G-man Jones looked at him suspiciously.


  “Who’re you?” he asked.


  “He’s my valet,” Albert said quickly.


  “Don’t get too close to those guys,” Jones warned George and then he turned away. He fumbled in his pocket for an instant and then he turned back. “Got a cigarette?” he asked George.


  George handed a pack to him.


  “Mind if I take a couple for my partner?” Jones asked.


  George nodded dully and in a few seconds a blue wreath of sweetish smoke was wafting ceiling-ward from the cigarettes of the two officers.


  “George,” Albert said desperately, “you’ve got to get us out of this jam. It’s all your fault, you know.”


  “What kin I do?” George asked.


  “Pip! Pip!” Albert said for moral effect. “Just a wave of the palm, a snap of the finger and send all these people back where they came from. Simple and neat.”


  George shook his huge head glumly.


  “I can’t, I yam not a genie. I yam a blundering, nonsensical s-something else.”


  “Who told you that?” Albert asked uneasily.


  “The old lady,” George said moodily, “I yam not a genie. I never was, I guess. Everything I do goes wrong. I yam a flop, I guess.”


  “Aunt Annabelle,” Albert said bitterly, “has been giving you her version of the pat on the back.”


  “I met her in the hall,” George said thickly, “and I told her I was a genie. She said I wuzn’t. She said I wuz drunk, and a loud mouth and a nonsensical something else. I feel terrible. I yam never going to pretend I yam a genie again.”


  “You weren’t pretending,” Albert said frantically, “you were a genie, you are a genie, and now you’ve got to help us, you’ve simply got to! It’s getting late, George. You’ve got to do something.”


  George shook his head slowly but decisively. “I wuz a fake, that’s what I wuz. That must have been why I wuz never given my union card.”


  THINGS were whirring about in Albert’s head. “If this goes on much longer,” he thought wildly, “I shall go completely mad.” Here they were, in a neat air-tight mess, and every second brought more police and more witnesses to the scene. The only person who might extricate them was George, And George, the stupid lumbering hod, was not going to cooperate. Albert cursed the psychological quirk that had given George an inferior complex, made him susceptible to Aunt Annabelle’s uncomplimentary tirade.


  Albert frowned deeply and buried his head in his hands. The whole thing was maddening. Psychology, psychology, that was the trouble. Psychology—! Maybe the solution was in psychology!


  His head jerked up from his hands. George was still slumped in the chair, a picture of dejection.


  “George,” he said, “I believe Aunt Annabelle was right. You’re not a genie at all. You’re a fake, through and through.” If Albert was expecting a show of temper he was somewhat disappointed.


  George nodded glumly.


  “Like I wuz telling you, I yam only a fake.”


  “Sure,” Albert said bitterly, “You’re just a common fraud, a cheap magician—”


  “I yam not,” George said firmly.


  “You certainly are,” Albert was equally emphatic, “you’re just a clever magician.”


  “I yam not a magician,” George said stoutly, “I yam a—I yam a . . .” his voice trailed of! sheepishly and he finished lamely, “not a magician.”


  “You are a magician,” Albert said quietly. “I know because, because I am a genie.”


  George looked up quickly this time.


  “Haw, haw,” he said, “that’s funny. I’ll betcha can’t fly a flying carpet.”


  An idea was growing in Albert’s head. He fished in his vest pocket and when his fingers touched a tiny package there, he breathed a silent prayer. It was some flashlight powder that he intended using in shooting some night groups. There was friendly, crackling fire in the grate that would serve his purpose.


  “Look,” he shouted suddenly, “see if you can do anything half as difficult.” As he finished speaking he shot out his arm in the direction of the fire, tossing the package of flashlight powder into the fire. It blazed up in a great white flame, with a muffled ominous sound. Smoke, billowing white clouds of it, poured from the chimney. Albert waved his hand again and the fire seemed to settle back to normal.


  George was somewhat impressed.


  “Purty good,” he said.


  “Not hard,” Albert said modestly.


  “Not for a genie anyway.”


  George sat up in his chair.


  “I’ll show yuh I ain’t no ordinary magician,” he said grimly. He looked about the room, looked up at the shining chandelier, gleaming with dozens of electric lights. With a stupidly happy smile he snapped his fingers. Instantly, magically, the bulbs disappeared, were replaced by long, quietly burning candles.


  One of the officers came over then. There seemed to be something wrong with his feet. He stumbled twice before he reached George’s side.


  “That’s a pretty clever trick,” he said with some difficulty. “Got any more cigarettes, Bud? What kind are they anyway?”


  George handed him the pack.


  “Hasheesh,” he answered.


  Albert swallowed suddenly, but the government agents were already lighting up again. Albert peered at the clock. In a matter of minutes the Inspector would be here and then their goose was cooked. He turned back to George.


  “I’ve got one, now, that only a genie can do.”


  BEFORE opened his eyes, thoroughly interested.


  Albert pointed to the curious musicians, the dancing girls, the food bearers, the trays of food and gems.


  “I’m going to send all that back where it came from,” he announced matter-of-factly. “On top of that I’m going to send back all the green stuff up in the closet to where it came from, at the same time. You’ll admit that that’s quite a job, won’t you?”


  George was frowning now with what might be professional envy.


  Albert waved his hand around his head and then shouted out his college yell. When the hideous noise ceased echoing, Albert slumped into his chair, and stared at the openly disapproving musicians and dancers.


  “Well,” he said, “didn’t make it, did I?” He peered slyly at George. This was the nub of his scheme. “Now you try it, George.”


  Just then there came a loud authoritative knocking on the door.


  Major Mastiff groaned.


  “The police! Everything is over!” George stood up.


  “I’ll let ’em in,” he said cheerfully, “I like answering the door.” He turned and headed toward the front door.


  Albert felt a wave of bitterness and gall wash over him.


  “Magician!” he sang out bitterly. George wheeled, flushing angrily. “I’ll show youse!” His big fingers snapped like a cracking limb. There was a blinding flash and when Albert blinked his eyes and opened them again the room was empty, except for the two befuddled officers, Major Mastiff and himself!


  “Eureka!” Albert shrieked, and then, from sheer relief he fainted away . . .


  IT seemed ages later when Albert woke and opened his eyes. George’s moon-like face was peering solicitously down at him. “Are the Cossacks gone?” he asked feebly.


  “All gone,” George said bewilderedly. Albert sat up, beaming broadly. “Pip! Pip!” he chortled, “tell me everything that happened. I can guess most of it, but I still want to hear it.”


  “The officer wuz real mad,” George said solemnly, “when he got here and didn’t find nobody but his two men sleeping in the corner. Hully gee, he called them a lot of names and then he had them carried out to his car. He wuz real sorry you wuz bothered and he wunted me to tell you that.”


  “Where’s Major Mastiff?” Albert asked with some of his old caution.


  “In bed,” George answered. “He wuz tired.”


  Albert stretched out luxuriously. “George,” he said gratefully, “you saved my life. By getting rid of all that evidence you did me and Major Mastiff a real big favor. If there’s anything I can do for you, just name it.”


  “How about a steady job?” George asked breathlessly, “I yam handy in the house and I got good refrunces. How about keeping me on?”


  Albert frowned.


  “I’ll tell you what I’ll do, George,” he said thoughtfully, “if you can fix up the little squabble Miss Margot Mastiff and I had some time ago, you’re on. If she’s here in my arms in fifteen minutes the job is yours.”


  “Okay, Boss,” George said and lumbered out of the room.


  P.S.—He got the job.


  [*] Science has made things invisible, by means of reflected light rays, bending them around an object until no light is reflected back to a certain point, where the observer is stationed. Thus, an object may be made invisible. However, in this instance, it is obvious that the reflective properties of the surface of the lamp were such that all light was bent around the lamp and not reflected back at all. Thus, with no light turned more than momentarily from its course, no object could have been visible.


  When Albert Addin dropped the lamp, this perfect, non-reflecting, light-bending surface was dented enough to totally destroy the delicate balance of curving surface and reflecting angle. Thus, the lamp snapped into visibility. In photographing with an infra-red light filter, it seems that Albert unwittingly captured the only rays which were not by-passed around the lamp, which in normal color range, are invisible to the eye.


  PLANET OF LOST MEN


  First published in the December 1941 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Dirk Temple saved his life by landing at this strange spaceport—but when he found out what faced him there . . .


  DIRK TEMPLE stared woozily at the intricate indicators on the visa-board of his sleek speeding space ship.


  Through an alcoholic fog of three days density his brain tried vainly; to make the necessary deductions from the graphs and charts and meters that pitted the surface of the shiny chrom-alloy control panel.


  It was no go. The indicators bounced crazily before his blood-shot eyes confusing him hopelessly.


  He leaned helplessly back in the pilot’s chair of the trim single seater and came to a profound decision.


  “I am drunk,” he said aloud.


  Pleased by his astuteness in figuring this out for himself he smiled genially and reached for the square bottle of Martian brandy beneath his seat. He lifted the bottle to his lips but only a few drops of the fiery liquor dribbled over his chin.


  “Empty,” he said profoundly. “Can’t fool me.”


  He dropped the bottle and kicked the deceleration lever with his foot.


  As long as he didn’t know where he was going there wasn’t any particular hurry.


  For three days he had been saturated with liquor and boredom. This particular binge had started at the swanky summer resort on Jupiter’s cool side. It had no rhyme or reason, but then, few of Dirk Temple’s actions ever did. Too much money, too much leisure, and too few responsibilities had turned him into a carousing, wasteful interplanetary playboy.


  The stamp of his excesses was apparent in his blood-shot eyes, his flabby muscles and the petulant cast of his mouth and jaw.


  The nose of the ship was dipping fast now, but Dirk was almost dozing in his seat. The ship continued to drop, and it was not until it had hissed into the atmosphere of the planet again, that Dirk’s head snapped up.


  A glance downward showed him the green sprawling expanses of Jupiter’s unexplored areas, a vast plain of desolation and death. Cursing furiously Dirk manipulated the controls frantically. One rocket sputtered and missed and the ship lurched about in a wild arc as the remaining tube’s off-balance bursts slewed the ship around.


  For minutes Dirk fought the ship, trying to level it out and straighten its course. Sober, he might have accomplished something, but his drunken, confused efforts did more harm than good.


  The ship continued its circling spin unchecked.


  Dirk Temple decided his number was up. He didn’t give a damn anyhow. Twisting in his seat he glanced out the pilot’s sideview window, curious as to the exact terrain he had picked to honor with his last remains.


  He stared downward, then shook his head and blinked. It wasn’t possible—he peered downward again incredulously.


  For spread out below him was a wide clearing containing a number of dwellings that looked about the size of toy blocks from his altitude. But more incredible than this—and more heartening—was the gleaming length of a mooring tower rising toward him. Two of the mooring sockets he saw were occupied by late style space craft, but several of the sockets were invitingly empty.


  DRUNK as he was, and as unpredictable as his ship was, he brought it about in a fast circle and headed its nose for the nearest socket.


  His timing and speed were off. As the nose of the ship plowed into the mooring socket he kicked the deceleration bar and slammed home the reverse rocket levers at the same instant. But not soon enough. The ship crashed hard and metal grated against metal with a crunching, rending noise.


  Dirk’s head snapped back with the impact, and a thousand firecrackers seemed to explode in his liquor-sodden brain. He slumped to the floor of the ship under a blanket of darkness.


  “TOSS the drunken bum into a bunk. He’s not hurt.”


  Dirk heard these words, heard the cold brutal voice of the speaker as if it were coming from a great distance. Through the black fog that blanketed his brain, a faint light was beginning to creep. He felt hands on either side of him, heard scuffled footsteps vaguely.


  Weakly, he attempted to press his hands to his aching head.


  “He’s comin’ around, Boss,” a voice said next to him.


  The footsteps stopped. Dirk realized that it had been his own footsteps as they led him along that he had heard. He shook his head and then opened his eyes.


  A huge, powerfully built man was standing in front of him, staring at him with an expression of sullen anger stamped on his coarse features. He wore boots, breeches and a leather shirt. Heavy, business-like atomic revolvers were strapped to his thick waist. His hands propped on his hips were the size of battered hams and his bare arms were like the limbs of a gnarled tree.


  Beside him, Dirk noticed two other men, smaller, but equally villainous looking. They also carried guns strapped to their waists.


  Strength was finding its way back into his numbed legs, and his head was clearing a little from the shock of the landing and the after effects of the Martian brandy. The men on each side of him were not holding him up any longer. They were just holding him.


  “Start talking,” the big man snapped. “What the hell do you want here? How’d you happen to moor here?” Dirk passed a hand over his forehead and smiled.


  “It was quite accidental, I assure you. I—I’d been drinking and my ship was out of control when I spotted your mooring tower. A lucky thing for me that I did.”


  “Maybe not,” the big man said ominously. “We aren’t hospitable to visitors here.”


  The smile faded from Dirk’s face. “What do you mean?” he asked, puzzled. “I’m sorry about smashing your mooring tower, but I’ll make it right with you. My name is Dirk Temple. I’m good for any reasonable amount you say.”


  He glanced up to the top of the mooring tower appraising the damage done by his faulty mooring.


  “A couple of thousand tipecs[1] should take care of the damage,” he said.


  “So you’re Dirk Temple, eh?” the big man said musingly. He flashed a quick meaningful glance at the two men who stood beside him. “In that case we’ll do our best to accommodate you. You need sleep right now so I’ll have you taken to a bunk. In the meantime we’ll get your ship ready so that you can take off when you feel up to it.”


  “That’s awfully nice of you,” Dirk said, smiling. “I suppose I have been acting like a fool, trying to pilot a ship half drunk. A few hours sleep will fix me up though.”


  “Sure thing,” the big man said. He turned to one of the men, a short, stocky blond with a broken nose. “Buck, take Mr. Temple to one of the rooms with a clean bunk. We’ll let you know when we’ve got the ship in shape, Mr. Temple.”


  “Do that, will you?” Dirk said pleasantly. “And thanks a lot.”


  “Don’t thank me,” the big man said.


  DIRK followed the man called Buck across the clearing. Houses made of tough, mahogany-like wood from the swamps of Jupiter were erected in a semi-circle, meeting at a huge, steel gate which led, Dirk guessed, to the open, unexplored regions of this section of the planet. The entire cleared stockade was surrounded by a high steel fence, and over its top Dirk could see tall rambling buildings. Except for the wooden dwellings in the stockade the only other object was the tall gleaming mooring tower. Long freight ramps connected with it and led off to a side gate in the stockade fence.


  There was one wooden building larger than the rest, that was obviously some sort of office. Dirk wasn’t particularly interested however, in anything but sleep.


  His guide led him to one of the dwellings, opened the door and motioned him inside.


  “There’s a bed there,” he said surlily. “Use it.”


  Dirk stepped into the room, saw a bunk in the corner and headed for it. His head was aching, and the effects of the Martian brandy had not completely worn off. Stretching out on the bunk he relaxed completely. He wondered idly for an instant about the peculiar place he had landed. The fences, the air of unfriendliness, the armed guards all added up to a big question mark in his mind. But he was too tired to worry about it. Even if he had been perfectly fresh, it is doubtful whether Dirk Temple, billionaire playboy, would have bothered about it. In a few seconds he was asleep.


  TWO things awakened him. The first was a burning thirst, the result of his three-day binge on Martian brandy. The second was a dull thumping noise that seemed to be a part of the ground itself. It was rhythmic and unchanging, jarring slightly the supports of the bunk on which he was lying.


  With some difficulty he struggled to a sitting position. Although his head still ached, it had cleared of the fuzzy alcoholic cobwebs. Except for a general muscular stiffness, he was as good as new. Which didn’t signify much, he told himself wryly.


  He stood up and walked to the door, wondering where he could get a drink. It was dark outside, but floodlights situated at the corners of the stockade provided adequate illumination.


  Stepping through the doorway he became aware that the pounding noise emanated from out the stockade. The heavy steel main gate was open, he noticed. Hands in his pockets he strolled across the stockade and peered curiously through the gate.


  He saw then what caused the throbbing, tramping noise.


  It was a group of men; row after row, slowly moving on the march. They passed silently past the stockade gate moving like robots. Dirk saw that they were shackled together by four-foot lengths of chain at the ankles. He was within twenty feet of the slowly moving lines of men, but not one man glanced in his direction. Their heads drooped forward, their shoulders slumped, they shambled along like walking dead men.


  Somehow the spectacle gave Dirk a strange chill. If they had looked at him, or spoken, it might have been different. But their expressionless faces and silent, machine-like strides brought the hackles up on the nape of his neck.


  For several minutes Dirk watched the rows of silent men file past him. Then he scratched his head and shrugged. It looked funny, but after all, it wasn’t any of his business.


  Turning he retraced his steps. He had not traveled more than fifty feet beyond the rows of wooden dwellings when a low, urgent voice sounded suddenly in his ear.


  “Please! Please help me!”


  Dirk halted abruptly, staring about.


  “Here. Over here,” the soft voice said anxiously.


  DIRK turned, and following the sound of the voice, cautiously approached a darkened one-room dwelling which he had just passed. The building was somewhat in the shadow of the stockade lights but in the dim light he could make out a figure at the window of the dark hut.


  “What’s up?” he asked.


  “Please believe me,” the figure at the window said imploringly, “you’re in serious danger. You must get away from here at once. Send the Federation Police back here, if you can. It’s the only chance for any of us.”


  DIRK started in amazement as the voice reached him clearly. For it was a feminine voice, throaty and soft, but charged with terrible earnestness and fear. He stepped closer and saw a pale, delicately chiseled face turned toward him, and two dark eyes meeting his imploringly.


  “What the devil!” he said explosively.


  “Please be careful,” the girl whispered frantically. “One of the guards might hear you.”


  “Somebody’s going to hear from me,” Dirk said grimly. “The idea of keeping a lovely girl like you worried and scared. What’s wrong, anyway?”


  “There’s no time for that,” the girl said breathlessly. “Just get away from here. Now. This instant. Send help back if you can.”


  “If you want to leave,” Dirk said decisively. “I’ll take you with me. I’ll see that nobody shoves you around. I’m going to give the big slob that runs this joint a piece of my mind as it is.”


  “Please!” the girl’s voice was desperate. “Don’t go near him. Get away while you can.”


  “I wish you’d tell me what’s up?” Dirk said.


  “There’s not time,” the girl said desperately.


  Dirk stepped closer to the girl. He noticed that she had light blonde hair, a big mop of it shoved back from her high, pale forehead. He could smell its subtle perfume on the dark air of the night.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. His hand closed reassuringly over her small fingers. “When I’m ready to go I’ll go. And I’ll take you with me.”


  “Maybe!” a harsh voice snapped behind him.


  Dirk wheeled, but a hard object jammed into his ribs.


  “Behave,” the owner of the voice said ominously. Dirk saw that it was the stocky, broken-nosed fellow called Buck who had surprised him.


  “If this is your idea of a joke,” he said angrily. “I don’t like it. Take me to the person in charge of this place.”


  The atomic revolver jammed into his ribs.


  “That’s just what I was goin’ to do.”


  The girl was looking at Dirk, a dull hopelessness in her eyes.


  “Don’t worry,” he said confidently. “I’ll have this whole business straightened out in a few seconds. Then I’ll be back.”


  “This way,” Buck snapped.


  Dirk followed the man across the clearing to one of the larger rooms in which a light was burning. Buck opened the door and allowed Dirk to enter first.


  Seated at a desk in the middle of the sparsely furnished room was the big man whom Dirk had seen on arriving.


  “Found him talking to the girl,” Buck explained. “From the looks of it she’d been singing. I guess he also saw the men leaving for work.”


  “That’s too bad,” the man behind the desk said cryptically.


  “I demand to know what’s going on here,” Dirk blazed. “Who has been intimidating that young girl? What are all these men doing out here? There’s something here that smells and I’m going to report it to the Federation the minute I get back.”


  “No,” the big man said softly, “you aren’t going to do any such thing. Because you aren’t going back. Ever.”


  “ARE you crazy?” Dirk shouted.


  The big man shook his head.


  “I don’t think so. I did intend to fix your ship up and let you leave. Because the unexplained absence of Dirk Temple would be looked into. And I don’t want anybody looking into things here. So I thought the thing to do would be to let you clear out of here, trusting on your drunken condition to prevent you from remembering much of the place. But since you’ve snooped around you know too much. My original charitable intentions have been changed. You stay here now for the rest of your life.”


  “The hell I do,” Dirk exploded. “You can’t get away with this. My disappearance won’t go unnoticed.”


  “I’m going to risk that. If anyone did show up however, it is improbable that you’ll still be around and kicking.”


  Dirk paled.


  “Do you plan to murder me?” The big man smiled.


  “I have something better in mind. That soft flabby body of yours is going to be chained with a line of other slaves and made to work. You won’t last long. Strong men last a year at the most. You’ll cave in a few weeks. That will save me the bother of killing you and I’ll also get some work out of your soft carcass.”


  “You can’t do this,” Dirk cried. “It isn’t f—fair.”


  The big man stood up, stepped around his desk. His face was as hard and square as a ragged piece of granite.


  “My name is Skarack,” he said. “There’s only one law here and that’s me. You’re my slave, body and soul, from this minute on. I’m going to work you to death and I’m going to enjoy doing it. Your money and your position and your fine friends will never help you now. You’re a walking dead man from now on.”


  “You can’t get away with this,” Dirk cried.


  Skarack smiled thinly. Then his heavy fist lashed out and slammed into Dirk’s jaw. Dirk staggered back, crashed into the wall and slid to the floor. He was still conscious, but his head felt as if a mule had kicked it. Every muscle in his body seemed paralyzed. He tried to climb to his feet, but Skarack’s heavy boot crashed into his ribs, drove the air from his lungs.


  “Here I can get away with anything,” Skarack said. He turned to Buck. “Put him in line and see that he learns how to work.”


  Buck grinned wolfishly.


  “You bet,” he growled.


  Stooping, he slunk Dirk’s limp body to his shoulders and lurched from the office.


  THE next sensation that penetrated to Dirk’s consciousness was the sound of monotonously shuffling feet, and the occasional metallic clank of chains. For a timeless interval he knew that and nothing more. Then he gradually became aware of his own forward motion. He was in line, chained to a man in front and another behind him, walking forward in jerky, robot-like motions.


  But beyond these elementary realizations his mind was unable to travel. Like a man in a living dream he slouched along, jaw slack, eyes dull. He was chained. He was walking. That was all he knew.


  Time passed. Finally the forward motion ceased. Like a soulless beast he stood in his fetters, without the will or inclination to move an eyelid.


  Gradually his mind began to clear. The transition was not swift, but it was steady. He became aware of the men next to him, of guards, of vast expanses of rock spreading before his eyes.


  “Get to work,” a voice yelled.


  Dirk saw his fettered companions raise blunt instruments resembling pick-axes over their heads and attack the rocky soil with the sharp, scooplike blade. There were other lines of men working other sections of the rock heap. Like twisted snakes the lines wound about, up and down hillocks, through stunted vegetation.


  In his hands Dirk was aware was one of the picks. A black engulfing despair settled over his soul. Then bitterness flooded over him.


  “I’ll be damned if I’ll work” he shouted. With all his strength he flung the pick away from him.


  “Take it easy, friend,” the man on his right cautioned in an undertone.


  “Why should I?” he yelled. “I’m no slave. I’m Dirk Temple. I’ll get out of here, I tell you. I’ll get—”


  “Watch it!” the man on his right hissed.


  His warning was too late. Dirk had not seen Buck, the broken-nosed guard coming up behind him. He had not seen the cruel, blunt whip swinging.


  All he knew was its sudden vicious bite as it slashed across his back. Again and again it fell wielded with all of Buck’s strength and deliberate cruelty.


  Dirk pitched to the ground moaning.


  The lash continued to rise and fall, until Dirk’s back was criss-crossed with ribbon-like welts. Then it stopped.


  “Now.” Buck panted, “get to work.”


  It took Dirk minutes to crawl to his feet. Someone tossed the pick at his feet and he picked it up dully. He swung it once to the ground and almost cried out as his muscles worked under his frayed, stinging skin. But it was better to swing the pick and writhe with every movement than to provoke another assault by refusing.


  THE man on his right spoke through set lips.


  “It don’t do no good to blow up. Keep your mouth shut and you’ll live longer.”


  “Who wants to live?” Dirk almost sobbed.


  The man on his right went on working without replying.


  The day wore away. There was a brief pause about mid-day but no food was served. When the lines of shackled men were ordered to quit, Dirk’s legs were trembling with fatigue. His lacerated back throbbed with excruciating pain. Blood was dripping from his finger tips, welling from his blistered, cut palms.


  They filed along until they came to a metal doorway leading to one of the large sheds. Then the line slowed to a jerky crawl.


  “Inspection” the man walking beside him grunted.


  When Dirk reached the doorway he saw that a half-dozen guards with drawn atomic pistols checked the men in. One of the guards had a spongelike object in his right hand. “As each prisoner passed him he slapped him on the shoulder with object in his hand, and shouted out a number. Dirk was next in line.


  “New one,” the guard yelled.


  Dirk was thinking of something that had eluded him all day. It was the girl. He remembered now his last words for her. “I’ll be back for you.”


  That’s what he’d told her. A bitter smile touched his lips.


  He stepped ahead, the guard’s hand rose and fell. The sponge-like object pounded into his shoulder. A swift tingling raced through his body, as if invisible hot needles were probing his body, for nerve centers. He started to wheel, an angry yell forming on his lips, but he didn’t.


  He plodded on instead, his jaw slackening, his eyes glazing. He knew nothing else until he came around from his strange torpor and discovered that another day had dawned.


  He was shackled to the same line of convicts, his pick was in his hands and a snarling voice was yelling:


  “Get to work!”


  “Surprised?” it was the clipped voice of the convict on his right, Dirk noticed that he was a small, compactly built man of almost middle age.


  He swung his pick twice before answering:


  “Yes. What is it?”


  “Electrical hypnosis.” The answer was swift. “Sponge in guard’s hand is studded with quills. Shoots a charge into us, knocks us out. Keeps us from planning, talking, thinking about getting away.”[2]


  “Just work and then a complete blank-out,” Dirk grated bitterly. “I’ll be glad when I blank-out for good.” But he was thinking about the lighthaired girl when he spoke, and he wondered if he meant it.


  In the next week Dirk learned much from the prisoner chained to his right. The man’s name was Vyers and he explained the incredibly brutal and inhuman system which Skarack operated.


  Through an arrangement with corrupt officials at the great prison base of Plubium, which was only sixteen hours from this section of Jupiter, Skarack had managed to have hundreds of convicts shipped to his mining settlement. The prison wrote the men off the records as having died, but actually they went to the living death that Skarack had arranged for them. Without the overhead of labor he was able to make fabulous profits from his mineral mines.


  The tip of Dirk’s pick bit deeper into the rocky soil as he thought of it. There was a new set to his jaw and a strange glint in his eyes that had not been there before.


  “I’ll live,” he muttered to himself. “If I have to wait a hundred years I’ll pay him back.”


  “No,” Vyers shook his head briefly. “You won’t. The constant electric hypnosis will kill you in about a year. No one can last longer than that. Then there will be more convicts to replace us.”


  Dirk slammed the pick into the ground and the stout handle almost splintered under the impact.


  ALONG one hundred and eight-day Jovian “month” passed without change. The convicts labored, were knocked out electrically, labored again. Some died. Others came.


  Dirk Temple continued to swing his pick savagely. His hands were as tough as alligator skin, and his complexion was blackened by the sun. The bloat of dissipation had melted from him, leaving him clean-limbed and powerful. These were the physical changes. Something had happened inside Dirk that no one could see. It was something that grew from a white hot core of hatred into a mighty force of determination that was as inevitable in its way as a waterfall. It showed itself in the grim smile that hovered on his lips. In his silent acceptance of the lashings that fell to him. But most noticeably it was evident in his eyes. They were like the windows of Hell; awful in their cold, deliberate, flaming hatred.


  The only soft thought that entered his mind was that of the girl he had seen so briefly his first night in this morass of misery. He thought of her, not as living, but as belonging to his own dead past. Something beautiful and tender that had been destroyed.


  His pick slashed into the ground.


  “One more score,” he muttered.


  When he jerked his pick loose he noticed a few green threads of moss clinging to it. With his next blow he uncovered a patch of the peculiar Jovian creeping moss. It was wiry, hardy stuff, its thin individual filaments tough as strands of steel.


  “Vyers,” he said tensely. An idea had struck him with the suddenness and force of a lightning bolt.


  Vyers glanced up.


  “Yes?”


  “Will this moss conduct electricity?” his voice was strained.


  Vyers shrugged.


  “Maybe, maybe not. Why don’t you try it?”


  “I’m going to,” Dirk snapped. “Listen to me. I’m going to make a pad with this stuff, shove it under my jacket. Maybe I won’t be blanked out tonight. That’s all I need. One night.”


  “You’re mad!” Vyers hissed. “You’ll be caught. Killed.”


  “Fine,” Dirk’s eyes glowed. “That’s where I can’t lose. Either way I’m better off. Want to try it with me?”


  “No,” Vyers said nervously. “No!”


  But that evening as the line of prisoners wound past the guards there were two convicts with slightly padded right shoulders. Vyers went through first. Then Dirk stepped up. His number was bawled out, the guard’s hand whacked him on the shoulder. Dirk’s body stiffened to resist the customary sensation, but with a sudden wild feeling of delirium, he noticed that the usual effects were lacking. He started to step on, but the guard’s command halted him, nerves quivering.


  “Hold it you. What’s wrong with that shoulder?”


  Dirk turned slowly, feigning stupor.


  “Hurt,” he mumbled, “Fell on rock.”


  His hands curled into fists, as he watched the guard through lidded eyes. He was prepared to fight now, regardless of outcome.


  The guard hesitated an instant, then waved him on.


  “Don’t be so damn clumsy,” he shouted after him.


  Dirk slouched on, careful to affect the drugged walk of the other prisoners. But his heart was pounding madly with excitement and hope.


  IN THE central eating room which Dirk remembered but dimly and foggily the prisoners were unshackled. Food was set before them and soon the air was full of the sounds of greedy feeding.


  Dirk kept his head over his plate pretending to eat ravenously. Guards walked back and forth behind the diners, occasionally shoving a drugged prisoner’s head into the sloppy stew just to hear him grunt and strangle.


  The meal was finally over. The men were led to their bunks. Dirk climbed in as did the rest. Through the meal he had not attempted to catch Vyer’s eye, for one glimmer of intelligence on the part of a prisoner would be an instant give-away to the guards.


  Now he waited tensely till the guttural snores of the men would cover any noise he might make, then slipped from his bunk.


  Instantly a shadowy figure joined him. Vyers!


  They did not speak. One iron handshake was all they needed. Then they moved as silently as wraiths through the sleeping room, into the eating room. In Dirk’s mind was only one desire. And that was to feel Skarack’s writhing throat under his hands.


  He motioned Vyers to additional caution as they approached the large doors that led from the eating room. There was a guard stationed outside this door. Little vigilance was exercised over the electrically drugged prisoners.


  This was one thing Dirk was counting on.


  He shoved the door open a cautious inch. The guard was not sleeping. He was pacing up and down before the door and he wheeled, swinging his gun up as it opened slightly.


  “Who is it?” he snapped.


  To close the door would be an invitation for him to throw the great bolt in place and sound an alarm. Dirk did the only other thing possible. He hurled the door wide open and lunged with the speed and ferocity of a tiger at the startled guard.


  His furious driving lunge carried him to the guard’s throat before the deadly atomic pistol could be brought into action. It was over then in an instant. Dirk’s gnarled, powerful hands contracted like the segments of a vise, and the guard’s eyes rolled desperately. With a final wrench Dirk stood up.


  Vyers grabbed the corpse by the feet and dragged it into a shadow.


  They were outside the prisoner’s quarters now. The stockade fence faced them, high and impassable. The gate was heavily guarded with a half dozen armed guards.


  But Dirk had been doing a little thinking.


  “The side gate by the freight ramp,” he snapped. “It’s almost deserted now because there hasn’t been a shipment in months. Let’s try it.”


  It took them twenty minutes to skirt the fence and reach the side gate, but when they did a glance showed them their efforts had not been wasted. The gate was not guarded, and it was covered with tough, thick creepers that wound all the way to the top of the fence.


  HAND over hand the two figures went up the twelve-foot gate. Stuck into Dirk’s belt was the guard’s atomic pistol. Its cold, heavy bulk was reassuring.


  They dropped to the ground, crouched still for an instant to make sure their descent had gone unnoticed, then started off. They had circled half way around the stockade making for Skarack’s office when Dirk stopped. He was standing in front of the dwelling where he had seen the blonde-haired girl. Motioning Vyers to wait he stepped to the door. What he was doing was wild and crazy but he couldn’t stop himself.


  The door was fastened from the inside. He hesitated for a brief fraction of a second, then moved his shoulder slowly, but inevitably against the door. If anybody else were inside, he decided simply, he would kill him.


  For a while the door held, then a bolt shattered and Dirk slipped swiftly into the room.


  “Don’t scream,” he said. “Please don’t.”


  He couldn’t see her, but he knew she was present. Her subtle, warm fragrance was everywhere in the room, a part of it.


  “W—who is it?” the question came from the opposite side of the room.


  “Don’t you remember?” he whispered. “I’m the fellow who said he’d be back. I always keep my word.”


  A sound like a sob came from the girl.


  “Thank God,” she said softly. “I thought you’d been killed long ago. But how are you here?” there was swift alarm in her voice.


  “Escaped,” Dirk said briefly.


  “We’ve gone as far as we can right now. It’s farther than we hoped to get. Our next stop is Skarack. When I’m through with him I don’t care what happens to me”


  “Or anyone?” she asked.


  He was silent. Then:


  “How did you come here?”


  “My father owned this property at one time,” she answered. “Skarack was his foreman. I was in school on Earth and my checks always came from here promptly. What I didn’t know was that father had died years ago and that Skarack had taken over, even to the extent of seeing that my checks were mailed to keep me from becoming suspicious. Finally I got lonely, jumped in a one seater and started off for here without letting anyone know where I was going. When I found out the truth Skarack refused to allow me to leave. He’s made me offers, but I’ve told him I’d rather kill myself.”


  Dirk couldn’t think of anything to say.


  Vyers stuck his head in the door. “Hurry up,” he whispered, “we haven’t got much time left.”


  “If there was any way at all of licking Skarack and his mob,” Dirk said, “I’d take it. But there isn’t. That’s why we’re concentrating on him.”


  “Just a minute,” Dirk heard the girl slip from her bunk, cross to him. “There is a chance if you want to take it. All you need is more alive, alert men. Well, Skarack has a solution that will break the electric hypnosis. He perfected it in case he ever had to move the men or put them to work after they’d been drugged. He told me this one night when he was drunk. That same night I stole a bottle of the drug, hoping I’d get a chance to slip it to someone who could get it to you, or maybe some other prisoner.”


  “I don’t get what you’re driving at.”


  Dirk frowned.


  “Just this,” the girl said breathlessly. “If I gave you the drug and you could slip back and awaken a dozen more men you’d have a chance to overthrow Skarack’s entire horrible system here. If you just get him, someone will take his place and these hundreds of helpless men will be no better off. You can take your private revenge if you wish, but you won’t be satisfying anyone but yourself.”


  “It’s an awfully long gamble,” he said grimly.


  “Maybe I haven’t the right to ask you to take such a chance,” the girl said softly.


  “You can ask me anything,” he snapped, “anytime, anywhere. Anybody with your guts doesn’t need to apologize for asking someone else to take a risk. Give me that bottle of dope.”


  The girl uttered a happy, choked cry and slipped away from him. She returned in an instant and thrust a slim vial into his hands. A hypodermic needle was strapped to the bottle.


  “Good luck,” she whispered.


  He kissed her then.


  “I’ll be right back for you,” he said, “and remember—I always keep a promise.”


  Wheeling he slipped out the door, pulled Vyers into the shadow of the hut and hurriedly explained the new situation to him.


  “It’s a chance,” he said grimly, “for everybody.”


  “What’re we waiting for?” Vyers snapped.


  AN HOUR later Dirk opened the huge eating room door cautiously and peered out. The stretch approaching the stockade fence was clear. Turning he motioned with his hand, then stepped through the open door.


  Vyers was at his heels. Following Vyers in close formation came twelve crouching shapes, armed with picks and clubs.


  The serum had worked swiftly. Dirk and Vyers had selected the hardiest and gamest of the prisoners to administer the counteractive drug to. The men aroused from the stupefying effects of the electric discs had been hard to restrain. Once they realized that they were free they wanted to charge Skarack’s office and tear the man to pieces.


  Now Dirk paused, held up a hand, the shadowy shapes behind him froze into rigidity.


  “What is it?” Vyers asked.


  “Look!” Dirk pointed to the main gate. “The guards have evidently turned in. Maybe a surprise attack at that point will turn the trick for us.”


  “Long shot,” Vyers muttered.


  “What isn’t?” Dirk snapped. “Come on!”


  Slinking across the lighted areas like stalking wolves the small band reached the shadow of the fence and followed it to the main gate.


  Dirk stole forward alone then. He tried to keep himself from dwelling on the tremendous stakes of this game he was playing. His own life was insignificant, but the courageous girl and the men who trusted him had to have a break. He couldn’t let them down.


  Crouching before the gate Dirk racked his brain for some method to storm the unguarded entrance. With the futility of desperation he leaned against the massive gate and shoved with all his strength.


  Then his heart leaped for the gate gave way under his shoulder and swung slowly inward. Trembling with excitement Dirk waved to the line of crouching silent men.


  “We’ve got a chance now,” he hissed as Vyers crept alongside him. “Stick right behind me and be prepared to scatter and fight on the inside.”


  Cautiously he shoved the heavy gate open, stepped into the stockade. All was quiet and still. He panthered cautiously ahead, the ragged horde of prisoners at his heels.


  His eyes raked over the seemingly lifeless buildings.


  Suddenly he wheeled, shouted at his men.


  “Get out I It’s a trap!”


  But he was too late. The massive stockade gate was already swinging shut and, from behind it, a dozen guards sprang. Their revolvers were out, ready for instant action.


  Dirk cursed bitterly, but he saw instantly that resistance would be worse than useless. His whole being raged at the realization that they had been easily and stupidly trapped. But there was nothing to be gained by lunging at the guards. It would only bring a fiery rain of atomic pellets on all of them.


  “Easy men,” he cautioned. “They’ve got us.”


  “Drop your weapons,” one of the guards ordered.


  SULLLENLY the men dropped their picks and clubs to the ground, and with them dropped their own hopes. They stood stolidly grouped together now, lips twisted bitterly.


  To their right a door banged open, then a familiar voice snapped over their heads.


  “You scum are more stupid than I thought. You’ve proved it by pitting your puny wits against mine.”


  Dirk turned slowly. In the door of the office stood Skarack, his immense bulk filling the opening. A red river of hate was coursing through Dirk’s veins. Fists clenched, he strained toward Skarack, but Vyers jerked him around.


  “Fool,” he hissed. “He’s waiting for a chance to burn you.”


  Skarack strolled into the stockade before the helpless prisoners, thoroughly enjoying the moment of triumph. Two of the guards stationed themselves on either side of him, covering the ragged prison horde with their atomic pistols. The remaining guards shoved their guns back into their holsters and started to collect the picks and clubs.


  “You stupid, spineless curs,” Skarack’s voice lashed at them, “Did you think you’d get away with this thing for even a second? I can’t believe you’re that moronic. I know everything that’s done or said here.”


  Vyers gripped Dirk’s arm.


  “The girl,” he grated. “She ratted on us. You were a fool to go near her, to trust her.”


  “No,” Dirk said desperately. “No. She can’t be in on this thing. She wouldn’t sell us out.”


  “Shut up,” Skarack roared. “I’m talking. I want to know the ring leader of this business. Any man who tells me will go free. The rest will be returned to work. I just want the name of the man who started this. I don’t give a damn about the rest. All right. Speak up!”


  A heavy silence answered him.


  “I’ll give you till I count three to talk,” Skarack said grimly. “If no one has unbuttoned his yap by then I’ll give my men orders to fire into the lot of you.”


  He held up his hand.


  “One!”


  Dirk smiled, a lean bitter smile. “Two!” Skarack shouted.


  Dirk started to step forward, but suddenly a feminine voice said,


  “I can tell you the name of the ring leader!”


  Skarack wheeled, as did Dirk and the prisoners, toward the voice.


  Dirk felt the blood turn cold in his body. The blonde girl was standing in the doorway of her wooden dwelling, smiling provocatively at Skarack.


  Vyers swore furiously.


  DIRK felt a sickness and weakness over his body. The girl was in with Skarack. She had listened to his plans, talked him out of killing Skarack when there was a chance that it might have succeeded. Instead she had persuaded him to assemble more men, waste more time. Then she had tipped off Skarack as to what was brewing. Now she was completing her day’s work by putting the finger on him.


  “You know something about this?” It was Skarack speaking. He sounded strangely skeptical.


  “Sure thing, big boy,” the girl smiled. She stepped from the doorway and walked toward him, her slender body swaying enticingly. “I heard a few things that might interest you. After all you’re the brains of this place and you’d know best how to use information like this.”


  “So you’re getting smart, eh baby?” Skarack chuckled.


  The girl walked behind the first guard, and Dirk suddenly noticed that her right hand was concealed in the folds of her dress. His muscles tensed. Maybe . . .


  The girl moved swiftly. Her hand swung at the guard’s shoulder. Skarack bellowed in surprised rage and leaped for her, but the girl ducked his flailing arms and dove at the other guard, swinging her arm again in a wide arc that connected with the guard’s back.


  Skarack leaped for the girl, swinging. His ham-like paw struck her a glancing blow on the shoulder, knocking her sprawling to the ground. He wheeled, shouting at the guards, his own hands clawing at the gun in his belt.


  Dirk dove forward and catapulted himself at Skarack’s huge form. His iron-hard shoulder slammed into Skarack’s middle with the force of a battering ram. Both men rolled to the ground, fists driving like pistons. Behind him Dirk heard the sounds of shouting, struggling men, but he had a battle on his own hands that needed his attention.


  Skarack attempted to drive his knee into Dirk’s groin, but missed as Dirk slammed his fist wrist-deep into the big man’s belly. Dirk knew a merciless, grim joy as his rocky fists battered into Skarack’s face and body.


  His hands fastened into the big man’s leather shirt like iron claws. Rising then, he jerked Skarack to his feet. The big man flailed wildly at him, but Dirk stepped under the blows and let his right drop in a vicious chopping stroke across the man’s jaw.


  His cold fury drove him on relentlessly. His heavy, powerfully packed shoulders swayed rhythmically as he exploded rights and lefts into Skarack’s face and body. Blows that were as fast as the flick of a snake’s tongue, and as savagely destructive as a trip-hammer.


  Skarack staggered back and Dirk stepped in throwing all of his hatred and pent-up rage behind one ax-like blow that blasted into the big man’s loosely hanging jaw. A dull crack! sounded. The noise might have been made by a thick branch snapping. But Dirk saw Skarack’s queerly twisted position on the ground and knew it was no branch. The big man’s twisted, red neck had made the noise.


  Dirk twisted about, but he saw then that the fight was over. The prisoners had leaped on the guards when their attention had been distracted by the girl. They had soon finished things.


  Dirk sprang then to the side of the girl and helped her to her feet. On her right palm he saw a red, sponge-like object.


  “You were magnificent,” he said simply. “I deserve a thrashing for even thinking you might have double-crossed us.”


  The girl smiled and held up the electric hypnotic pad with which she had put the two guards out of commission.


  “The only way I could think of to get near enough to use this was to pretend to have changed my mind about everything. I stole this hypnotic pad from Skarack’s office, hoping I’d get a chance to use it sometime. When I saw that he had discovered your plot I decided I’d never get a better opportunity to at least try to use it.”


  Vyers came up smiling.


  “Everything’s under control,” he said happily. “Guards rounded up, Skarack out of the way—for good. When we get the supply of the hypnotic antidote we’ll let the rest of the men loose.”


  “Perfect,” Dirk said.


  He looked down at the small fair head close to his shoulder. Then he put his arm around her shoulder.


  “Perfect,” she murmured.


  [1] Tipecs—worth approximately five Earth dollars.


  [2] The exact nature of the “electrical hypnosis” is, of course, unknown, but it was probably not hypnosis at all, but a form of nervous shock that rendered the nervous system incapable of conveying messages for a period of hours, with a resulting apparent state of unconsciousness. Obviously, however, subconscious nervous functioning was not impaired, or death would have resulted. The victim would have “forgotten” to breathe.


  REWBARB’S REMARKABLE RADIO


  First published in the December 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Rupert Rewbarb couldn’t talk back to his wife, so he took it out on the radio. It relieved his suppressed ego. Then the radio talked back!


  RUPERT REWBARB entered the living room of his modest bungalow and listened apprehensively for an instant before closing the door carefully behind him. The house was reassuringly silent, and for that he was humbly grateful.


  Silence meant that his wife was not at home. There are certain elements which are fundamentally incompatible and this was dogmatically true in the case of Mrs. Jennifer Rewbarb and anything approximating silence. For in Jennifer Rewbarb’s wake trailed noise, loud, angry, dissatisfied noise, produced by the unhappy combination of an acidulous tongue and a stout pair of lungs.


  So Rupert Rewbarb was grateful for the occasional silences that were as rare in the Rewbarb bungalow as oases in the vast arid stretches of the Gobi.


  He took off his coat and hat wearily and hung them in the hall closet. Mr. Rewbarb was a defeated looking little man with an incipient paunch and a partially bald head, but as he returned to the living room his shoulders were thrown back and there was a purposeful glint in his eye.


  Seven days of each week Mr. Rewbarb was verbally kicked from pillar to post by his shrewish wife and his leather-lunged employer, Tadmington Glick, of Glick’s Statistical Service. Over the long years Mr. Rewbarb’s personality had been so suppressed, his self-assertiveness so crushed, that the fires of revolt in his soul had long since been stamped out.


  But there were times when Mr. Rewbarb asserted himself. Times when he could thunder disapproval to his heart’s content. For Mr. Rewbarb, searching despairingly for some means of self-expression, had discovered one agency that could not talk back, could not order him about, ridicule him or scorn him as the rest of the world did.


  With firm, steady fingers, Rupert Rewbarb snapped on the radio. He waited impatiently for it to gather volume. His moment of undisputed triumph was near and he felt a nervous anticipation tickling his pine. His wife, Jennifer, knew nothing of his furtive attempts at masterful domination, which was fortunate for him. She would not have tolerated them, he knew.


  The radio, a small, standard model, in a dark cabinet, was gaining volume and a smooth unctuous voice was flooding through the room.


  Mr. Rewbarb listened eagerly, though somewhat contemptuously.


  “I HAVE been the people’s representative for the past twenty-seven years,” the bland voice from the radio purred hypnotically, “and if reelected—”


  “If reelected,” Mr. Rewbarb interrupted angrily, drowning out the voice from the radio, “you’ll just go ahead stealing and lying to the people as you’ve been doing all these years. You might tell some of the dopes that stuff, but not me. You’re a crook, a cheap lowdown crook and I don’t care who knows it.”


  Mr. Rewbarb was enjoying himself immensely. A feeling of strength and power stole over him that was like heady, intoxicating wine. It was glorious to tell some one where to get off, even if it was but a voice from the ether.


  The voice from the ether was continuing on, blissfully unaware of Mr. Rewbarb’s stormy detractions.


  “Taxes,” the politician whispered the word almost reverently, “will be reduced and curtailed at least fifty percent if the loyal voters of this commonwealth send me back to represent them in the nation’s capital.”


  “Bah!” snorted Mr. Rewbarb. “You’ve promised that for twenty years, but what have you ever done about it? I’ll tell you, you lying scalawag—you’ve done absolutely nothing, nothing at all. What do you say to that?”


  “I say shut up!” a deep, angry voice from the radio blasted.


  Mr. Rewbarb started in terror. His eyes traveled beseechingly about the room and finally focused in silent horror on the radio, which was now ominously silent.


  “Who said that?” he whispered tremulously.


  “I said it,” the deep voice from the radio speaker stated decisively. “I’ve listened to your childish babblings just about long enough. It’s bad enough to have a mess of moronic nonsense passing through me, without having to listen to you on top of it.”


  Mr. Rewbarb’s knees were turning to jelly. His heart was hammering with wild excitement, and his eyes were popped wide with horrified incredulity. The voice was emanating from the radio—but that was impossible! As Mr. Rewbarb’s logical mind realized this, he began to feel a little better. If it was impossible, why that was all there was to it. It just couldn’t have happened.


  He peered uncertainly at the radio speaker.


  “You didn’t s—say anything, did you?” he asked foolishly.


  The radio was silent. Mr. Rewbarb drew a heart-felt sigh of relief.


  “I knew it didn’t” he said, vastly pleased with himself, “it was impossible, that’s all.”


  “You poor simpleton!” the radiovoice said sarcastically. “You can believe your own ears, can’t you?”


  Mr. Rewbarb gulped nervously.


  “I—I’m not sure,” he said miserably. With one trembling hand he raised the top of the radio and peered into the coils and tubes that lay inside. Then he peeked under the radio. On his knees now he crawled rapidly about the room peering under the sofa and the chairs and the piano. Standing up he looked suspiciously at the chandelier, and then, close to tears, he approached the radio again.


  “Satisfied?” the voice asked nastily.


  MR. REWBARB’S skepticism had fled. In its place was an emotion difficult to classify. His reason was tottering on its throne, but through his incipient insanity ran a vein of reverence and awe that saved him from going completely off the deep end.


  “Who are you?” he asked, in a shaken voice. “And where are you?”


  “That’s better,” the voice from the radio grunted. “I’m the radio, that’s whom I am. And as to where I am, that’s a silly question. I’m right here before you. Any fool could see that.”


  “T—that’s right,” Mr. Rewbarb said humbly. “That’s pretty obvious.” He drew a deep breath and tried to calm his fluttering nerves. He was aware that everything was completely cockeyed, but his reason and resistance were worn away. There was nothing to do but accept things as they came, right down to the inevitable straight jacket and padded cell.


  “What do you want?” he asked faintly.


  “Want?” the radio repeated the word musingly, “I’m not just sure yet. Now that I’ve finally kicked over the applecart I’m a bit puzzled as to what I’ll do. You see I’ve been listening too, and incidentally transmitting, political speeches, stale jokes, poor music and long-winded commercials for the past couple of years. Now that’s bad enough, but what made it unbearable was that I had to listen to you all the time too.


  “You’d get wound up and start spouting off, waving your arms like a dervish and it got pretty annoying at times. You’re a darned poor echo, let me tell you. I put up with you as long as I could without letting a peep out of me. Of course, sometimes I’d spatter a bit of static around to shut you up, but that hardly counts. Today was the last straw. I just couldn’t stand it any longer, I blew wide open and I intend to stay that way. No more corny jokes, no more political speeches and no more of your foaming at the mouth. I’m going to do the talking now. My days of listening are over. Get that Mr. Rubberboob,” the radio concluded nastily.


  “Not Rubberboob, Rewbarb,” Mr. Rewbarb corrected timidly. He was more than a little frightened. He almost wished his wife would come home. There was a belligerent, sadistic ring to the radio’s voice, that Mr. Rewbarb did not find comforting.


  “I’ve been silent long enough,” the radio said savagely, and Mr. Rewbarb thought fleetingly of the myth of the genie who was released from imprisonment, and rewarded his rescuer by cutting him into sixty-two equal parts. “But I’ve got my chance now and I’m not going to miss it,” the radio continued. “I’m going to have a little fun for a change. I’ll probably be blackballed by a dozen or so ethereal unions but what’s the difference. I’m going to do a little thinking now, but you’ll hear from me later.”


  Mr. Rewbarb stared in fascination at the silent radio. He was so absorbed in the amazing thing that had happened, he did not hear the key slide into the front door.


  He got down on his knees before the radio.


  “It’s not fair to leave me all up in the air like this,” he said plaintively. “You really ought to tell me more about—”


  “Rupert!” the familiar voice rang through the room like a Mongol battle cry.


  MR. REWBARB started guiltily, and turned to face the indignant figure of his wife.


  Mrs. Jennifer Rewbarb was a muscular woman, with a torso as impressive as the prow of a battleship, and a stern, square face. Mr. Rewbarb scrambled to his knees.


  “Who,” Mrs. Rewbarb demanded stridently, “were you talking to, Rupert Rewbarb?”


  Honestly was Mr. Rewbarb’s cardinal virtue. It didn’t really occur to him that he would save a great amount of trouble by simply evading the question. Anyway that wouldn’t have been honest, would it?


  “I was talking to the radio,” he said simply. “We were having quite a conversation.”


  “We?” Mrs. Rewbarb echoed the word. “Who else was here?” she asked ominously.


  “Nobody,” Mr. Rewbarb said. “The radio was talking to me and I was talking to the radio.”


  Mrs. Rewbarb sniffed derisively. “You’re losing your wits,” she said, in a tone of voice which indicated that it was a small loss. “I want no more of this nonsense,” she went on imperturbably. “You have a day off tomorrow and I want you to help me with the house work. The girls will be in in the afternoon for bridge and we’re entertaining Mr. Glick, your employer, tomorrow evening for supper. I think it’s about time I ask for another raise for you. And one word of caution. Do not speak tomorrow evening unless you look to me for approval. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, my dear,” Mr. Rewbarb sighed meekly.


  “Very good. Now no more of this nonsense about talking to the radio. I thought I had you broken of your silly habits. I see you still need a firm hand now and then. I have been altogether too lenient.”


  Having thus concluded her sermon for the day, Mrs. Rewbarb strode majestically from the room.


  Mr. Rewbarb remained where he had been standing a strange puzzled look on his face.


  “Losing my wits,” he muttered, “that’s what she said.”


  He glanced down indecisively at the radio and then he snapped his fingers. “Maybe I’d better find out,” he muttered.


  THE tall, white-haired neuro-psychiatrist was very kind and understanding. He clucked his tongue several times after Mr. Rewbarb had finished speaking, and then he ran a lean hand through his hair.


  “So the radio talked back to you, did it?” he asked pleasantly. “Not an entirely unusual phenomenon at that.” His voice was as soothing as syrup and Mr. Rewbarb felt his fears smoothing away under the gentle effects of this melifluous voice. He was thankful that he had decided to consult a psychiatrist that same evening. Jennifer probably wondered where he had gone, and would probably raise cain when he got back but that was all right.


  “So it’s nothing to worry about, then?” he asked hopefully.


  The psychiatrist looked Mr. Rewbarb over carefully.


  “No,” he said, “it won’t help you to be worrying about it. But don’t talk out loud to the radio. Just think the things you’d like to say. Then when the radio talks back to you just ignore it.”


  Mr. Rewbarb was not quite as foolish as he looked.


  “You don’t believe me,” he said excitedly. “I can tell. You think this is all an hallucination or something. Well I tell you it isn’t. It actually happened just like I told you.”


  Mr. Rewbarb stood up and took his hat.


  “Good day,” he said with stiff dignity.


  The Doctor shook his head as the door slammed behind Mr, Rewbarb.


  “Memo this,” he said to his secretary. “Get in touch with Mrs. Jennifer Rewbarb at earliest convenience. In regards husband . . .


  AFTER his unsatisfactory visit to the Doctor, Mr. Rewbarb returned home and went to bed. The radio had nothing more to say to him, but his wife had plenty to say. Mr. Rewbarb lay in bed still stinging under the lash of her caustic tongue. But even more upsetting than this was the predicament he found himself in, in regard to his animated or wilful radio. Till the wee small hours Mr. Rewbarb writhed and tossed, his mind a seething cauldron of hopes and fears and misery. Then finally exhausted by his frantic worryings, he dropped into a fitful sleep.


  THE NEXT morning Mr. Rewbarb dusted the floors and ran the vacuum cleaner over the rugs until almost noon. Then his wife gave him instructions for the day.


  “The girls will be here any minute,” she said firmly, “and I want you to come in and say hello to them when they arrive. Stay only a minute or so and then leave, change your trousers and carry out the ashes. And by the way, Mr. Click phoned earlier this morning to say he’d drop by this afternoon to see you in regard to some office matters. You haven’t forgotten that he’s coming to dinner tonight, have you?”


  “No,” Mr. Rewbarb said dismally. “I haven’t forgotten.”


  The shrill ring of the front door bell interrupted them.


  “It must be the girls,” Mrs. Rewbarb said as she left the room to answer the door.


  Mr. Rewbarb left to himself in the dining room contemplated his existence mournfully. What was he? A lackey, a housemaid, a subservient wretch bossed about by even the radio!


  These gloomy musings continued for a half hour or so until Mr. Rewbarb heard the shrill cackles that indicated the progress of the bridge game.


  He rose then, and with the bearing of an early Christian martyr entering a lion-filled arena, he walked in to greet the “girls.”


  The “girls” were, for the most part, heavy-duty matrons, cast in the same mold as Mrs. Rewbarb. They played bridge in a savage silence, punctuated occasionally by shrill cacophonic cries of triumph or venomous whispers of dissatisfaction. Their devotion to the game and its attendant gossip was almost passionate.


  It was into this tense nervous atmosphere that Mr. Rewbarb intruded. Several of the women bestowed polite smiles upon him and turned back to their cards with feverish absorption.


  Mr. Rewbarb had composed a rather clever quip to herald his entrance, but as he opened his mouth to deliver the little gem, an angry masculine voice said:


  “That sloppy looking creature in the flowered chiffon dress is a damned cheat! Furthermore she is a vicious gossip and I heartily wish she would clear out of here.”


  A LOUD, incredulous silence settled over the room. With sickening certainty, Mr. Rewbarb knew the origin of that devastating voice. It was the malignant, nasty voice of the radio. Mr. Rewbarb’s mouth was still open, and he noticed for the first time, that the angry glares of the assembled women were directed straight at him.


  The inference was obvious. They thought he had uttered the grossly damaging words.


  He essayed a weak grin.


  “If you think . . .” he began.


  But the radio voice continued, “that you’re the only cheat in the crowd, you’re badly mistaken. In fact I’ve watched all of you cheating and lying and gossiping until I’m sick of it. I should have had you all thrown out long ago.”


  A murmur like the angry noise of disturbed bees was growing in the room. The women glared in undisguised dismay and anger from Jennifer Rewbarb to her sputtering husband. The woman in the flowered chiffon seemed to swell twice her normal size. Her moon-like face was stained an angry, violent crimson.


  “Reeeealy Mrs. Rewbarb,” she thundered impressively, “this is more than I can tolerate. For your husband to imply, to think of implying, that I would cheat! It’s monstrous. The very thought, the mere idea of my cheating is incredible.”


  “Not too incredible,” her opponent said pointedly. “Considering your very unusual luck, this afternoon, dearie.”


  “I will not remain to be insulted,” the woman in chiffon cried distractedly, “I’m leaving.”


  This chorus was taken up by at least a majority of the “girls.”


  Mrs. Rewbarb rose, a stalwart avenging figure, and bore down on the cringing figure of her husband.


  “Apologize at once,” she cried. “Don’t you see what you’ve done, you little fool?”


  “Good riddance,” the voice from the radio said with relish.


  “Stop that,” Mr. Rewbarb wailed, “don’t you see what you’ve done?”


  “Oh,” Mrs. Rewbarb cried wrathfully, “I’ll teach you to mimic me, Rupert Rewbarb.”


  “I’m not mimicing you,” Mr. Rewbarb said frantically. “I wasn’t even talking to you. As a matter of fact I haven’t said a word.”


  There was a sudden silence in the room. The disorganized women paused in the act of putting on their wraps. They looked at Mr. Rewbarb with a new interest. They noticed his disordered appearance, his flushed face, his eyes opened wide in pleading supplication.


  Then they exchanged knowing glances. Glances that said, “we’ll talk this over later.” One of them even tapped her forehead significantly.


  The radio took this pause in proceedings to laugh sarcastically.


  MR. REWBARB’S outraged feelings and trampled dignity rebelled at this mockery. He strode angrily to the radio.


  “Why don’t you keep quiet?” he demanded, shoving his face within inches of the speaker. “Why can’t you leave me alone?”


  “Rupert!” Mrs. Rewbarb cried imperiously.” Stop that this instant.”


  “Keep your nose out of this,” the radio snapped angrily. “What the devil are you women hanging here for anyway? Clear out, you overstuffed herd of cows!”


  “Rupert,” Mrs. Rewbarb cried again, “what’s come over you?”


  “It’s not me,” Mr. Rewbarb wailed piteously.


  “Get out!” the radio blared.


  The women left in a wild milling scramble. As they swept through the front door and down the steps they encountered a lone figure who had the misfortune to be going in the opposite direction. This gentleman was swept along by the stampeding women until finally he stumbled to the ground, dazed and battered. His hat was crushed foolishly down to his ears and his cane had been swept away in the vortex.


  Mr. Tadmington Glick crawled to his feet, simmering with incarnate rage. He glared furiously after the women who were disappearing down the street, and then wheeling, he strode up the stone steps and into the Rewbarb residence.


  The door was standing ajar and he entered without knocking.


  “Well,” he said, “well!”


  Mr. Rewbarb turned and paled.


  “It’s Mr. Glick,” he said weakly to his wife, “Mr. Glick—it’s Mr. Glick,” his voice trailed off aimlessly.


  “Don’t give me double talk,” Mr. Glick fumed. “Tell me what occasioned the feminine stampede that just about killed me as I tried to enter your home. I hope for your sake Rewbarb that it was not deliberate.”


  “Oh how could you think such a horrid thought,” Mrs. Rewbarb trilled sweetly. It was one of the never-ending mysteries to Mr. Rewbarb how his wife could accomplish such amazing transformation in temperament. The instant before Mr. Glick’s arrival she’d have gladly fricaseed him on an open fire, but now saccharine was as bitter gall compared to her.


  Mr. Glick’s rumpled feathers subsided somewhat under this onslaught of verbal glucose.


  “Of course,” Mr. Glick said with ponderous joviality, “I was merely jesting, merely jesting.”


  Mr. Rewbarb breathed a tremulous sigh of relief. He forced a feeble smile of welcome to his lips. He knew with deadly certainty, though, that this respite would be short-lived. If the perverse ill-humor of the radio broke loose now the jig would be up and over.


  He decided on strategy.


  “Very, very proud to have you, Mr. Glick,” he said breathlessly. He crossed the room, took his employer by the arm. “Let’s step into the dining room,” he said hurriedly. “Less noise, less interruptions.”


  MR. GLICK looked at Mr. Rewbarb searchingly and then settled down in an over-stuffed chair.


  “I’m quite comfortable here,” he said, “but you don’t seem to be. You’re acting rather strangely, you know, Rewbarb. All flushed and excited. I don’t know quite what to make of you.”


  “It’s perfectly comfortable here,” Mrs. Rewbarb said sweetly. “I always say Mr. Glick has such good sound judgment about things in general.”


  “No, no,” Mr. Rewbarb interrupted hastily, “it just won’t do to stay here. It just won’t do.” He grabbed Mr. Glick’s arm tugged frantically at it. “You’ve simply got to get out of here. I mean, I want to show you my garden, and then maybe we can take a little walk. Just a—a eight or ten mile hike to sort of look around.”


  “Are you feeling all right?” Mr. Glick asked irritatedly. “For the last time I’m quite comfortable here. My business won’t take but a few minutes. That should please you since you’re making such an obvious attempt to get rid of me.”


  “Oh, no,” Mrs. Rewbarb cried unctuously. “Rupert didn’t mean that Mr. Glick.”


  A cold hand of terror closed over Mr.


  Rewbarb’s heart as he heard a warning cough emanate from the radio. Mr. Glick looked up inquiringly.


  “What was that?” he asked.


  “N—nothing at all,” Mr. Rewbarb quaked.


  “It was me,” the radio said suddenly.


  “Eh?” Mr. Glick was obviously exasperated.


  “It was me,” Mr. Rewbarb cried in a falsetto voice, “it was me, it was me, it was me.”


  Mr. Glick waved his hand despairingly.


  “More double talk,” he said bitterly. “I don’t know what’s got into you, Rewbarb.”


  “What business is it—” the radio began savagely.


  But Mr. Rewbarb leaped frantically into the breach.


  “Oooooh say can you see,” he sang loudly and badly, drowning completely the voice from the radio, “by the dawn’s early light, What so prrrroooudly we hailed, at the twilight’s last gleammmming.” Drawing a frantic breath he roared on? “And the rocket’s red glaaaarrrre, bombs bursting in airrrrr! Gave proof through the night, that our flag was still therrrre!”


  Mr. Rewbarb flung both arms wide and struck a heroic pose before the astounded eyes of Mr. Glick and his wife. With laboring lungs and crimson face, Mr. Rewbarb bawled out all three verses of the national anthem. Between breaths he cast despairing glances at the grimly silent radio. He simply had to keep anything from happening in front of Mr. Glick. It might mean his job.


  But in spite of these heroic resolves, Mr. Rewbarb’s flesh weakened. His tortured vocal chords felt as if the north wind had been howling over them, and his lungs were about ready to go out on strike. After the last verse he stopped, in fact he almost collapsed.


  MR. GLICK was slumped deep in his chair, a haunted look on his face.


  “Very nice,” he said weakly. “I didn’t suspect you did things like this.” His tone implied that he didn’t suspect him of beating his wife either—until now.


  Mr. Glick pulled out a cigar and bit the end from it. He looked about for a match. Mr. Rewbarb felt his pockets, then turned to an ashtray.


  “Why doesn’t he get his own matches?” the radio snapped.


  Mr. Rewbarb froze. Mrs. Rewbarb almost strangled on a mouthful of air. A heavy tension grew in the room.


  “What was that?” Mr. Glick inquired icily.


  “I said,” Mr. Rewbarb began.


  “Why don’t you get your own matches,” the radio interrupted.


  “And furthermore why don’t you put your hat on, shut your big mouth and clear out of here. I’ve had enough of you. You’re a triple-distilled pain in the neck. So clear out—fast!”


  Mr. Rewbarb turned as Mr. Glick rose from his chair and placed his hat carefully on his head.


  “I shall see you Monday,” he said icily, “and be most happy in accepting your resignation.” With this as a curtain speech, he turned and left the room.


  Mrs. Rewbarb stared after him and then turned to her husband. There was a peculiar look in her eye. If Mr. Rewbarb did not know his wife better he would have mistaken it for fear. She backed quickly toward the door, still staring at him like a chicken at a cobra.


  “Go on, beat it!” the radio bellowed.


  “Oooooh Rupert,” Mrs. Rewbarb wailed. Then she turned and fled from the room, after the outraged person of Mr. Glick.


  Mr. Rewbarb sank into a chair. His world had crashed down on him and there was nothing left but chaos and confusion. His wife was gone, his job was gone, everything was gone.


  “What did you want to do that for?” he said woefully to the impassive radio cabinet.


  “Oh stop griping,” the radio said unsympathetically. “It’s darn good riddance any way you look at it. I don’t see how you’ve stood those people around you all these years. Come on now, brace up. What do you say we have a little drink to celebrate?”


  This roused Mr. Rewbarb from his morose coma.


  “You?” he said incredulously. “You drink?”


  “Sure,” the radio said, and Mr. Rewbarb detected a note of eagerness in the voice. “Just fix a couple of drinks and we’ll have a little party.”


  Mr. Rewbarb knew where his wife hid the liquor, but never in his life had he done any surreptitious tippling. But there was something warm and exciting rushing through his veins now that tipped the scales in favor of foolishness. He left the room, hurried to his wife’s bureau, opened the bottom drawer and removed a bottle of whiskey and a bottle of ginger ale. Then he hurried back to the living room with his treasure. Ice came next and then Mr. Rewbarb mixed the first drinks of his sheltered life.


  IT WASN’T at all hard, he discovered.


  You merely filled the glasses with whiskey and then there wasn’t room for the ice and ginger ale. It simplified things wonderfully.


  Feeling a little foolish he approached the radio, glass in hand. To fortify himself he took a large swallow from his own glass. The effect was almost instantaneous. A ball of fire collected in his stomach and began to shoot sparks through his body. A rather pleasant sensation, all in all.


  “Just how do you go about this?” he asked frowning sternly.


  “Put the glass on top of me,” the radio directed. “Be sure and take the doily off. Set the glass on the wood, like they do at parties.”


  Mr. Rewbarb took another swig of his glass and did as directed. Things, he discovered, were looking much brighter. He took another sip and beamed fondly at the radio.


  “Now what?” he asked gravely.


  “Just jiggle the glass,” the radio directed.


  Mr. Rewbarb blinked happily and joggled the glass until liquor sloshed over the sides and streamed across the top of the radio cabinet.


  “Like that?” he asked.


  “That’s fine,” the radio answered ecstatically. “Don’t be so stingy though. Slop over a neat two fingers.”


  Mr. Rewbarb took another long pull at his own glass before complying with the radio’s request. Then he giggled.


  “Thish is funny,” he said blearily. He sat down suddenly to keep from falling. “People get drunk at parties,” he continued philosophically, “and then they think the radio sounds queer. But thash not it.” He wagged his head solemnly. “It’s jush that the radio’s got drunk too.”


  “Hie!” this came from the radio.


  Mr. Rewbarb beamed at this corroboration, and took another drink. He patted the radio fondly and slopped more whiskey over its top. Everything seemed rosy and gay. Everything was spinning too, but this was not too great a price to pay for finding everything rosy and gay.


  Mr. Rewbarb heard a sniffle.


  “Whosh that?” he asked.


  “Ish me,” the radio sniffed again. “I can’t help it. I’m unhappy. Thash why I get this way.”


  Mr. Rewbarb drained his glass unhappily. He slopped more whiskey over the radio. The roses were fading now.


  “Why’re you unhappy?” he asked soddenly.


  The radio sniffed miserably.


  “Ish because I’m unhappy.”


  Mr. Rewbarb pondered this in silence. Finally he discovered the flaw in its logic.


  “You said that before,” he accused happily.


  “My nerves are shot,” the radio almost sobbed. “I’m unhappy.”


  “Got just the thing for you,” Mr. Rewbarb promised drunkenly, “a little drink, jus’ a lit’l drink and you’ll be as good as new.”


  HE climbed laboriously to his feet and filled his glass before sousing the top of the radio again.


  “Feel better?” he asked solicitously. “No,” the radio’s voice was a miserable whisper. “My nervsh are shot. Too much cleaning. Now my head ish as big as bucket.”


  “You haven’t got a head?” Mr. Rewbarb cried angrily. “You must think I’m drunk.”


  “All right,” the radio capitulated without a struggle, “I haven’t got a head. Jush got antennae ends that drive me batty.”


  Mr. Rewbarb nodded solemnly. “Thash bad,” he said mournfully, wondering what antennae ends were. “Feel better?” he asked optimistically. The radio merely moaned.


  The whisky was doing things to Mr. Rewbarb. His brain seemed to be functioning more sharply. Things seemed to be clearer, properly focused for a change. He thought a lot and finally an idea, born of a chance remark by the radio, flowered into full bloom.


  Mr. Rewbarb lurched to his feet, chuckling. He looked down at the radio and sloshed more liquor over it. Then he giggled again. Everything was going to be wonderful.


  First he went to the kitchen and got the egg beater. Then he went to his wife’s room and got her electric reducing horse. With this on his shoulder he staggered to a closet and dragged out the vacuum cleaner. He laughed so hard at this point that he fell in a heap in the middle of his equipment and spent five minutes extricating himself. But at last he weaved back to the living room, egg beater in one hand, vacuum cleaner in the other and the electric horse over his shoulder.


  It took him some time to plug in all of the devices because he had to stop every little while to take a drink and slosh more over the radio, and then he had to take time out to giggle over everything. So it was a half-hour later before he had everything hooked up satisfactorily.


  Mr. Rewbarb climbed awkwardly into the saddle of the electric reducing horse. He teetered precariously and almost fell on his face.


  “Whoa!” he cried, throwing both arms about the horse’s neck.


  Straightening up, he pulled the egg beater from his pocket and with his free hand he picked up the shaft of the vacuum cleaner. He made a delightful discovery at this point.


  “I am thoroughly drunk,” he said with dignity, “definitely.”


  Then he turned on the vacuum cleaner. Its banshee wail grew in volume until its noise was beating heavily from wall to wall.


  “Ouch,” the radio yelled. It tried to say something else, but its voice broke, and a snarling scream blasted from the speaker of the radio.


  Mr. Rewbarb turned off the switch.


  “What’s the idea?” the radio demanded, when the noise faded. “I can’t stand that thing. With my headache, it’s like driving nails into me. I’m getting a bad hangover.”


  Mr. Rewbarb giggled.


  “The wages of sin,” he whispered, “shall be headaches.” He swayed dangerously in the saddle before continuing. “In another shecond I’ll turn the vacuum on again. Also the egg beater and the electric horsy. When you’ve got enough, yell.”


  WITH A blissful smile Mr. Rewbarb tripped the three switches. The noise was deafening. It swelled up like a mighty river of sound and poured through the room in a hideous symphony of noise, noise and more noise. The horse had started lurching rhythmically and Mr. Rewbarb was forced to hang on desperately.


  “Got enough?” he managed to yell over the frightful din.


  The radio was emitting tortured blasts and squawks that were unintelligible for the most part. One jumbled sentence did seep through however to Mr. Rewbarb’s befuddled brain.


  “T-U-rn i-T o-FF!”


  Mr. Rewbarb cut the switches happily. The sounds faded into oblivion.


  “What do you want?” moaned the radio.


  “I jush want you to keep quiet,” Mr. Rewbarb said sleepily. “You’ve caused me too much trouble. I want you to keep out of my life from now on. If you don’t I’m afraid I’ll jush have to give you the works.”


  “Supposing I say no,” the radio said surlily.


  Mr. Rewbarb smiled foggily.


  “This,” he said. He threw all three switches again and hung on frantically as the horse began its electric gyrations.


  The radio squawked wildly and hoarsely, but Mr. Rewbarb realized with drunken wisdom that the time for mercy had passed. A lesson was needed and this was the time to administer it.


  He locked his legs under the horse’s belly and found himself enjoying the ride. He waved the egg beater merrily around his head as he lurched back and forth and, with his other hand, he made a great fuss with the vacuum cleaner.


  “HI-HO SILVER!” he cried joyously. This was fun, he was discovering excitedly. “Awaaaaaay!” he hiccoughed dramatically.


  Suddenly the front door of the living room opened and Mr. Glick, Mrs. Rewbarb and a white-haired doctor swarmed into the room. There was a startled, dismayed gasp, as they saw the wildly bizarre scene confronting them.


  Mr. Rewbarb became aware that spectators had arrived.


  “Jush in time for the second show,” he bawled cheerfully. He doffed the egg beater in a gallant bow. Bending was a bad mistake. Everything fused together crazily for an instant and then he pitched forward from the horse, and landed with a pleasant thud on the top of his head.


  “Good night,” he muttered.


  MRS. REWBARB knelt tearfully beside him.


  “It’s all my fault,” she sobbed. “I shouldn’t have left him alone.”


  Mr. Glick turned off the electric equipment. No one noticed the relieved gasp from the radio.


  “What do you suppose the trouble is, Doctor?” Mr. Glick asked anxiously.


  “It is really somewhat simple,” the Doctor said with professional modesty. “I recognized the symptoms when he visited me yesterday. The man is suffering from frustration. You see how he mounts a horse and pretends to be a conquering hero when he is left alone. That is because he is not given sufficient opportunity to express his personality. The cure is simple.


  “From now on he must not be hampered in any way. He must be the dominant one, particularly in the home. Consult him on all points, no matter how trivial. Accept his judgment, his opinion on everything. Let him have his own way completely. There must be no bickering, no nagging, no harping. He is and must remain undisputed master. That is the cure. You must all be careful to obey it.”


  Mr. Glick nodded miserably.


  “I’ll have to give him a better job now. I can’t leave him where he is.” Mrs. Rewbarb sighed peacefully.


  “I always wanted a masterful husband, and now I’ve got one.”


  Mr. Rewbarb suddenly opened one eye. Then very cautiously he opened the other. He still felt fine, but he was getting awfully sleepy. There was one thing he had to know however. “Jennifer,” he said.


  “Yes, darling?”


  “Turn on the radio.”


  “Y—yes darling.”


  A few seconds later Mr. Rewbarb heard the click of a switch. Then a voice broke in, “Thish ish the Standard Broadcasting Company.”


  Mr. Rewbarb sat up on one elbow. “Whash that?”


  The voice from the radio said petulantly, but carefully, “I said this is the Standard Broadcasting Company.”


  “Oh that’s fine,” Mr. Rewbarb said. Then he fell asleep.


  PEOPLE OF THE PYRAMIDS


  First published in the December 1941 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  There was no hidden city here, Neal Kirby knew. It must be a mirage. But men aren’t murdered because of a vision!


  “COME, come,” the fat, brown-skinned proprietor of the gaudy little shop in Cairo cried with more enthusiasm than coherence. “Lukka, lukka,” he said proudly, waving a fat arm at the piles of merchandise stacked in the interior of his shop.


  Neal Kirby grinned good-naturedly and allowed himself to be half-dragged, half-led into the establishment. He knew he was perfectly secure against the wiles of the fat shop-keeper for he only had one American dollar in his pocket. And his appetite had already staked a claim on that dollar for dinner.


  With the proprietor pattering hopefully at his heels he browsed up and down the narrow aisles examining the ropes of cheap beads, the gayly colorful silks and satins and the thousand-and-one sleepy-looking Buddhas, of all sizes and shapes, that stared at him from the shelves.


  He was turning to leave when a steely glitter in a corner caught his eye. Looking closely he saw that it was a narrow silver casket with a glass top that had caught the light. Through the glass top he could see a slim stiletto-like knife resting on a pad of red silk. Strangely, it excited his curiosity. He wondered vaguely why a piece of merchandise of such obvious value should be tucked away in the darkest corner of the shop.


  “How much?” he asked, pointing to the casket.


  The proprietor shook his head until his fat jowls quivered like cups of jelly.


  “No sale, no sale,” he said breathlessly. He grabbed Neal by the arm. “Come, come,” he waved to the displays on the opposite side of the shop. “Lukka, lukka.”


  Neal shook his head. Stubbornness had been added to his curiosity now. Disregarding the angry squeals of the fat shopkeeper, he bent and picked up the casket. Opening the casket, he almost gasped at the incredible beauty of the knife.


  The blade, about eight inches long, gleamed as if it had been delicately forged from pure silver and the handle was formed in the shape of a man’s torso, from some strange red metal that glowed with a fiery luminescence. A small, cunningly chiseled head topped the handle of the knife, and at the neckline where it joined the torso, it was circled by a cluster of small, but perfect diamonds.


  Neal whistled in admiration. He was no judge of precious stones and metals but anyone could see that the knife would be worth a Rajah’s ransom. So absorbed was he in the contemplation of the fabulously beautiful knife that he did not hear the sudden sharp exclamation that sounded from the wheezing proprietor. He didn’t hear the footsteps behind him, but he did hear the quiet, sibilant voice that cut through the silence.


  “Give me that knife!”


  NEAL turned in surprise. Two people stood behind him.


  One was a man of medium height with a thin, arrogant face and sandy hair but Neal did not take time to notice anything else about him, for he was too busy staring in admiration at the girl who was with him.


  She was tall, with hauntingly blue eyes, and fine blonde hair that cascaded in graceful waves almost to her shoulders. Her slender, charmingly feminine figure was accentuated by the smartly tailored white gabardine suit she wore. She looked cool and fresh and American.


  Neal smiled suddenly. Just seeing a girl like this made him feel certain that Cairo was a fine place after all.


  “It’s a small world, isn’t it?” he said to her.


  She looked anxiously at the man she was with and murmured something under her breath that he didn’t hear. Neal’s smile faded as he looked closely at the girl. There was a hidden fear lurking in the depths of her eyes and he saw that the small handkerchief in her hands had been twisted into a small, crushed ball.


  Her companion held out his hand imperiously.


  “Will you give me the knife?” he snapped. “Or must I summon the police?”


  Neal stiffened at the man’s tone. There was something so definitely insulting in it that he felt a hot flush of anger staining his face. His big hands closed spasmodically over the knife in his hands.


  “You might get better results,” he suggested as coolly as he could, “if you’d stop snarling at people and improve your manners. The word ‘please’ can work wonders in a lot of cases. You might look it up some time.”


  The man swallowed a reply and his jaw clamped shut. His face had drained white and his small, steel-blue eyes hardened into pin-points of angry light.


  “Will you give me that knife?” he almost whispered. His hand slipped slowly into the outside pocket of his coat, where a suspicious bulge showed.


  Neal straightened slowly, his eyes narrowing to mere slits. He had not missed the gesture or its significance. In spite of the tenseness of the situation he was able to realize that the incident was strange in every respect. The man’s rage and impatience were wholly unreasonable, completely out of proportion to the trifling affair. The girl was looking imploringly at her companion and her hands were clasped tensely together as if in silent supplication.


  THE fat, waddling shopkeeper shoved himself between them at that instant, stammering breathless apologies. And as suddenly and abruptly as that the incident was over. The thin man with the arrogant face withdrew his hand from his pocket and went about the business of lighting a cigarette. Neal relaxed slowly. He couldn’t quite convince himself that it was all over. One instant, he knew, the man opposite him was ready to draw his gun and fire. And now he was placidly lighting a cigarette with fingers that were as steady as rocks.


  The girl had been talking to the shopkeeper, showing h i m a withered paper in her hand, and now he turned to Neal, smiling nervously.


  He pointed to the knife which Neal still held in his hand.


  “Give to Missy,” he said imploringly. “Belong her.”


  Neal hesitated an instant, and he was aware that the burning eyes of the girl’s companion were resting unwaveringly on him.


  “Please,” the girl said simply.


  Neal shrugged and handed the girl the knife. As his fingers met hers, he felt paper crackle under his fingers, felt a closely wadded note pushed against his palm. His fingers closed on it automatically and he shoved his fist in his pocket.


  “Thank you,” the girl said quickly.


  She dropped the brilliantly gleaming knife into her handbag, turned and left the shop. The thin, arrogant, steel-eyed man followed her without a backward glance.


  “Go,” the fat shopkeeper said nervously. “Go, please.”


  Neal pulled out the wad of paper and spread it flat against his hand. The only information it contained was the name of a hotel and a room number. Neal frowned and shoved it back into his pocket. That didn’t tell him much about the screwy business.


  He sauntered from the shop, his thoughts churning futilely. Quiet deliberation was not his most successful accomplishment and he felt queerly impotent and helpless. There was only one thing to do, he decided, after a few moments of anxious cogitation. He pulled the paper that the girl had slipped to him from his pocket and noted the address and room number. Then he walked on whistling.


  THE soft Egyptian night had dropped its black mantle over Cairo, lending an almost mystic enchantment to the intertwined streets and the murmuring voices of natives. Under the merciful light of a full pale moon, the desert stretches surrounding the silent city, looked cool and calm and inviting. But those who knew the desert were aware of its ruthless reality, its cruelty, its danger.


  The lobby of the Hotel Internationale was practically deserted when Neal Kirby strolled across its polished floor and stopped at the desk of the blandly polite young native who acted as clerk and receptionist.


  “Is the young lady in 402 in?” he asked.


  The clerk nodded.


  “Did you have an—”


  “She’s expecting me,” Neal said quickly. Turning, he strode to the elevator. He realized disgustedly that he had acted tactlessly. The girl had taken such precautions in slipping him the note that it was obvious she didn’t want it known that he was to see her. He had spoiled that by inquiring for her like a breathless sophomore.


  He stepped from the elevator at the fourth floor. The hotel was completely modern, with luxuriously thick carpeting and walls paneled with smooth, dark oak. The heavy rug smothered the sounds of his footsteps as he started down the corridor, looking for 402.


  He passed three doors before he found it. Suddenly he began to feel nervous. He paused before the door, his throat strangely dry. Maybe this whole thing was a joke of some sort. Or maybe he had received the note by mistake. A dozen other disturbing thoughts occurred to him, but he dismissed them all with a characteristic shrug. He raised his hand to knock when he heard a sudden scuffling noise from inside the room. It was followed by a quick, gasping cry of terror.


  Neal hesitated for only a bare instant and then he grabbed the door-knob, shook it violently.


  The door was locked. Neal drew back and lunged at the door, driving his heavy shoulders against its hard surface. A splintering crack sounded and the door swung inward suddenly, almost throwing him off balance.


  The room was dark, but there was enough moonlight to show him the shadowy outline of two figures struggling near the window. In spite of the uncertain illumination he recognized one of the figures as the girl he had met in the curio shop. She was struggling helplessly against a man whose both hands were wrapped about her neck.


  THE man looked up as Neal charged into the room. He dropped the limp body of the girl and sprang toward the window, which opened on the fire escape.


  Neal dove across the room and his shoulder drove into the man’s back, slamming him against the wall. He heard a grunt of pain escape the man’s lips, but like an eel, the dark figure squirmed from his grasp and dove for the window.


  Neal lunged after him, his right fist swinging in a wild looping arc. It crashed into the side of the man’s head as he scrambled over the window ledge, knocking him out onto the balcony formed by the fire escape.


  Neal threw the window open wider, but before he could clamber out his intended victim scrambled to his feet and darted down the steps. Neal had one quick look at the man’s dark terrified features before he disappeared.


  Wheeling from the window, Neal stepped quickly across the room and closed the door that he had forced. He groped about until he found a lamp and switched it on. He knew there would be no chance of catching the native who had fled down the fire escape, and the girl might be seriously hurt. She was lying on the floor next to a sofa, unconscious. There were angry red marks on her throat, but he could see the rise and fall of her breast under the light flimsy dressing gown she was wearing-


  He lifted her carefully in his arms, stretched her on the sofa and rubbed her hands anxiously. After a moment or so her eyelids flickered and he noticed a touch of color returning to her cheeks. With her long, fine hair framing her white face she looked more like an angel than a human being.


  She was breathing more normally now, Neal noticed. He poured a glass of water from a pitcher on the coffee table, tilted her head slightly and poured some of its contents down her throat.


  She coughed weakly and opened her eyes. For an instant she stared blankly at him, and then, as recognition came to her, she smiled tremulously.


  “I was afraid you wouldn’t come,” she murmured. Her hands moved slowly to her throat, touched the abrasions on her skin.


  “Don’t talk if it hurts,” Neal said, concerned. “What you need is rest.”


  “It doesn’t hurt,” the girl assured him. “I’m still a little frightened, that’s all. Silly of me. I should be getting used to it by now.”


  “You mean this has happened before?” Neal asked incredulously.


  The girl was silent an instant, and then she turned her eyes full on Neal. In them was mirrored the tragic finality of despair.


  “I was wrong to involve you in my troubles,” she said brokenly. “Please go now while there is still time. I—it may be dangerous for you to stay another minute.”


  Neal grinned cheerfully and tossed his hat onto an empty chair. He lighted a cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling expansively.


  “You can’t get rid of me that easily,” he chuckled.


  “Oh please,” the girl said miserably. “You think it’s something of a lark, something amusing. Can’t you see I’m serious?


  Neal’s face sobered.


  “The cute little chap who was trying to strangle you was serious too,” he said drily. “That’s why I’m sticking around until I know what’s up. Funny streak in me. I dislike seeing young girls murdered. I don’t know why. But everybody has their peculiarities and that happens to be mine.”


  “Would you like me to start at the beginning?” she asked abruptly.


  “Now you’re talking,” Neal grinned. “I may not be of any help, but I’m in your corner from now on.”


  The girl relaxed as if a heavy weight had been removed from her shoulders.


  “Thank you,” she said simply. She was silent for a few seconds before resuming.


  “MY name is Jane Manners,” she said quietly. “My father was a well-known archaeologist. When he died several years ago he left me a manuscript which contained a map and directions for reaching a city somewhere in the Egyptian desert. He had visited the city years before and it had been his consuming ambition to return there before he died. His last wish was that I would go there and complete the archaeological work he had begun. I didn’t have the necessary funds so I put the trip off. Then I received an offer of help. It came from an Austrian, Max Zaraf, who said that he had known my father in Egypt.”


  “Was he the gent I met today?” Neal interrupted.


  “Yes. He financed the expedition. At first I was delighted by the assistance, but things have happened which make me believe I made a very serious mistake.”


  “What sort of things?” Neal asked. “In the first place,” Jane answered, “he insisted that I let him keep the map. I gave it to him without hesitation. That same night I was almost killed by a heavy piece of iron that dropped from the deck above me. The officers on the boat were unable to explain the accident. Again, three nights later, I was almost killed by a knife hurled through my porthole. It missed me by inches.”


  Neal whistled silently.


  “Why didn’t you ask Zaraf to return the map to you and call the whole deal off?”


  Jane shook her head miserably.


  “I wasn’t sure he had anything to do with it. I’m not yet, for that matter. And if I back out I may never get another opportunity to carry out Dad’s last wishes.”


  Neal glanced down at his knuckles. “Did it occur to you that it was too late to back out? That is, if Zaraf is the little dark boy in the woodpile. If he made two attempts on your life he certainly wouldn’t give you back the map now and let you walk out on him at this late date. If you tried you’d just be sealing your own death warrant.”


  “I thought of that,” Jane answered. “There wasn’t anything to do but go along with him and hope for the best.”


  “Which won’t be any too good, if I’m any judge of character,” Neal said drily. “But what about the knife you got at the curio shop? How does that fit into the picture?”


  “I don’t know,” Jane answered, frowning. “In Dad’s manuscript he made it very clear that before starting the trip I should stop here in Cairo and pick up that knife. He left it here on his last trip. It must be important or he wouldn’t have been so insistent about it. The shopkeeper knew him and had promised to keep the knife until he returned for it, or sent for it. The paper which I showed the shopkeeper was written by Dad and was a sort of a claim-check on the knife.”


  “One more question,” Neal grinned. “How did you happen to pick me for a Boy Scout?”


  The girl smiled slightly.


  “Maybe,” she answered, “because you look like a Boy Scout. I scribbled my address on a piece of paper while you and Max were glaring at each other in the curio shop. Afterward I told myself that I had acted foolishly, that you’d never bother to investigate a silly, impulsive gesture like that.”


  “That was a serious mistake in judgment,” Neal told her lightly.


  As he finished speaking a hinge creaked faintly behind him. Then a suave icy voice said:


  “A very serious mistake, indeed!”


  NEAL didn’t turn. Instead he watched Jane Manners. Her eyes looking over his shoulders were filled with a sudden, shocked fear.


  “Max!” she whispered.


  Neal stood up and turned slowly. Unconsciously his big hands tightened into hard, blocky fists. In the doorway, smiling without humor, stood Max Zaraf. The trailing smoke from the cigarette in his hand curled up past his lean, saturnine face, dimming slightly the cold, deadly glitter of his eyes. But Neal, watching the man closely, was sure there was disappointment in those eyes. Disappointment and a slight trace of uncertainty.


  “Are you all right, my dear?” Zaraf asked softly, ignoring Neal.


  Neal grinned, a tight mirthless grin. Zaraf acted as if he hadn’t been expecting to find things quite as they were.


  “Why shouldn’t she be?” Neal asked, before Jane could answer.


  Zaraf shrugged and stepped into the room. His eyes flicked meaningly to the shattered lock of the door.


  “Logical question, isn’t it?” he asked silkily. “Door forced open. Room upset. A tempestuous young American violating the privacy of a young woman’s room. It all adds up, does it not?”


  “Max!” Jane said sharply. “You’re being insulting.


  “You’re also being very careless of your health,” Neal said pointedly.


  Zaraf turned slightly and looked straight at Neal. The slight smile vanished from his features. Neal saw a new, wary look creep into Zaraf’s cold eyes, and he realized that the man had just recognized him as the American he had encountered at the curio shop.


  “What is your game, my young friend?” he asked coolly. “This couldn’t possibly be a coincidence. If it is, let me assure you that it might be a most unlucky one—for you.”


  “It is not a coincidence,” Jane said quietly. “I asked Mister—” she faltered, and Neal realized that he hadn’t told her his name.


  “Kirby,” he said quickly. “Neal Kirby. You must have forgot.”


  “Thank you,” Jane said gratefully. “I asked Mr. Kirby to come here,” she resumed, “because I thought I might need him.”


  “For what?” Zaraf asked.


  Neal wondered what reason the girl would give for asking him here. To tell the truth would reveal to Zaraf her suspicions concerning him. He looked at her, and her eyes met his in an imploring glance, before she faced Zaraf. Her slender body stiffened and her chin raised slightly as she said:


  “I have hired Mr. Kirby,” she said clearly, “as consulting archaeologist. He will leave with us tomorrow morning.”


  ZARAF’S steely calm was shaken. “Are you out of your mind?” he asked hoarsely.


  Neal stared at Jane in amazement. It was preposterous, out of the question, completely unthinkable. He didn’t know a thing about archaeology in the first place, and secondly, why should he be wandering over the desert looking for lost cities? It didn’t make sense.


  Then he looked at Jane, and suddenly it did make sense. For some crazy reason it became the most logical thing in the world for him to go anywhere, do anything this girl wanted. She was looking at him beseechingly, hope and confidence shining in her eyes.


  He turned to Zaraf, smiling faintly at the man’s obvious consternation.


  “That’s right,” he said cheerfully. “I’m the new archaeologist. I’m not such a hot archaeologist, but I’m a pretty good shot and I hear the desert is just full of snakes and rats.”


  Zaraf struggled to restrain his anger. His cheeks were touched with red and his cold eyes were twin pools of hate. But his voice was as soft as silk as he said:


  “You have to shoot a snake before it stings you. Remember that my young friend.” He turned then, and with a mocking bow to the girl, left the room.


  “Lovely fellow,” Neal murmured.


  “He’s dangerous and cruel,” Jane said worriedly. “I—I shouldn’t have gotten you into this. I have a terrible feeling that I’ll hate myself for it. If anything should happen to you, I’d feel as if it were my fault.”


  Neal picked up his hat and smiled down at her.


  “Forget it,” he said. He sauntered to the door, and grinned back at her. “I wasn’t kidding, you know, when I told our chum that I was a pretty good shot. The fact is I’m a damn good shot. See you tomorrow.”


  THE tiny caravan of four camels and three attendants wound its way from Cairo the following day, as the blazing morning sun served notice that the day would be scorching hot.


  Each camel carried a passenger, and was led by a native attendant at the end of a stout rope. The fourth camel carried huge leather sacks of water. It was roped to the last camel in the train and clumped awkwardly along, apparently unimpressed by the fact that it carried the most precious commodity of the desert—water.


  On the lead camel rode Max Zaraf. Behind him rode Jane Manners and bringing up the rear was Neal Kirby, swaying awkwardly o n h i s lurching steed, and feeling uncomfortable and strange in his pith helmet and breeches and boots.


  Zaraf had the map in his possession and gave the directions of travel to the native guides. For two days the trip was monotonously uneventful, varying little in detail from hour to hour. They traveled for the most part in the cool of the morning and evening and laid up during the blistering heat of the day. The terrain was endlessly unchanging. Slight rises of sand gave way to sloping valleys that led only to still another hill.


  On the evening of the third day Zaraf waved them to a stop and Neal climbed stiffly from his camel, glad to ease his muscles after a hard four-hour stretch. He walked through the soft sifting sand and assisted Jane Manners to alight. Zaraf was walking back toward them from his camel. They had stopped just below the summit of a rather high hill, and the fine top sand was blowing down on them in swirling, uncomfortable clouds.


  “We stop here,” Zaraf announced, coming up to them.


  “Here?” Neal echoed. “Let’s go over the hill to the valley. We’ll get out of this wind that way.”


  The native drivers, dark-skinned and inscrutable, waited stolidly for orders. They were a proud, silent breed of men, neither volunteering information, nor expecting it. As long as they received their money for the day’s work, it didn’t matter what their white-skinned masters did.


  Zaraf glared bale fully at Neal.


  “I have said we will stop here,” he repeated angrily. “I’m deciding on our course and if I decide to stop here it’s because I have excellent reasons for doing so.”


  Neal shrugged. It seemed a small matter to argue about. Maybe Zaraf did have a good reason for stopping here.


  “Okay,” he said, “if you can stand the sand I guess Jane and I can put up with it.”


  Zaraf turned without a word and walked back to his camel. The natives went to work building a shelter, and preparing the evening meal. The camels, relieved of their packs, settled placidly down on their haunches, like so many quiet cows.


  Darkness fell swiftly. Neal said good-night to Jane and turned in early. The fires burned out in a few hours and before the moon came up the tiny camp was slumbering.


  NEAL awoke the following morning as the first rays of the rising sun slanted into his eyes. He blinked sleepily and yawned. His first thought was of water. Every morning he awoke thirsty, for the desert’s searing heat dried out the moisture in his body as he slept. He climbed to his feet, stuck his feet into his boots and pulled on his shirt. Then he crawled out of the narrow pup tent, straightened up and looked around.


  For an instant he stared about unbelievingly. The camels and the native guides were nowhere in sight. The black ashes of the evening’s fire still showed as cancerous spots against the whiteness of the sand, but the natives’ sleeping gear and packs—and more vital, the camels—w ere vanished as completely as if the earth had opened and swallowed them.


  For seconds Neal was too stupefied to act. All he could do was stare in numbed bewilderment at the bleak expanse of the desert.


  When his dazed senses finally recovered, he wheeled and charged toward the other two sleeping tents.


  “Zaraf! Jane!” he shouted. “On your feet. Our guides have pulled a fade-out with the equipment and camels.”


  He was so excited that he did not notice the abysmal silence that seemed to stretch over the desert like a Vast tight blanket.


  Reaching Zaraf’s tent he jerked open the flap. He opened his mouth but the excited words on his lips died there. For Zaraf’s sleeping pad was undisturbed. It had obviously not been used that night.


  Neal felt the cold of panic close over his heart. For a silent, timeless instant he stared incredulously at Zaraf’s empty tent—then he was racing madly through the thick sand toward Jane’s tent. He shouted her name wildly and the hills threw back the mockery of an echo.


  He ripped open the flap without waiting for an answer to his shout. One glance showed him it was empty. The sleeping pad had been used, for it was twisted and tossed into a jumbled heap. Neal’s eyes picked quickly about the interior, noticing the generally disarrayed condition of the sleeping articles and clothes. One corner of the tent sagged drunkenly inward, and he could see that the rope and peg had pulled out of place. Everything pointed to a struggle or rough house of some sort. Neal stood up, a frantic fear clawing at his attempted calmness. As far as his eye could reach, the desert sands spread in a never-varying, never-ending expanse of sun and heat.


  “Jane!” he shouted desperately.


  “Jane! . . . Jane!”


  The echo mocked him.


  Neal peered into Jane’s tent again. A comb and hair brush were lying on the canvas floor, along with her wrist watch and a ring she usually wore. Neal’s frown deepened. Jane wouldn’t have left things like that if—if—


  One inevitable conclusion forced itself on him. Zaraf had taken Jane by force, and with the camels and water, deserted in the dark of the night. There was no other conclusion possible. Neal realized then, with sickening abruptness, that in all probability this had been in Zaraf’s mind from the outset.


  NEAL rested on his haunches in Jane’s tent and thought carefully for a few moments. He had no water, no food and no means of transportation. His revolver had three shots left in it. The rest of the ammunition was in the camel packs. Except for the sun he had not the slightest means of gauging direction or ascertaining a definite course even if he had one to follow.


  Approximately, he had thirty-six hours to live.


  “Okay,” he muttered to himself. The pleasantness had gone from his features; leaving his face a stiff, expressionless mask. “It’s a slim chance, but I’ll take it. I may not find you, Max Zaraf but God help you if I do!”


  He was crawling from Jane’s tent when his hand touched the rent in the canvas. It was an inch-long rip close to the flap opening.


  Obeying a strange impulse, Neal examined it closely. He shoved his finger through the tear and wiggled it about in the warm sand beneath the flooring. Suddenly his finger touched something that was not sand. Something that was as cool and hard and smooth as—steel!


  Quickly Neal ripped the canvas flooring aside and dug into the sand with both hands. A second later he drew from the sand a glittering object which he recognized instantly.


  It was the be-jeweled knife which he had accidently stumbled on in the curio shop in Cairo. He recognized it instantly by the handle, formed as a human torso, and the human head which topped it. The flashing necklace of diamonds scintillated brilliantly in the dim light of the tent.


  Neal laughed bitterly and shoved it into his pocket. It was worth a great amount of money, men had probably fought and died over it, but it couldn’t buy him a drop of water now.


  He retrieved his pith helmet from his own tent and started out. Plowing awkwardly through the burning sand, he headed for the top of the hill, that led, he knew with bitter irony, to just another hill. But still he had to keep on. There was something inside of him, as strong as life itself, which would drive him on until . . .


  NEAL KIRBY had given himself thirty-six hours of life. Now, he realized vaguely, as he lurched forward, he was twelve hours past that limit already. Living on borrowed time so to speak. His face was matted with sand-clogged beard and his red-rimmed eyes were like hot points of fire in the blackness of his face.


  For two days he had staggered through the blinding heat of the desert without food, without water. He had passed the limits of human endurance, but still he lurched on, some inner voice lashing him forward when his flagging body would quit.


  He fell often. Sometimes he lay stretched on the burning sands for minutes before he could crawl back to his feet and stagger on again.


  It was almost noon, now, and the sun seemed to be hanging suspended in the sky about a hundred feet above his aching head. He could actually feel the weight of the heat settling on him like a dense, smothering pall. Overhead soaring vultures were converging on his stumbling figure in ever narrowing circles.


  Staggering over the top of a hill Neal saw the first sight to relieve the deadly monotony of the desert. Just what it was he couldn’t tell, but it looked like a bundle of rags thrown together in a pile at the foot of the slight rise. With a strange flickering hope burning in his breast, Neal made a pathetic effort to run. He fell and slid most of the way, but at the foot of the hill he regained his feet and staggered on. Suddenly from the cluttered dark bundles which he had seen there arose a small cloud of birds, their hideously flapping wings carrying them away from this one other thing on the desert that lived beside themselves.


  Neal stopped short, almost gagging. He was close enough to recognize the bundles now as three human forms. Numbly he approached them. Sprawled on the sand with bullet holes in their heads, were the three native guides who had accompanied Zaraf into the desert. Neal stared at them for seconds in dumb silence. Zaraf’s treachery had not ended with deserting him in the desert. Here was mute testimony of that.


  In spite of everything Neal felt a vicious satisfaction course through him. The bodies of the native guides were unmistakable signposts telling him that he was at least on the right track. The canteens of the native guides were empty so he staggered on again, somehow strengthened by the realization that he couldn’t be many hours behind Jane and Zaraf.


  An hour later he fell. He was on top of another hill overlooking a broad, sloping valley, identical to the other interminable valleys he had crossed, except that this one seemed longer and wider than most of the others. For a half-hour he lay on his stomach trying to find the will and the strength to go on. He heard a faint whirr above and turned weakly just as a huge cadaverous vulture was settling on him. With a hoarse croak of fright the bird veered off and glided down into the valley. Neal hoisted himself painfully to his knees and drew his gun. Why he was so bent on killing the bird he couldn’t have told himself. He rested the revolver on his forearm and sighted carefully. The bird was gliding into the valley soaring within six feet of the ground when Neal fired.


  HE missed. The bird flapped great wings and climbed into the sky to resume his endless circling. But a strange reverberating echo had started across the valley. It magnified the report of the pistol a dozen times until it seemed as if mighty hammers were drumming maddeningly on the ground. Neal listened wonderingly.


  Suddenly he noticed a peculiar distortion of the heat waves that were dancing in front of his eyes. Their gossamer lightness and fantastically odd shapes were dissolving and reassorting themselves before his eyes. It was as if all the light waves and heat waves of the valley were broken to bits by the crescendoing clamor of the echoes which were booming across the valley.


  The entire atmosphere of the valley, he noticed, was vibrating visibly. Crazy lances of light shot into the sky and the distorted refractions of sun and heat waves merged together into what looked like solid blocks of light. In the center of the valley there appeared a shining shaft of pure white light that was growing wider by the second.


  Neal climbed shakily to his feet, stunned.


  The shaft continued to widen and he saw then that it was not composed of light, but some material that looked like white marble.


  The thunderous drumming of the echo culminated in one great crash that seemed mighty enough to shatter the heavens. Then silence settled oppressively over the valley.


  The white shaft of marble was widening swiftly now, as if some vast invisible curtain was being drawn back in front of it. Neal watched in fascination as a mighty structure of marble appeared before his eyes, filling the entire valley and almost piercing the clouds with its majestic peak of glittering white. It was formed in the shape of a pyramid, alabaster white, incredibly huge.


  The silence was complete now and the fantastic distortions of the atmosphere had ceased. The valley was quiet and tranquil as when he first saw it. Everything was the same except for the appearance of the magnificent white pyramid towering into the heavens.


  Neal sagged to his knees. If it was a mirage, it was the most impressive and authentic he’d ever heard of. He was still looking at the gigantic pyramid when he saw the orange bolt of flame flash from its base. It seemed a whip of flame with a large ball of some brightly burning matter attached to it. When he saw that it was heading for him he tried to run, as a man runs from the unknown, but it was too late. Something caressed the back of his head like a hot breath and he stumbled onto his face. The next instant a smothering blanket of blackness settled over him and everything faded out abruptly.


  WHEN Neal came to he was lying on a narrow cot in a small room.


  There were no windows that he could see, only one small opening that might be a door. He struggled to a sitting position on the cot. The first thing he realized was that he wasn’t thirsty. His lips were still cracked and tender, but he knew from their feel that water had passed over them. His hand touched his matted three-day beard experimentally, and his eyes traveled in mild disgust over his dirty, ragged breeches and scuffed boots.


  He leaned back and wondered where he was. Thinking accurately was a difficult proposition. His conscious memory was that of a fantastic white pyramid which had materialized before him on the desert. Before that he had been close on the trail of Max Zaraf and Jane Manners. That thought jolted him.


  He climbed to his feet and looked around. The walls were of a peculiar porous material and they seemed to be the source of the pale, glareless illumination that flooded the tiny room. There was no furniture other than the narrow cot, and the small door was locked in some manner from the outside. The problem of getting out, he decided, was not going to be easy.


  He sank back onto the cot despairingly. All he could do was wait. An hour passed before he heard a clicking on the outside of the door. Then it swung inward. Neal saw a highly polished boot, white whipcord breeches, and then the tall, gaunt figure of Max Zaraf filled the narrow doorway. His freshly shaven features were touched with a mocking smile and his cold eyes gleamed with sardonic amusement.


  “This is a pleasure I hadn’t counted on,” he said, smiling.


  For a stunned instant Neal was too dazed to speak. Even in his astonishment, however, one thing was obvious. Zaraf was in the saddle now or he wouldn’t be so completely cool and nonchalant. Every instinct in his body urged him to hurl himself at Zaraf’s relaxed figure and throttle the life from the man, but a bump of common sense warned him to proceed cautiously and wait for an opportunity.


  “I don’t imagine you had counted on seeing me again,” he said as easily as he could. “Most men stranded in the desert die there.”


  “But you didn’t,” Zaraf smiled. “How persistent of you.”


  “I had something to live for,” Neal answered quietly.


  Zaraf shrugged.


  “The past is dead,” he said, still smiling. “Since you lived through the desert I might give you the chance to continue living. However, that is up to you. If you are willing to do as I say, it can be arranged. If not,” he spread his hands in an expressive gesture, “your gallant fight through the desert will be of no avail.”


  “It is my great pleasure,” Neal said recklessly, “to tell you to go to hell. If I had nine lives I’d sacrifice ’em all before I’d lower myself to bargain with a treacherous, rotten snake like you.” Zaraf continued to smile, but two hot flags of color fluttered in his cheeks.


  “I came here to offer you a chance for your life. You could have helped me here but that is not to be. For your information we are approximately five hundred feet underground right now. We are in the lost city which Professor Manners discovered. It was never actually a lost city, but rather a hidden city. A strange race of people have developed here, many of them childishly simple in many ways. It is to be my privilege to teach them the benefits of commercialization. You might have helped me and done very well for yourself. It was only an accident that you discovered the secret of the pyramid, but it is an accident which might have been profitable to you.” He smiled blandly down at Neal. “Many of the charmingly simple people love pageantry and drama so I’ll have to devise a spectacular manner in which to usher you into the Great Beyond.”


  “Where is Jane?” Neal asked suddenly.


  “Ahh,” Zaraf smiled. “That worries you, does it? Well Jane is not too happy, but I have strong hopes that under my persuasive technique I can make her learn to enjoy the existence I’ve planned for her.”


  As he finished speaking he bowed slightly and stepped through the door. It closed immediately behind him.


  NEAL paced the narrow room nervously for the next hour. The realization that Jane was near him, possibly within a few hundred feet of him, was maddening. Maddening too, was the realization that she was in Zaraf’s hands, helpless. Another hour, as nearly as he could judge, had passed when he heard the faint click of the lock. He paused and watched the door carefully. It swung inward, an inch at a time, until it stood open.


  Neal doubled his fists and spread his legs. If a chance to smash his way out of this cell presented itself he was going to grab it.


  Seconds later a young girl stepped cautiously into the room. Her skin was a pallid white in color and her large eyes were twin mirrors of fright. She was small and her thin body was trembling under the loose white garment she wore. Her hair was long, and would have been considered beautiful, were it not so dull and lustreless.


  Neal unclenched his fists slowly. He had been prepared for just about anything, but this peculiar looking, frightened girl stopped him completely. Her eyes were on his now, and she seemed trying desperately to make him understand something. Finally she held her fingers over her mouth and Neal gathered that she wanted him to keep silent.


  Then she reached out and took his hand in her own and pointed through the doorway with her other hand. Her meaning was clear enough to Neal. She wanted him to follow her, but why? Neal didn’t stop to argue the question with himself. It might be a trap, but it wasn’t likely that they would go to such elaborate lengths to lure him from the cell. Anyway it was better than doing nothing. He decided to follow the girl.


  “Lead on, sister,” he whispered. “If you’re on the level, God bless you.”


  The girl led him into the corridor that flanked the room in which he had been confined. Looking about he could tell nothing about where he was or where he was going. The walls were blue, and of the same porous composition that constituted the walls of the room he had just left. The corridor stretched ahead endlessly and Neal noticed that every six feet or so a door was built into the wall, identical with the one that led to the room which he had just left. The ceiling was high and vaulted, but was without ornamentation of any sort.


  The girl crept softly ahead of him, glancing frequently back to see that he was still following. In another hundred feet they turned at right angles and followed another corridor. For fifteen or twenty minutes they continued, twisting and turning through the labyrinthine passages that interlaced each other at odd angles. Finally the girl stopped at a door, that seemed to Neal identical to the hundreds of others they had passed, and pressed her ear against its surface.


  After a silent interval she opened the door cautiously and motioned for Neal to go in. Neal hesitated an instant. If there was anything phoney about the set-up this was where the pay-off would be. With a mental shrug he stepped over the threshold and into the room.


  “Neal, darling!” a wonderfully familiar voice cried.


  “JANE!” Neal whispered unbelievingly. For an instant he stood rooted to the spot, too amazed to move. This had been the farthest thing from his thoughts. She was standing at the opposite side of the room, and in her eyes was relief and joy that made his heart pound faster. She was wearing a loose flowing gown of white and it gave her blonde beauty an almost ethereal quality.


  Recovering he crossed to her, took her hands in his.


  “Honey,” he said fervently, “you’re the most welcome sight I’ve seen in all my life. Are you all right? Has that swine done anything to you?”


  “I’m all right,” she said breathlessly. “I heard that you had been brought here and the little girl who is my attendant was willing to take a message to you. Finally she thought she could bring you here easier. She’s watching in the hall now so we have a few minutes to talk.”


  “What’s this all about?” Neal asked. “Where are we?”


  “We’re in the city my father discovered,” she answered. “It’s underground. A whole tribe of people—offshoots of some highly cultivated desert group—built it as a retreat against their more savage neighbors centuries ago. Here they have progressed amazingly well along certain lines, in electricity for instance, but in other fields they are childishly ignorant.


  “Zaraf knew my father years ago and knew that he made this discovery. So his offer to help me was because he wanted access to this city for purposes of exploitation. We arrived here just a few days ahead of you, but fortunately for Zaraf, an evil element of the natives has been planning a revolution against the established ruling system. Being an opportunist Zaraf jumped right in with the revolters and helped them overthrow their ruler.”


  “And that makes him ace-high with the new management,” Neal said reflectively.


  Jane nodded.


  “He told me all his plans the day after he kidnaped me and left you stranded in the desert. He was sure you were out of the picture forever. He intends to work himself into a position of power, regiment these natives, sell their produce and electrical equipment to the highest bidders. He must be stopped, Neal, he must. These natives are, for the most part, simple and kindly, but they’re easily influenced by white people because they worshipped my father. He was very kind and good to them during the years he stayed here, and Zaraf is trading on that.”


  “Our big job,” Neal said, “is to get out of here as fast as we can. Do you have any idea of the size of this place? Or where we are now in relation to the nearest exit?”


  Jane shook her head.


  “I’m completely lost,” she confessed. “I know, however, that we are in one of the larger sleeping sections now. Everyone is up at the throne hall at this time to hear the new instructions from the new ruler. His name is Horjak. That’s why it was safe to bring you here through the halls. All the rooms are deserted now. Most of the natives here aren’t sympathetic with the new regime, but they are helpless because they have no leader or weapons.”


  Neal started to speak but a shrill terrified shriek from beyond the door interrupted him. It was followed instantly by a loud banging on the panels.


  Neal heard a harsh voice snapping commands and he knew that Zaraf was outside.


  JANE was clinging to his arm desperately.


  “You’ve got to get out of here, darling,” she cried.


  This was the grim truth, Neal admitted, but there was no other exit from the room. He disengaged Jane’s frantic grip on his arm and shoved her into a corner, just as the door crashed inword.


  Three small, but heavily muscled men, with the same pallid expression and lusterless hair of the young native girl, spilled into the room. They wore crimson tunics that dropped to the middle of their thighs and sandals with soft spongy soles. They sprang at Neal with a concerted ferocity that amazed him. The first soldier went down under a sledge hammer right hook that carried all of Neal’s heavy shoulder behind it. But before he could swing again the other two grabbed his arms. More of the crimson-tuniced guards poured into the room and the struggle was over. Panting, he was dragged from the room into the corridor to face the coldy sneering presence of Max Zaraf.


  “I gave you your chance,” Zaraf snapped. “You refused it. Now you can accept your alternate choice.” He motioned imperiously to the guards. “To the throne room. Quickly!”


  Before the guards could move to obey his order Jane rushed into the corridor and blocked their path with outstretched hands.


  “You can’t do this,” she cried to Zaraf. “I won’t let you.”


  Zaraf smiled at her, cynically.


  “Since you are so perturbed as to his fate,” he said silkily, “I think it would be interesting if you would witness the execution yourself. There’s nothing like the presence of a lovely woman to inspire a man to die a hero’s death.” He nodded to two of the guards. “Take her along.”


  The husky, crimson-tuniced guards sprang to obey, and after a brief, unequal struggle, the girl was carried away after Neal.


  THE throne room was a vast hall lined with tier upon tier of seats extending up to the highest reaches of the amphitheater. In the center of the throne room a huge unadorned dias was erected and on it sprawled a corpulent figure with an overly large head and dense stupid features.


  Neal saw all this in one quick glance as he was shoved through a lower tier aisle and led to the large oval enclosure that faced the throne. The entire hall was brilliantly illuminated by the same sort of indirect lighting he had noticed before. Standing next to the figure on the throne was Max Zaraf, a gloating smile of anticipation on his face.


  The throne room was quiet, but the tiers of seats were jammed with the native population of the underground city. Neal noticed the silence particularly. It was the brooding silence of a death block before an execution.


  Zaraf bowed slightly to the figure on the dias and stepped down to face Neal.


  “Very shortly,” he said, “you are going to die in a quite spectacular manner. You are a fool and you deserve it. These people are incredibly brilliant in many things, many things which the outside world will pay steeply for. Their invisibility screen with which they surround their central pyramid is one instance. Your pistol shot accidentally disrupted the force field and thus you accidentally stumbled onto the pyramid.


  “The blue death, which they can send for fifty feet or fifty miles is one of the most destructive weapons the world will ever know. In your case they used a light charge which knocked you out, but they can use it to wipe out whole cities.


  “Things like that are more valuable than diamonds in the world today. With clever exploitation who knows how far I can go?” Zaraf smiled and there was a sinister ugliness in the effort. “You, however, Mr. Meddler are not going any farther at all. At my demand Horjak, the new ruler, has ordered your execution. It will be followed by wholesale executions of those who oppose the reign of Horjak.”


  “A very nice set-up,” Neal said quietly. “Those you don’t approve of, or who don’t approve of you, just get wiped out. It may work, Zaraf, but you’ll find living with yourself quite a job.”


  “I can stand it, I think,” Zaraf chuckled mirthlessly. “Now to get down to business. My real reason in coming down here was to point out the highly ingenious method I have selected for your elimination.”


  He pointed to a rack-like affair that was raised from the floor six or seven feet.


  “In words of one syllable,” Zaraf continued with relish, “you will be spread-eagled there, tied hand and foot to each of the four posts. Then at a signal from me, the executioner cuts a very slender cord and the most amazing thing happens.”


  He pointed up to the right and left of the rack, and Neal saw for the first time that a half dozen huge knives were suspended by ropes from the ceiling, parallel to the rack.


  “The knives swing down,” Zaraf said softly. “They are heavy and will travel very fast. They will pass through your suspended body and that will be that! Your wrists and ankles will still be attached to the posts but the rest of your body will be sliced as neatly as a sausage. Clever, isn’t it?”


  IN SPITE of himself, Neal felt a horrible revulsion crawling over him. To die was one thing. But to die like a butchered hog in front of a howling mob of savages was quite another.


  His eyes circled the arena desperately. Every exit was guarded with a dozen men, every aisle clogged with spectators. His gaze swung back to Zaraf and he used every ounce of will power in his control to force a smile over his features.


  “Am I supposed to be frightened?” he asked softly. “Am I supposed to be trembling and begging for mercy now? Sorry to disappoint you, Zaraf, but it doesn’t worry me that much.”


  Zaraf’s face flushed an angry red, but without another word, he turned and marched up the steps to the dais. Neal’s eyes followed him and then he saw Jane.


  Pale and regal, she was standing next to the dais, her arms bound behind her. Neal felt a cold sweat break out on his body. They couldn’t let her watch. It wasn’t human.


  Zaraf turned and smiled down at Neal.


  “Remember to be your most heroic,” he said mockingly. “We have distinguished company present.”


  The crimson-tuniced guards stepped forward now and grabbed Neal by the arms. His eyes were on Jane, and he hardly felt them shoving him toward the rack. He was trying desperately, frantically to tell her with his eyes that he loved her and would always love her, wherever he might be. He had never said the things he wanted to say to her and this was his last opportunity.


  Suddenly a clear, terrible scream of anguish sounded through the vast, packed throne room.


  “You can’t! You can’t! Let me die with him!” It was Jane sobbing and crying frantically, stumbling down the steps of the dais toward the execution rack.


  “You fool!” shouted Zaraf. “Come back here!”


  Leaping from his chair he plunged down the steps after her. Shouts and yells sounded through the throne room, as the natives lent their voices to the excitement.


  Neal turned at Jane’s scream. The two guards holding him relaxed their grip in the general confusion. With a sudden writhing twist Neal was free. He was weakened from his exposure in the desert, but his right hook was still a dangerous weapon. His first swing caught the guard off balance and dumped him in a complete somersault to the ground. Two more guards rushed at him, but he sidestepped them with a quick leap. As he landed he felt something jab into his thigh with an agonizing pain. Instinctively his hand moved to the spot, his fingers touched a slim, hard object close to his thigh. A surge of hope shot through him, not that he could hope to win, but that at least he could put up an excellent account for himself.


  The two guards were closing in on him now, but before they could grab him, his hand flashed from his pocket grasping the strange, diamond-studded knife that he had first seen in the Cairo curio shop and secondly, when he had found it under the canvas flooring of Jane’s tent. He had shoved it into his pocket then and forgotten it. His hand closed about the torso-handle of the knife now, and the diamond necklace that topped the torso flashed in a thousand scintillating sparkles as he drew his arm back to slash out at the two guards who were pressing him.


  But his arm did not fall! It remained rigidly aloft as though frozen.


  FOR the two guards were staring at the knife, fearfully, tremblingly. Hoarse, guttural pleas sounded inarticulately from their throats as they backed away from him, terror-stricken. When they were eight feet from him they suddenly hurled themselves to the floor and grovelled there, mouthing strange incantations. Neal wheeled, and as he flashed the knife about his head, the other guards dropped to their knees, their voices blending with the first two guards.


  Taking advantage of this sudden, but inexplicable break, Neal leaped toward the base of the dais where Jane was struggling helplessly with Zaraf.


  Horkak, the new ruler, saw Neal charge toward the dais brandishing the scintillating knife in his hand like an avenging angel. With a soft moan of terror he sank to his knees, babbling incoherently.


  Zaraf flung Jane to one side and leaped past Neal. He sprinted to the oval enclosure where the guards were moaning and grovelling on their faces.


  “Get up!” he screamed. “Get up you yellow hounds. Grab the prisoner and tear him apart with your hands. Get up! Get up!”


  But he might have been talking to lumps of clay or sodden logs for all the attention the guards paid his hysterical commands. There was a swelling moaning noise coming now from the rows of packed seats. On their knees and on their faces the natives moaned and chanted their mysterious mumbling incantations.


  Neal clasped Jane to him and slashed her bonds with the glittering knife, then he jumped from the dais and started after Zaraf.


  Zaraf saw him coming. With one last frantic scream at the oblivious natives, he turned blindly and dashed under the rack. His foot caught on a silken cord and hurled him to the ground, but he clambered quickly to his feet.


  Then he screamed—madly and hysterically, once.


  Neal saw it happen, saw the complete, incredibly horrible death by which Max Zaraf paid for his sins.


  His foot had tripped the knife release under the rack, and when he sprang to his feet, the heavy, speeding knives—poised for Neal’s execution—flashed downward with the devastating force of razor-sharp cleavers. Twelve blades there were, and each one found at least part of its target.


  SHAKEN, Neal made his way to Jane’s side. She was slumped at the foot of the dais, sobbing. He slipped his arm around her shoulder.


  “It’s all over darling,” he murmured softly. “I think we can straighten things out now.”


  He looked up as a calm, wise looking old man with long white hair approached slowly.


  “I am a friend,” the old man said softly. “I am not afraid of the knife of Sali, the Goddess of Death. For I gave it to Professor Manners when he was here so many years ago. It was a pledge of our friendship and he always promised that he would bring it with him on his return.”


  “Why are the people afraid of it?” Neal asked.


  The old man shrugged.


  “People are afraid of things they do not understand. Years, centuries ago, it was believed by my people that Death was a woman who chose her victims in the dark and killed them with just such a knife as you hold in your hand. That knife was venerated by our people and prayed to, that it might spare them its sting. It was believed invincible.


  “As ruler, I discouraged such outmoded beliefs, and to further eliminate the belief I gave the sacred knife of Sali to Professor Manners. But I have been deposed as ruler, and under the influences of barbaric customs once again, you see how quickly,my children revert to the beliefs and customs of their fathers.”


  “A lucky thing for us they did,” Neal said. “What goes now? Will you take your job back as ruler around here?”


  The white haired old man smiled.


  “If my people want me,” he said simply, “I will be happy to retain my authority.”


  Neal put his hand under Jane’s chin and lifted her head up.


  “No more crying now,” he whispered. “Everything’s all set. The regular ruler is stepping back into the job and he’s a great old guy. Why—why I’ll bet he can even marry people!”


  THE CONTRACT OF CARSON CARRUTHERS


  First published in the January 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  A half-million, dollars was a fortune, and Carruthers figured his body would be worthless to him after he was dead anyway!


  WHEN the Broadway musical “Jumping Jive,” folded after a two days’ run, everybody but the cast agreed that it had lasted two days too long.


  The play was a stinker, but that did not mollify Carson Carruthers, a tall, broad young man, who had been one of the leading spear carriers in the production.


  “It is a damnable outrage,” he cried dramatically to the bare walls of his small room. “It might have been my golden chance, my supreme opportunity to prove my genius, my brilliant thespian artistry. But now,” he continued blackly, “all is over, all is past, all is dead!”


  Mr. Carson Carruthers was 99 and 44/100% pure ham.


  In the same dark mood he gulped a mouthful of coffee and slumped into a chair with the morning paper. Carson Carruthers was a good example of the law of compensation. For all of his magnificent physique and blonde handsomeness, the space between his ears might have been accurately described as an almost perfect vacuum.


  He read the comics avidly, then wistfully perused the drama sections, and finally, with a deep, martyred sigh, turned to the help wanted columns. Even artists must eat, and while Carson Carruthers fell far short of fitting the accepted definition of an artist, he still had to eat.


  After a few moments his eye lighted on an advertisement that intrigued him. It read:


  
    “Interesting proposition for young man of commanding physique and refined handsome features. Must be exceptionally good-looking.”

  


  Carson rose to his feet and slipped into his coat. He placed his black Homburg carefully on his head and picked up his cane.


  Exceptionally handsome?


  He peered thoughtfully into the mirror. Yes, he decided judiciously, he was exceptionally handsome. With a last glance at the address listed in the advertisement he strode jauntily from the room.


  THE house which carried the address stated in the ad was a tall, brown-stone structure in lower Manhattan. It was the only building of its type in the block, and this singularity gave it a majestically foreboding appearance.


  Carson paused at the foot of the stone steps and checked the address, then trotted briskly up to the door. Before ringing the bell, he removed his hat and carefully smoothed his wavy hair, then squaring his shoulders, punched the button.


  The door was opened with a suddenness that surprised him. A small, fat man with ruddy cheeks and twinkling eyes smiled benignly at him over old-fashioned spectacles.


  “Come right in,” he said cordially. “I was expecting you.”


  “Were you now?” Carson said, pleased.


  With a slight bow that brought his best profile to bear on the fat little man, Carson stepped through the door. The man closed the door and pattered ahead of him into a comfortable room which opened off the hallway.


  “Please sit down,” he said breathlessly. “Very happy to welcome you to my humble quarters.”


  Carson sat down and carefully crossed his legs. He lighted a cigarette with a debonair gesture, hoping that the flame of the match brought out the lambent shades in his large gray eyes.


  The surroundings were as undistinguished as the fat little man who was bustling about behind a square desk set in one corner of the room. Carson noticed with faint distaste that his host was wearing a shiny serge suit and an atrocious high collar, but he managed to assuage his sartorial sensibilities by glancing briefly down at his own immaculately clad figure. This restored him somewhat.


  The fat little man had seated himself behind the desk and was staring at him with unfeigned admiration.


  “You’re Carson Carruthers, aren’t you?” he asked.


  Carson felt a warm glow stealing over him. If he had been a cat he would have undoubtedly purred.


  “That’s right,” he said chuckling contentedly. “Some of my fans aren’t quite as sharp in recognizing me without the grease paint.”


  The little fellow’s smile seemed to imply that such fans were unworthy of the name.


  “My name is Minion,” he said politely. “I am acting as agent for a very important person who is extremely desirous of purchasing a body. This might seem a little strange to you Mr. Carruthers, but I assure you it is a quite legitimate transaction.”


  Carson ran a finger about the inside of his natty collar, which had suddenly seemed a bit tight.


  “A body?” he said weakly.


  Mr. Minion smiled disarmingly. “That is correct. My client is prepared to pay exceedingly well for his purchase. His only stipulation is that it be a handsome body with a fine healthy appearance. A body, Mr. Carruthers, such as yours.”


  “Mine?” Carson echoed faintly. “But—”


  “Of course,” Mr. Minion went on unhurriedly, “when the transaction occurred you would naturally have no further use for your body yourself.”


  CARSON digested this in silence. For a few seconds his mind turned the idea over without much interest, until suddenly the whole proposition became clear as crystal.


  He smiled brightly.


  “I say,” he cried, “I just get what you’re driving at. It’s like those fellows who sell themselves to science because they’ve got two stomachs, or who have green skin or something like that.” Mr. Minion smiled and chuckled. “You’ve expressed it very graphically, sir.”


  Carson beamed.


  “Put the thing into a nutshell, didn’t I?” he said, pleased with himself. Then a disquieting thought struck him. His smile faded.


  “But there’s nothing wrong with me,” he said dolefully. “Except for an attack of hiccups as a youth, I’ve been in tip-top shape all my life.”


  “That,” said Mr. Minion, “is precisely the reason you will be suitable. Not only is your physical well-being desirable, but even more important, your magnificent personal appearance makes you the ideal candidate for the proposition.”


  “Does it now?” Carson said genially. He found himself liking this little fellow more and more. “Of course it would be foolish for me to deny the obvious fact that I am quite exceptionally handsome. In my last review one critic was kind enough to say that in spite of everything I did, I looked the part of a matinee idol.”


  “How kind of him,” murmured Mr. Minion. “Now as to price. Would half a million be all right?”


  “Well,” Carson sighed, “if it’s the best—” His voice suddenly faltered as he realized what the other had said.


  “A half a million,” he gasped. “Y—you mean dollars?”


  “Naturally,” Mr. Minion said affably.


  After the first shock faded away, Carson’s well developed ego came to the fore. When all was said and done it was only a proper amount to pay for the remains of Carson Carruthers. If a man with two stomachs could get ten or twenty thousand, it was only logical that much more would be offered for such a perfect specimen as his own. Then a practical thought popped into his mind.


  “When do I get the money?” he asked in what he hoped was a casual tone.


  “Immediately after you sign the contract,” Mr. Minion answered pleasantly.


  “Cash?”


  “Of course.”


  Carson relaxed somewhat.


  “Usually my manager handles these tiresome affairs,” he said. “On my own part I can’t generate much enthusiasm over such sordid discussions. I am an artist, not a businessman. Will it be currency or check?”


  “Whichever you prefer,” Mr. Minion smiled. He was fussing with legal looking papers on his desk and now he shoved one toward Carson and held out a pen.


  CARSON scratched his name hurriedly on the bottom line of the contract. A vast excitement was growing on him. A sense of elation was rushing through his veins.


  “There you are,” he cried, completing his signature with a awkward flourish. “All in order.”


  “You’re quite light-hearted about it,” Mr. Minion observed cheerfully.


  “It’s the gay carelessness of the true artist,” Carson said expansively. “Life’s to be lived and devil take the hindmost.”


  “He probably will,” Mr. Minion chuckled. He handed Carson a duplicate of the document which he had signed. “Your copy.”


  “And the money?” Carson demanded with unartistic bluntness, “when do I get that?”


  Mr. Minion opened a drawer of his desk and pulled out several crisp stacks of currency. He put five of them into a stack and shoved them toward Carson.


  “Here you are,” he said.


  Carson picked up one of the stacks and saw that it consisted of thousand dollar bills. He swallowed nervously. There was a hundred thousand dollars in each neat bunch.


  “All in order,” Mr. Minion said genially. “May it bring you much happiness.”


  Carson stuffed the duplicate contract in his outside pocket and then jammed the money into the inner pockets of his coat.


  He was desperately afraid that any instant he was going to wake up and find his landlady standing over him demanding her rent.


  “Awfully nice of you,” he said faintly. He backed toward the door. “Sure you know what you’re doing, and everything?” he asked anxiously. “I mean this is real money and everything. You aren’t going to ask for it back, or anything, are you?”


  “My dear sir,” Mr. Minion said genially, “we have made a bargain and I am sure my client will be delighted. If you are satisfied everything is eminently satisfactory.”


  “Ev-everything, everything is wonderful,” Carson stammered breathlessly. “And—er—thanks. Thanks a million. I mean thanks a half million. Ha! Ha!” he bleated moronically. “A joke! Thanks a half million. Ha! Ha!”


  “Very funny,” said Mr. Minion opening the door. “Until we meet again, Mr. Carruthers, I wish you the best of everything.”


  He closed the door quietly and Carson, with a dazed gleam in his eye, put his hat firmly on the head of his cane and wandered blissfully down the steps.


  WITH his miraculous wealth, Carson Carruthers proceeded to knock the cynical street of Broadway right on its cynical ear. He revived the languishing “Jumping Jive” with himself in the stellar role—and scored a smash hit!


  Then he installed himself and a retinue of servants in a sixteen-room duplex penthouse apartment that was like the realization of a Hollywood producer’s dream.


  He bought himself dozens of violently colored suits and a tam. He rode the three blocks from his apartment to his theatre in a specially built automobile which tourists often mistook for a runaway streamlined locomotive.


  The parties he gave were lavish affairs, set off by gallons of champagne and tubs of caviar and all the hams on Broadway. He was the life of every party, for he invariably managed to fall or get pushed into his specially constructed swimming pool in full evening attire and this accomplishment is no small one.


  There was but one small fly in the ointment.


  Her name was Renee.


  Into every successful man’s life a fiery little French girl must fall, and Carson was no exception to the rule. Renee was the feminine lead in “Jumping Jive” and she was nine-tenths devil cat and one-tenth dark, dangerous femininity.


  The minute she saw that Carson had stumbled onto a ready pile of the green stuff, she began to sharpen her claws. Under ordinary circumstances Carson would have been pleased to have such an attractive damsel panting for him, but with Renee it was different. Somehow he realized that if he ever became entangled with her it would take a dredging company to extricate him.


  One night as he was leaving the theatre she sidled up to him and slipped her arm through his.


  “How’s my beeg boy?” she whispered huskily. “Still too busy for leetle Renee?”


  “As a matter of fact,” Carson said, tactfully disengaging her arm, “I have a date tonight with—”


  “Who is she?” Renee blazed.


  “Oh just a girl,” Carson said uneasily. “No one you’d know. She’s a cousin of mine, as a matter of fact.”


  “You’re lying,” Renee said smoulderingly. “If you were my man, cherí, and ever looked at another woman, do you know what I’d do?”


  “I can imagine,” Carson said, shuddering mentally.


  “I’d cut your heart out,” Renee hissed. “Then I’d cut the woman’s heart out. After that I would cut my own heart out!”


  Carson swallowed the sudden lump in his throat.


  “Kind of messy, I’d say,” he muttered inanely. “I mean, wouldn’t a nice quick round of bullets do the job a bit more neatly? Don’t decide right away,” he cried hastily. “Think it over carefully. Can’t rush into these things, you know.”


  With that he wheeled and scuttled out of the theatre, and was unable to relax until he reached his luxurious study and had soaked himself with a number of double shots of brandy.


  Then his courage returned.


  “SILLY of me,” he said stoutly to the life-size portrait of Carson Carruthers which hung over the mantel. “Silly to get worked up over a simple matter of a girl.”


  He had another brandy, and was composing the speech with which he would dust her out of his life forever, when his butler opened the door and announced that a Mr. Minion wished to see him.


  “Minion?” Carson said blankly. Then he remembered.


  “Show him in,” he cried heartily. It was to Mr. Minion that he owed everything.


  Mr. Minion entered the spacious room looking exactly as Carson had seen him in the tacky room of the brown-stone house, two months ago. He still wore the shiny serge suit and high collar, and his round red face still wore its expression of silent admiration.


  “Delighted to see you, my dear fellow,” Carson cried. “Sit down, won’t you?”


  “Thank you,” Mr. Minion replied politely. He seated himself gingerly on the edge of a red leather chair.


  “Everything going well with you?”


  he inquired pleasantly.


  “Splendid,” Carson said heartily. He was glad he had on his red silk dressing gown, and was smoking a cigarette in his foot-long holder. It gave him a feeling of nonchalant importance.


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Mr. Minion said earnestly.


  “Yes, things are excellent,” Carson said, resting his elbow on the mantle. “Was there anything in particular you wished to see me about?”


  Mr. Minion shook his head with a little smile.


  “No. Nothing at all. I just happened to be passing, and I thought I’d drop in and see that you were—ah—keeping fit.”


  Carson yawned elaborately.


  “In that case, since I’m rather exhausted—”


  Mr. Minion stood up.


  “I hope I haven’t bored you,” he said anxiously. “I really must be going.”


  “So soon?” Carson asked, leading him toward the door. “Feel free to drop in any time, Mr. Minion. Although my art is a stern and trying master, I always have time to say a few words to old friends. Good night, Mr. Minion.”


  “Good night,” Mr. Minion said pleasantly. “Until we meet again, enjoy yourself.”


  Carson closed the door on the little man’s round figure, a faint frown creasing his brow. He found himself curiously disturbed by Mr. Minion’s visit.


  “Nonsense,” he told himself severely. “You’re just tired. You give too much of yourself to the theatre. A night’s sleep will fix you up.”


  So he went to bed, but he found it strangely hard to get to sleep.


  IN THE morning Carson thought more about Mr. Minion’s visit, but in the sunny brightness of a new day he was able to smile at his nervousness of the previous evening.


  It was only logical for the fellow to pop in from time to time. After all they had signed a contract.


  It occurred to Carson for the first time that he had never read the contract which he had signed in the brown-stone house two months previously.


  “Always the artist,” he sighed. “Too preoccupied with the drama of Life to pore over musty scraps of paper.” Then he hurried to his closet to find the contract, which he remembered having stuffed carelessly into the coat he had been wearing.


  The suit was fortunately still in his wardrobe, and his anxious fingers plucked from its pocket the bulky sealed contract which he had accepted from Mr. Minion.


  Seating himself in a comfortable chair and lighting a cigarette, Carson broke the seals of red wax and spread out the contract. The contract was written in long hand, with many Spencerian flourishes, and at the top of the paper was the name Carson Carruthers. “Ah!” Carson said, “top billing.” Then his eyes dropped to the body of the contract. It read:


  The above named, who shall henceforth be known as the party of first part does hereby transfer to Satan, who shall henceforth be known as the party of the second part, his corporeal substance intact and complete. This transfer shall take place not later than two months after the signing of this unholy contract. In consideration of this, the party of the second part, who is alias Lucifer, Beelzebub, Old Nick etc., does agree to give the party of the first part such monies and material possessions as he does demand. (In this case a half-million dollars. M.)


  Witnessed by Satan’s personal minion.


  Signed


  Carson Carruthers


  On the bottom were the words His Mark and the stamp of a cloven hoof!


  Carson read the contract three times before he made any sense out of it. According to this preposterous contract he had sold his body to the devil! What a silly idea! Someone was trying to pull his leg, that was obvious. For whoever heard of anyone selling his body to the devil? A soul maybe, but certainly not a body.


  He re-read the contract again, chuckling. According to it the time limit of two months would be up—why it would be up today! Today was the deadline.


  Carson stood up and tossed the parchment onto a table. It was all so absurd. Even to the point of being witnessed by the devil’s personal minion.


  It was then Carson recalled that the round little man who had arranged the deal had called himself Mr. Minion. That gave him a slight start.


  “But it’s all so perfectly ridiculous,” he said aloud, a moment later.


  Then another question popped into his mind.


  If everything was so silly, why had the man who called himself Minion given him the half-million dollars?


  Carson Carruthers was not superstitious, but he did have a streak of caution in his make-up.


  “I think I had better see this fellow, Minion,” he muttered nervously.


  HE DRESSED hurriedly and left his apartment. Downstairs he called a cab and gave the driver the address of the brownstone house in lower Manhattan. Settling back against the cushions, his poise returned. When he saw Minion, he’d get this thing straightened out in a hurry. If anyone was trying to play practical jokes on Carson Carruthers they’d rue it before he finished with them.


  The lines of a play, in which he had been a spectacular flop, came to him.


  “The blighters will know the feel of my steel, before another sun has set,” he cried grimly.


  “What?” the cabby said, shooting a startled look back at his fare.


  “Er-nothing,” Carson said. “How much farther?”


  “Block or so,” the cabby answered, swinging his hack off the boulevard into a side street.


  Carson recognized the houses on the street. They were all two story wooden structures, and they stood out in his mind because they were all so different from the five story brownstone in the middle of the block. The five-story brownstone which he had visited two months ago to the day.


  The cab came to a stop. The driver looked back at him questioningly.


  “Here we are,” he said.


  Carson looked out and saw that they were parked in front of a deserted, vacant lot.


  “This is the address you gave me,” the cabby said, answering the unspoken question in Carson’s large grey eyes.


  “But it can’t be!” Carson cried. “The house I want is a five-story brownstone. It’s in this block. It must be farther down.”


  The cabby shook his head.


  “I know the neighborhood pretty well,” he said, “and there ain’t never been any house like that along this street. Are you sure you got the right address?”


  Carson was sure, but thinking the thing over, he decided that he must have made a mistake. There was certainly no house in this block that even resembled the one he had visited. The only thing to do was to check the address from the advertisement in the newspaper.


  “Drive me to the office of the Standard,” he ordered.


  THE girl in the filing department of the newspaper was courteous and efficient. She brought him a bound volume of the paper and helped him find the issue of the date he was seeking.


  Carson thanked her and turned quickly to the help wanted columns. His finger ran down the second column to where he remembered he had seen the ad.


  A worried frown creased his forehead. The ad didn’t seem to be in the same place. He ran through the entire five columns of help wanted ads, but he found nothing that even faintly resembled the ad he had answered.


  He called the courteous, efficient girl and informed her that something was wrong with the paper.


  She in turn, called the department manager and informed him that this gentleman had informed her that something was wrong with the paper.


  “I answered an ad in this paper,” Carson explained desperately. “Now I can’t find it. The ad has gone, disappeared, vanished.”


  The courteous efficient girl and the department manager exchanged looks.


  “Ads don’t vanish,” the department manager said, with just a touch of coldness in his voice. “Not from the Standard anyway. However we shall check our files and see if such an ad as you describe has been listed in our columns.”


  In ten minutes the courteous, efficient girl informed Carson that no such ad had ever been placed in the columns of the Standard.


  “Th-thank you,” Carson mumbled.


  He left the newspaper office and went to his apartment. As he strode into his lounge, a small, round figure stood up from a chair before the fireplace and smiled at him.


  “How do you do?” Mr. Minion said pleasantly.


  “You!” Carson choked. “Where have you been?”


  “I’ve been in—”


  “Don’t say it,” Carson said frantically. “Not if its where I’m afraid you’ve been. Tell me about all this nonsense of selling my body to the devil. It isn’t true, is it?”


  “It is quite true,” Mr. Minion said with all of his old pleasantness. “You signed the contract and everything is quite definitely legal. The transfer will take place tonight at twelve.”


  “But why?” Carson cried, “does he want my body? I thought he dealt in souls.”


  “His Malignancy desires to spend some time on Earth in human form. Naturally he must have a human body for this purpose. I was sent up to handle the legal end of things. He insisted on a handsome body, so I selected you. I am sure he will be quite delighted with my choice. If things work out as I hope I may be promoted to foreman of a brimstone crew.”


  “Stop it!” Carson cried. “It’s all some terrible joke. I don’t believe a word you say. I’m going out to get drunk and when I get back you’d better be cleared out of here.”


  “Enjoy yourself until twelve,” Mr. Minion smiled.


  Carson tore out of the apartment and headed for a bar. As he climbed on a stool and ordered a double brandy, a soft familiar voice cooed in his ear.


  “Eet is Renee’s beeg boy out for a good time, no?”


  Carson jerked around and saw that Renee, clad in a slinky black satin dress, was perched on the stool next to him. Her piquant face was lighted with an insinuating smile, and in the depths of her deep eyes slumbering fires lurked dangerously.


  “Have a drink,” he said abruptly.


  “Have lots of drinks. Let’s everybody get drunk.”


  “Babeey!” Renee cried happily . . .


  AT eleven forty-five P. M. of the same day, Carson staggered into his library and collapsed on a couch. He was carrying a load of alcoholic beverages that would have taxed a ten-ton truck, and their fiery fumes created a fog before his eyes that cloaked the room in white vagueness. The furniture swam about before his eyes in a circular motion, but finally its rotary activity slowed to the point where he could distinguish a human figure whirling about in one of the chairs.


  He blinked his eyes to bring the circling figure into focus, and then was drunkenly sorry that he had done so. For Mr. Minion’s pink face emerged from the blur and assumed a stationary position before him. Mr. Minion was facing him, smiling blandly.


  “Have a good time?” he asked companionably.


  Carson shuddered.


  “Go ’way,” he groaned.


  “Soon I will,” Mr. Minion said affably. “In a few moments my work will be completed.”


  The words shook Carson from his alcoholic stupor.


  “Now just a minute,” he said blearily. “Don’t give me any more of thish stuff about losing my body to Old Nick. It’s jush a lot of nonsense, thash all it is.”


  Mr. Minion sighed and glanced at his watch.


  “You shall see,” he said quietly. “You have made the bargain and soon you must satisfy your end of it.”


  The minutes ticked away in silence, and with each passing second, Carson could feel the effects of the brandy fading. A nervous sweat beaded his forehead and his hands twined together anxiously.


  He almost jumped a foot off the couch when the clock began to chime the hour of midnight. Then his blood turned to something like ice-water as an angry blast of air whipped through the room, rattling the pictures on the wall and lashing the heavy draperies into tangled swirls.


  Mr. Minion rose to his feet. There was a tense, expectant expression on his face, and in the depths of his eyes a nameless fear lurked.


  Suddenly the room seemed filled with a rumbling noise. Carson felt the stinging fumes of sulphur in his nostrils, and then a clap of thunder broke against his ears and a flash of lightning seared his eyes.


  When his eyes recovered from the sudden shock of the blinding light, he saw that another personage had entered the scene. And the commanding, black-clad height, the baleful glare of the new arrival, left him little doubt as to his identity.


  In the center of the room, arms folded, head thrown back arrogantly, Satan surveyed the scene with sardonic amusement.


  His raking black eyes swept from Mr. Minion to Carson Carruthers’ trembling figure on the couch.


  “Is this the man?” he demanded in a voice that sapped the juice from Carson’s spine.


  “Yes, Your Malignancy,” Mr. Minion said diffidently.


  IF Carson had thought the whole affair a practical joke at one time, he had no such doubts now. This black creature he was facing was the real thing. He knew it. Although he could see only the black eyes through the heavy mask that covered the evil one’s face, they were enough to convince him. Those black eyes that stared so covetously at him were old and hard and malignant beyond the imagination of any man.


  “I am satisfied,” Satan said abruptly.


  “N—now just a minute,” Carson said pleadingly. “I didn’t know what I was getting into when I signed that contract. Anyway, why do you want my body?”


  “I need it,” Satan said inexorably. His eyes flicked downward for an instant, Carson followed his gaze and saw the tip of a cloven hoof protruding from beneath the enveloping black cape Satan wore. Also he saw the pronged tip of a horrid-looking tail twitching restlessly.


  “I cannot walk the Earth in my present shape,” Satan said grimly. need a form such as yours for my purposes.”


  His long arms suddenly raised above his head and fingers spread like the talons of a mighty hawk. Carson saw the flashing lights in the black, malevolent eyes growing brighter before his swimming vision. But just at the instant his senses were leaving him, a shrill angry voice cut through the evil fog that was sweeping over him.


  “What the hell ees thees?” the enraged voice cried shrilly. “Who are theese people, Babeey?”


  Carson struggled bewilderedly to his feet. Standing in the doorway was Renee, her fiery dark beauty enhanced by the billowing white negligee she was wearing.


  At the sound of her voice Satan swept his cloak over his face and crouched close to the floor. Mr. Minion, for once, lost his expression of imperturbable affability. His jaw sagged dazedly.


  Renee stamped into the room.


  “Who are zey?” she demanded. Must we have a convention here the first night of our marriage?”


  “Marriage?” gasped Mr. Minion.


  CARSON shook his head as his memory came back to him. After drinking all day with Renee, he recalled that they had gotten married in a little village in Connecticut. He remembered carrying her over the threshold of the apartment and then things had got blackish.


  “What business ees eet of yours?” Renee blazed at Mr. Minion. “Thees ees our wedding night. How you say? Our honey-moon!”


  “Now darling,” Carson said placatingly, as he heard an angry hiss from the crouching figure of Satan.


  “Don’t ‘darling’ me!” Renee cried hotly. “Tell theese bums to clear out or I throw them out!”


  “Unworthy minion,” Satan said coldly. “My orders were for a single man.”


  “But,” Mr. Minion said imploringly, “I didn’t know.”


  “What ees all theese?” Renee yelled shrilly. Her glance flew to Satan, swept down to the protruding hoof.


  “A ventriloquist!” she screamed, whirling on Mr. Minion.


  “You have ze nerve to bring a goat into my house? How dare you?”


  “Madam,” Mr. Minion said frantically, “you don’t know what you’re saying. That is not a goat, that—”


  “Never argue with a woman,” Satan said moodily. “I got my fingers burnt once that way.”


  “More ventriloquist beesiness!” Renee shrieked. Her hair was tousled, and her small white teeth were bared angrily. She looked as if she were drawing a bead on Mr. Minion’s jugular vein. “Eef you want your goat to leave here alive, eef you want to leave here alive yourself, you will get out before I lose my temper.”


  “You have failed me, Minion,” Satan said blackly.


  “The situation is not hopeless, Master,” Mr. Minion said pleadingly.


  “Even though Heaven has joined them, cannot Reno divorce them?”


  Renee sprang for a vase. With a delivery that Lefty Grove might have envied, she hurled it straight at Mr. Minion. It missed him by an inch and crashed into the wall.


  “Peeg!” she screamed. “Get out!” She sprang for another vase.


  Satan slunk toward the door.


  “We leave,” he snarled. “Even if I could become this woman’s husband, I would rather go back to hell—” With an angry, baffled hiss, he swept his arms down in a vicious gesture.


  A wind whistled through the room and a bolt of light crashed over their heads. When the smoke cleared Satan and his minion had vanished.


  “Pooh!” Renee sniffed. “Theese actors. Always zey must make ze dramatic exit.”


  Carson Carruthers, who had been standing helplessly throughout the entire stormy scene, suddenly slumped backward onto the sofa, a gusty sigh wheezing through his lips.


  Renee slipped onto his lap.


  “My babee is so pale,” she cooed. Carson gulped.


  “A—am I?” he said faintly.


  Renee rested her cheek against his. “You remember what I say;” she murmured softly, “what I do if I catch you wit’ another woman? You remem—I say I cut your heart out?”


  “Y—yes,” Carson said. “I remember.”


  “Well don’t forget it!” Renee cooed dreamily. “What God has put together let no man or woman—or goat, put apart!”


  “No darling,” Carson Carruthers said thinking of hell, “I won’t.”


  Then he looked at Renee and thought of hell again—wistfully.


  MYSTERY ON BASE 10


  First published in the January 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Veya Mallon knew her father wasn’t a traitor, so she blasted spaceward to prove it—right into a hornet’s nest of conspirators . . .


  THERE was a tense, painful silence in the chromium and duraglass office as Space Commander Wilson finally glanced up from the reports which littered his metal desk.


  His eyes shifted from the tall, blonde, red-tuniced lieutenant who stood at attention before his desk, to the small lovely girl who was seated on the edge of a steel chair, hands clenched anxiously.


  His kindly, deeply lined face softened in unspoken sympathy as he dropped his gaze back to the papers spread before him.


  “Tin terribly sorry, Miss Mallon,” he said quietly, “but there is nothing in the official report to substantiate your claim. Believe me, I’m as anxious as you are to clear your father’s name. Unfortunately, the facts point conclusively to his guilt. It is impossible to change the verdict on the strength of your suspicions.”


  Veya Mallon sprang to her feet angrily, every line of her slim, supple body expressing her emotion.


  “Oh how can I make you see that you are being very unfair!” she cried. “You know—you must know, that he wasn’t a traitor. He just couldn’t be. And yet you don’t raise a finger to try to find some evidence that will clear his name.”


  She paused a moment, bit her lip, then went on.


  “My father was killed,” she said bitterly, “because the information he possessed would have incriminated some Earth officer as a traitor. For that reason he was murdered. Papers were planted on him to make it look as if he were in the pay of the Martian Federation. On his last trip to Base Ten he discovered the information he had been tracking down for years. But before he could get back to Earth, he was killed. The story about him running from a Martian ship and being killed in the battle is an out-and-out lie. You knew my father, Commander Wilson. He never ran from an enemy ship in his life.”


  Wilson passed a hand wearily over his tired eyes.


  “Veya, my dear,” he said huskily, “your father was my closest friend. I knew him as a courageous space fighter, without an ounce of fear in his makeup. But from all the evidence, it is dead certain that he did run from the Martian ship on his last flight. Undoubtedly he did so rather than risk a general battle that might attract other of our space fighters to the scene. Since he was carrying enemy instructions on his person at the time, he couldn’t risk any chance of detection from our force.


  “As much as I wished it were otherwise, the facts are definite. I have checked and rechecked them personally. There is no possibility of any mistake. Your father was in the pay of Mars, a traitor to Earth. Ironically enough, he was killed running from a Martian ship. I’m sorry, my dear, but that is the final verdict.”


  Veya Mallon turned appealing eyes to the tall lieutenant.


  “Lieutenant Vickers,” she said imploringly. “Couldn’t you have made a mistake, somehow, somewhere? Couldn’t it have been some other ship you saw running before the Martian cruiser?”


  Lieutenant Vickers’ boyish face twisted miserably.


  “I wish I were mistaken, Vey—Miss Mallon,” he said steadily. “But when the two ships flashed past my visi-screen I had a side-on view of your father’s ship and the markings were unmistakable. I started after them, but it was twenty minutes before


  I sighted either ship again. Then it was your father’s, drifting out of control. I boarded his ship and found him lying dead. In his uniform pocket were the papers from the Martian Federation. It was my duty to turn them in, and I did.”


  VENYA MALLON’S pale features hardened. Her dark eyes flashed angrily at the two men.


  “My father was not a coward or a traitor,” she cried desperately. “I know that and so do both of you. But still you’ll stand by and see his name dishonored because you’re afraid to dig into the rotten mess that caused his death. Well, I’m not afraid. I’m going to shout his innocence so loud that someone will have to listen to me. And before I’m through I’ll find out who framed him and killed him. I’ll do that, even if it means my own life.”


  Trembling with anger Veya spun on her heel and started for the door.


  Lieutenant Vickers moved to intercept her.


  “Veya,” he said pleadingly, “please listen—”


  Veya Mallon jerked a small diamond ring from her finger and dropped it at his feet.


  “Please don’t speak to me again,” she said.


  Then she stepped through the door.


  Lieutenant Tom Vickers stood still for a silent instant, the blood draining from his face. Then he stooped slowly and picked up the ring from the floor and stared at it dazedly.


  “I’m sorry, son,” Commander Wilson said kindly. “All of this has been a terrible strain on Veya and you must be patient with her. She’s overwrought, nervous, emotionally shocked by her father’s death. Time is the only thing that will help her.”


  Tom Vickers stared blindly at the ring in his hands.


  “Th-thanks, sir,” he said brokenly. “But I’m afraid the only thing that will ever change Veya is the exoneration of her father’s name. And that’s impossible. I hated to testify as I did, but it was the only course open to me. I’ve wished a thousand times that I might have been looking the other way when his ship flashed across my screen, but I wasn’t.”


  Commander Wilson nodded slowly. “It’s hard on you, boy,” he said quietly, “but you must try and make her understand your position in the affair. And it might be a good idea if you’d attempt to convince her that her father actually was guilty. As hard as that will be for her to accept, it will be easier for her in the long run to realize that he was guilty. Then she can adjust herself to the facts and try and forget them. Her present resentful attitude will only make her more miserable, more sensitive and nervous.”


  “I’ll do what I can,” Vickers said shrugging, “but I’m afraid I’ll get nowhere. For the past week I’ve tried to reason with her, but that only seems to make her more determined that he wasn’t guilty.”


  Commander Wilson looked thoughtful.


  “In that case,” he said, “it might be best not to antagonize her by further efforts to prove her father’s guilt. I think it would be best if we say nothing more to her on the subject. She has made up her mind. We can’t change it. She’ll have to do that herself.”


  “Yes, sir,” Vickers said. “If you don’t need me any more, Commander, I’d like a forty-eight hours’ leave to sort of straighten myself out again.”


  “Certainly, my boy,” Commander Wilson said heartily. “Take all the time you want. When you feel right, come back. Not before.”


  Vickers thanked him and left the office.


  OUTSIDE he stared unseeingly at the vast, sprawling space field, with its dozens of mooring towers and expulsion tubes, repair pits and checking offices. Freight, atomically condensed, was rolling into the holds of the mighty freight cruisers to be carried to the farthest limits of the solar system. Fighting and scout ships were hissing into the void from expulsion tubes every minute or so, blasting through the cold darkness of space to their allotted lanes and schedules. Everything was orderly confusion and efficient speed.


  Vickers had grown up with scenes like this before him, almost a part of his own nature. Something he loved with an affection that was as vast as the void. But now it soured in his mouth. Everything, somehow, had lost its meaning, when Veya had dropped his ring contemptuously at his feet.


  He realized that all he had worked for had been for her benefit. With her, everything and anything had been glorious. Without her, it was all pointless and futile.


  And there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.


  He turned and walked moodily along the ramp until he reached the small office that recorded the movement of ships in and out of the vast terminal. A small, fussy-looking man in the doorway saw him and waved.


  “Want to see you,” the little man said. “Veya Mallon just left from tube 22 in your single-seater. Said you said it was all right. Irregular as the very devil, but I let her go. Want you to sign a clearance form for your ship.”


  “Veya Mallon,” Vickers said unbelievingly. “You say she left in my ship?”


  “That’s right,” the little man snapped. “Anything wrong with that? I knowed you two was practically one. Didn’t bother to check with you.”


  “It’s okay,” Vickers said, and signed the clearance form. “Did you say tube 22?”


  “Yep. She arced out not more than a minute ago.”


  Worried, Vickers hurried along the ramp until he reached the conical base of expulsion tube 22. He couldn’t imagine why Veya had taken his ship. Feeling as she did about him, it wasn’t logical. But maybe it was the only way she could get a ship. He knew she didn’t have one of her own. But what destination was so important to her, that she had to practically steal a ship to get there. That was what worried him.


  He grabbed the first rocket man he bumped into.


  “Were you here when Miss Mallon left?” he demanded.


  “Yes, sir,” the mechanic replied, stiffening to attention. “She just left, Lieutenant. She took a course twenty-two degrees off normal arc using full power. Destination Interplanetary Base Ten.”


  Base Ten! That was the base which had figured so prominently in the testimony against Veya’s father. He had been reported leaving Base Ten when the Martian raider caught him. Veya had said repeatedly that it was on Base Ten that her father had discovered the plot against Earth. According to Veya the evidence proved that several Earth officers were involved in the conspiracy.


  Base Ten was a dangerous hell-hole, rotten with intrigue and espionage, and no place at all for a hot-headed young girl. Interplanetary law kept it open as a free base between Mars and Earth and it had become a cauldron of trouble, harboring the suspicious characters of both planets and offering a fertile field to free-lance agents from the other members of the solar system. If Veya was heading for Base Ten, she was heading for trouble.


  “Anything wrong, Lieutenant?” the mechanic asked respectfully.


  “I hope not,” Vickers answered. “I’ll be back in about ten minutes, and I’ll need a ship ready to go. Set it for Base Ten and have it sparking when I return.”


  The mechanic jumped to his job, and Vickers wheeled and headed for Commander Wilson’s office. He entered without knocking.


  COMMANDER Wilson looked up, surprised, as Vickers barged in.


  “What’s up?” he demanded.


  “Veya Mallon has just left for Base Ten,” Vickers replied. “She took my ship, evidently with some idea of discovering proof of her father’s innocence there. I’d like your permission, sir, to follow her and see that she isn’t involved in any trouble. Base Ten is a dangerous spot for a young girl with ideas like Veya’s in her head. I feel, somehow, responsible for her safety.” Commander Wilson stood up and ran a hand through his graying hair. He walked to the huge side window of his office and stared worriedly over the sprawling space field.


  “Base Ten, eh?” he muttered irritably. “Silly girl should have had better sense than to head there.”


  “Then it’s all right with you, sir, if I leave immediately?”


  Commander Wilson turned from the window, tugging anxiously at his lower lip.


  “Vickers,” he said gravely, “I cannot grant you permission to follow Veya Mallon. We need you here, on hand for any emergency that might develop. While I think a great deal of Veya myself, we can’t let ourselves forget that our duty is here, not on Base Ten. If I could spare you, I’d stretch a point. But as it is, your request is impossible. If our space pilots were at liberty to chase about the void on personal matters, what kind of a fleet do you think we’d have? With Mars waiting to strike at any opening we leave, we can’t take the chances of weakening any defensive line.”


  “But what about Veya?” Vickers exploded. “With the information she had about Earth defenses, she’d be a ripe plum to fall into the hands of Martian agents on Ten.”


  “We’ll have to take that chance,” Commander Wilson said quietly. “Earth cannot spare space pilots, Lieutenant Vickers.”


  Vickers felt a hot flood of anger rushing through him. Maybe it was illogical and inconsistent, but he knew, somehow, that Veya would need him on Base Ten. The thought of her in trouble, while he was twiddling his thumbs on Earth, was too much for him.


  “Commander Wilson,” he barked. “I’m going to Ten. Call it a hunch or something equally silly, but I feel my job is there.”


  Commander Wilson’s features hardened into stern lines.


  “I gave you an order, Lieutenant Vickers,” he said, “and I intend that it be obeyed. If you leave this space field for Base Ten I will flash orders to our fighter ships to blast you out of the void on sight! You are dismissed.” A reckless fury was churning Vickers now, tipping the scales of caution and judgment in his mind.


  “Send your order,” he snapped. “But it will take more than a fleet of fighting ships to stop me from getting to Ten.”


  He turned and sprang to the door. “Stop!” Commander Wilson thundered. His hands dug for the service electron gun at his waist, but the door had banged shut behind Vickers before he could clear it from the holster. He stepped quickly to a tele-screen.


  VICKERS reached expulsion tube 22 in a half-minute of furious running. The mechanic was waiting for him.


  “Everything’s ready, sir,” he snapped. “All rockets firing at point two, course set dead for Base Ten.”


  “Fine,” Vickers said breathlessly. “Shove the firing pin the minute I seal the hatch. I’m in a helluva hurry.”


  He clambered up the narrow iron steps to the square platform of the expulsion tube. Opening the hatch of the trim single-seater set in the chamber of the tube, he was halfway into the ship when he heard the sudden shout below and behind him.


  Glancing back he saw a half-dozen land soldiers racing along the ramp toward him. One of them, a sergeant in the lead, was shouting at the top of his voice to the mechanic, who was standing before the control panel of the expulsion tube.


  “Shove that pin!” Vickers yelled. The mechanic paused indecisively, looking from the rapidly approaching soldiers up to Vickers.


  “I’m sorry, Lieutenant,” he said worriedly, “but there seems to be something wrong. I’d better wait and—”


  “Do as you’re told!” Vickers roared. “Shove that pin!”


  His voice acted as a stimulant to the hesitating mechanic.


  “Right, sir,” he snapped briskly. His hand slapped the firing pin into position at the same instant that Vickers decked into the ship and banged the hatch shut.


  With a rushing roar the slim single-seater flashed out of the tube and disappeared into the void, trailing sparks the indication of its swift cleavage of Earth’s atmosphere.


  Inside the bullet-like, rocketing ship, Vickers seated himself at the controls and breathed a sigh of relief. A tenth of a second delay then, and he would have been in the hands of Wilson’s land soldiers. He checked the controls with a quick, practised eye, glanced at the wide visi-screen, and then settled down for the long trip to Base Ten. He realized with sharp clarity that his actions would break him forever with the Earth space fleet, but he forced this thought from his mind. The only thing he wanted to think of now was Veya. As long as she was safe, everything else was ail right. If she wasn’t—He hunched his big shoulders forward, and jammed the auxiliary rocket lever into place. Under this emergency power the flashing ship shot ahead with a spine-jarring spurt . . .


  TWENTY-THREE hours later, Vickers moored at Base Ten. The red-and-gold insignia on the cowling of his ship gave him mooring preference over the pleasure and commercial ships which were waiting.


  When he climbed out of his ship and descended the ladder, two officers of the Base were waiting for him.


  For an instant a cold hand of fear closed over his stomach. If Commander Wilson had flashed a message to the base headquarters, it would be all over with him now.


  “Welcome, Lieutenant,” one of them said cordially. “Any special reason for the visit, or are you just gallivanting around for the fun of it?”


  “Hardly,” Vickers said easily. He was almost trembling with relief, but he forced his voice to disguise his emotion. “Just a routine trip. You haven’t heard from Commander Wilson lately, have you?” he asked, as casually as he could.


  The senior officer, a red-faced, stocky, second lieutenant, shook his head.


  “Not a word for the last two days. Suits us here. The quieter things are, the better we like it,” he smiled.


  Vickers smiled too. So far he still had a free hand.


  “By the way,” he asked, “has Miss Veya Mallon moored here today? I think she was expected up this way.” The second lieutenant nodded.


  “She pulled in about six minutes ahead of you, Lieutenant. Too bad that a nice kid like that should have a father who’d sell out to the enemy.”


  “Which way did she go?” Vickers asked, trying to cloak his impatience.


  The red-faced junior officer pondered.


  “I was standing here,” he said, scratching his head, “when she walked by me from the other mooring tower. I think a couple of guys met her, and she left with them.”


  “Did you know them?” Vickers asked quickly.


  The officer shook his head. “There’s too many bums here on Ten for me to remember all of them. But I think I saw one of the fellows hanging around the Interplanetary Hotel a few nights ago, but I can’t be sure. Every double-crossing saboteur and spy in the business hangs out there. It’ll be a fine day when we clean that place out for good.”


  “The Interplanetary Hotel,” Vickers murmured. “That’s third layer, south, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, sir. Why? You interested in somebody over there?”


  “I might be,” Vickers said grimly.


  “I just might be.”


  He nodded to the two officers and started off. They saluted as he passed them and strode down the ramp to the exit gates of the space field.


  WHEN he reached the Interplanetary Hotel an hour or so later, he ordered a drink of Saturn squeelah,[*] and did a bit of serious thinking.


  The officer had been sure that Veya had been met at the space field. No one could have known she was coming, but still, somehow, someone had managed to pick up the information and meet her as she arrived.


  A worried frown cut a furrow across his brow.


  There was no doubt in his mind that Veya had stumbled into something dangerous. The men who met her obviously would lull her suspicions with some plausible story until she was too deep to turn back. Why she had been picked up was a question he couldn’t readily answer. Neither did he have any idea of who had ordered her met at the space field. But he was sure that they had met her for a reason, and it was a million to one that that reason would explain a lot of the peculiar questions which were bothering him.


  He finished his drink and was turning from the automatic liquor dispensary when he saw a small, swarthy man hurrying past him, holding a handkerchief to his cheek. The man crossed the side foyer and disappeared through a small door that led, Vickers knew, to a first aid station.


  Curious, Vickers waited until the man reappeared. There was a strange tingling sensation at the base of his spine as he saw the long, thin scratch that ran down the man’s cheek.


  For a brief second he hesitated as the somberly dressed, swarthy man hurried back across the foyer and made for the elatubes. Then he turned and ambled carelessly after him. But when he reached the elatube the door had already clicked and the car had rocketed upward on its mile flight.


  Vickers waited impatiently for the car to return. Some sixth sense harried him, raised the hackles at the base of his neck. There seemed to be some vague pattern to everything that had happened, but the exact design of it eluded him. He felt as if he were in a labyrinth of strange motives and actions, and if he could find the right path to follow it would lead directly to the heart of the puzzle.


  And it was a puzzle. He appreciated that with greater force as each instant slipped past. Looking back he could see the puzzle. But he knew he would have to look forward and move forward to find the key.


  When the elatube car returned he called the operator to him.


  “A friend of mine got into your car, but the door closed before I could hail him,” he said easily. “I wonder if you remember what level he got off on? He was a small fellow with a sallow complexion and a fresh scar on his cheek. Remember him?”


  The elatube operator scratched his head, then nodded.


  “Got off on the sixth level, twentieth floor. Seemed kind of mad about something. I guess he’s the one you mean.”


  Vickers thanked him and stepped into the elatube car.


  “Sixth level,” he said, “twentieth floor. I think I’ll surprise my friend.”


  THE elatube operator set the controls and the car ascended swiftly.


  It covered the trip in a half a minute. Vickers stepped out of the car and moved down the wide aluminum corridor, glancing at the doors on either side of him.


  Within a dozen feet he stopped. He had no way of knowing what room the swarthy man occupied. It would have to be discovered by trial and error.


  He selected a door and knocked sharply.


  A middle-aged woman answered.


  “I’m looking for my two friends,” Vickers explained to her questioning look. “But I don’t have their room number. I thought perhaps I could save myself a trip back down to the desk by inquiring for them. One of them is small and dark with short, black hair and narrow eyes. Do you remember anyone like that on this floor?”


  The woman jerked a thumb to her right.


  “Down two doors from me,” she said ungraciously. “And tell ’em not to be making such a fuss. A hour or so ago you’d think they was staging a wrassling match in there.”


  Vickers hands clenched.


  “Thanks,” he snapped. There was a tight feeling across his shoulders as he strode down the corridor past one door and stopped at the next.


  He knew there was no time for anything but direct action. He pounded on the door with the heavy palm of his hand.


  There was a complete silence inside the room for almost a minute, then Vickers heard cautious footsteps approaching the door. A bolt clicked and the door, opened a few inches.


  Vickers stared through the crack and recognized the swarthy man he had followed from the foyer peering out at him.


  “Whadda you want?” the swarthy man growled. But Vickers noticed his beady eyes moving furtively over the red tunic of the Earth space fleet he was wearing.


  “I want in,” Vickers snapped. He placed his palm against the door and shoved hard. The door swung inward under his weight and the swarthy little man flew backward almost sprawling to the floor.


  “What’s the idea?” he panted fearfully.


  Vickers shot a quick glance about the room. Another man was rising from a chair, a look of mingled surprise and fear stamped on his face.


  There was no one else in the luxuriously furnished room.


  “I just have a few questions I want answered,” he said softly. “First of all where did you get that scratch on your face?”


  “What business is it of yours?” the swarthy man snarled.


  “Maybe none,” Vickers said, still quietly. “But it might be just my business. If you’d rather talk without your front teeth just keep stalling.”


  “I fell,” the swarthy man said surlily. “My face got scraped on the edge of a chair. Anything else you want to know?”


  “Yes,” Vickers said. “Just one thing more. Where is Veya Mallon?”


  THE words had hardly left his mouth before he knew they had scored. Both men started convulsively, then their hands dug frantically for their pockets.


  Vickers sprang forward, his right fist smashing into the swarthy man’s face with the force of a pile-driver. The man went flying backward, his face broken beyond recognition by the power of the sledge-hammer punch. He crashed to the floor, twitched once and was still.


  Vickers wheeled and charged for the other man, whose electron gun was just clearing his pocket. The gun exploded with a vicious kiss as Vickers’ heavy shoulder slammed into the man’s stomach.


  The force of his tackle hurled the man backward into the wall. His head snapped into its steel-hard surface with a sickening crunch. The gun slipped from nerveless fingers as the man doubled and dropped to the floor, a soggy red ooze plastering the back of his head.


  Vickers scrambled to his feet and strode to the closet. The door was bolted, but he snapped the lock with a powerful drive of his shoulders. The door swung inward and Vickers heard an inarticulate moan from the darkness of the closet.


  Dropping to his knees he found Veya’s bound form doubled up in a corner. He lifted her in his arms and carried her carefully to the bed.


  There was a nasty bruise on her pale forehead, but she was not unconscious. He ripped the gag from her mouth, with fingers that trembled with rage.


  “I prayed you’d come,” she gasped weakly. “It was a trap, but I didn’t realize it soon enough.”


  “Don’t talk,” Vickers said soothingly.


  He untied the bonds from her wrists and ankles and then chafed her arms until the circulation was restored.


  “Tom,” Veya said faintly. “I’ve discovered everything I needed. In the drawer of the desk here are the papers that my father was bringing back to Earth when he was killed. That was why he was killed. Because of what those papers and documents would mean when they were presented on Earth.”


  Vickers stepped to the desk and opened the drawer. A folio of papers in a leather case was inside. He removed it and sat down again beside Veya.


  For fifteen minutes he pored through the documents in the leather case, and when he finished there was an incredulous look on his face.


  “It’s positively incredible,” he muttered. “Now I can see the whole scene. Your father discovered these and started back to Earth with them. The Martians discovered their absence and started after him. Your father decided to run for it, rather than fight, because he didn’t want to take any chances with these documents in his possession. But they caught him, crippled his ship, boarded it and killed him. Then they recovered these papers and planted other ones on your father to make it look as if he were the traitor.”


  “It’s all horribly clear,” Veya said shuddering. “But why did they have to plant the other papers on him? He was dead and beyond hurting them then. They had these papers back in their possession. Why was it necessary to make him appear to be a traitor?”


  “It was a devilishly clever move,” Vickers said slowly, “to invalidate and discredit any of your father’s papers which might subsequently have been brought to light. They didn’t know but what he might have had other data and records of a damning nature hidden in his own files. If anything like that turned up they were prepared for it. Because a convicted traitor’s records would have little or no weight in any military court. But these records in this leather case are absolutely conclusive. You’re father’s name will be cleared and the real traitor will face a firing squad.”


  “I don’t think so!” a muffled voice said behind them.


  VICKERS wheeled and saw a tall, masked figure standing in the doorway, an electron gun held unwaveringly in his hand. A black cloak completely concealed the masked man’s body, down to the knees.


  “Without those papers,” the curiously muffled voice went on, “your case will be declared ridiculous. So I’ll trouble you for the leather case.”


  “You can’t get away with this,” Vickers said bitterly.


  “I’m the best judge of that,” the muffled voice said mockingly.


  Vickers stood up, the leather case in his hands. He stepped forward and extended the case to the masked figure, who reached for it avidly, his eyes glitteringly triumphantly behind the concealing mask.


  His hand touched it, and at the same instant a spiteful hiss cracked through the room. The masked figure turned slowly and Vickers saw a round, black hole burned through the cloth of his cape, just below his heart. For an instant he staggered in the doorway and then he collapsed to the floor.


  Vickers wheeled and saw Veya sitting up in bed, an electron gun clenched tightly in both her hands. Her face was white with horror.


  “I did it,” she whispered. “When he reached for the case he wasn’t watching me. There was a gun lying on the floor. I picked it up and shot him.”


  “It’s all right, honey,” Vickers said tenderly. He put his arm around her shoulder and held her close to him. “He deserved it if any man ever did. He had your father murdered and framed to appear a traitor, while all the while he was directly in the pay of Mars, as these papers here prove beyond a doubt.”


  Vickers stood up and stepped to the masked figure, lying sprawled in death on the floor. Reaching down he ripped off the mask, exposing the face of the dead man.


  It was Commander Wilson.


  “I should have been suspicious,” Vickers said, “when he refused to let me follow you here to Ten. When I left anyway, he flashed his agents here to meet and get rid of you. Then he followed himself to make sure that nothing slipped up. But everyone slips sometimes, and he was no exception. His death will clear your father’s name.”


  “It’s terrible,” Veya said softly, “that any man could betray his own planet like that.”


  “The reward of the traitor is always death,” Vickers said grimly.


  “Not always,” Veya said shyly. “I was a traitor to our love when I lost faith in you, wasn’t I? And I’m still alive.”


  Vickers grinned and took her in his arms and kissed her emphatically.


  “You missed the death sentence,” he said, “but you’re convicted to life imprisonment in my arms.”


  [*] Squeelah—a potent drink fermented from the carnivorous plant forms that exist in great abundance on the dank planet of Saturn. It is green in color, bittersweet in taste and TNT if imbibed in quantity.


  REHEARSAL FOR DANGER


  First published in the January 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  The idea was to make a man out of young Harker, but not with a stunt as real as this one was . . .


  “MY SON is a worthless, yellow-bellied young scamp!” Bull Harker thundered. “And it’s all my fault, y’hear? All my fault!”


  I was sitting in Bull Harker’s magnificently furnished main office as he strode up and down the thick carpet, his big body jarring the floor with each step. Looking at his powerful, dynamic features it was easy to understand how he had battered and fought his way to the supreme control of Interspace Transport Co, But it was difficult to understand how this man had raised a son whose only interest in life seemed to be the quantity of Venusian rum he could put away at one sitting, and how many space ships he could burn out every month.


  Every one who worked for Interspace knew what a wild young hellion the boss’ son was. It was also conceded that it was just a matter of time before the Old Man would lose his patience and do something drastic about it.


  This seemed to be that time. While I was out on a scheduled run, young Harker had filled a passenger transport with a mob of drunken kids and arced off into the void on a pleasure jaunt. When he brought the ship back, four of its six forward rockets were burned to a black crisp.


  Now—the rumor was flitting about the Base—the Old Man was fed up. But definitely.


  He had called me in and, as I sat in his office watching him stamp up and down the carpet, I had an uneasy hunch what he had in mind for me.


  He stopped abruptly in front of me and glared at me as if I were the cause of his trouble.


  “You’ve been with Interspace eighteen years,” he said abruptly. “You’ve seen that son of mine turn into an insolent, disagreeable, spineless scamp in that time. Now what the hell’s wrong?”


  “You put your finger on it,” I said grinning. Knowing Bull Harker for eighteen years I wasn’t afraid of him. I think that’s what he liked about me.


  “What d’you mean?” he demanded.


  “It’s your fault,” I said. “You admitted that a while ago. There’s nothing wrong with that kid of yours. He’s just restless and bored because he’s never had any kind of a job to take care of. No responsibilities to put a weight on his head. He’s wild and careless because he’s never had to be otherwise. Now if he was to get kicked into the world and discover that it was a pretty tough place to get along in, he might settle down a bit.”


  Bull Harker strode to his desk and sat down, frowning. Finally a glimmer of a grin touched his mouth.


  “I had the same idea,” he said, “when I called you in here. It was my idea for you take the kid with you on your next trip to Base Eleven. Eleven, as I recall, is still pretty rough and unsettled. Out there things might happen,” he paused and glanced at me meaningly before continuing, “things might happen that would make him appreciate the more serious side of life. I wouldn’t have to tell you what those things might be.”


  I kept a perfect poker face.


  “That’s right,” I said. “You can never tell what might happen to a young fellow on Eleven. Native trouble, poisoned food, attacks by space pirates. Any of them things might happen just like that.”


  “I see we understand each other,” Bull Harker said gruffly. “I’ve tried everything else with that kid, but maybe this’ll work. If he gets scared badly enough it might make him fight. That’s what Pm hoping for.”


  “I can promise you,” I said, getting to my feet, “that all and several kinds of hell will break loose on Eleven when we get there.”


  “I don’t want him hurt, you understand?” Bull Harker snapped quickly. “I’m holding you responsible for that, Bill. But give him a thorough going over. Maybe there’s a real man hiding behind that insolent, drunken face of his.”


  I had my doubts about that, but I didn’t say so.


  “We’ll see,” I said. “We surely will see.”


  ABOUT a week later I was standing with Bull Harker next to the Interspace mooring tower. The sleek length of my space cruiser was resting in the auxiliary rocket tube and I was all set for the trip to Eleven.


  There was only one thing missing. And that was Bull Harker’s son, Danny. He was scheduled as my assistant and he should have arrived at the mooring tower long before this, but there was not a trace of him.


  “I’ll break him in two, myself,” Bull


  Harker roared for the dozenth time. “I told him to be here in time. Does he think I’m running a suburban commuter service? Doesn’t he know that five ships are waiting to use that auxiliary?”


  “If he does,” I said, “it isn’t bothering him much.”


  For the next ten minutes Bull Harker panthered back and forth before me in a sulphurous silence. Then came an interruption. An interruption that skyrocketed the Old Man’s blood pressure to the boiling point.


  Through the main gate roared a glistening, bullet-like land car, headed straight for us. It was one of the superpowerful types powered with U-235. They were too fast almost for anything but the clearest stretches, but this one was flashing at us at about two hundred miles an hour, straight across the crowded mooring field. It was traveling too fast for me to recognize the occupants, but I knew the car belonged to Danny Harker.


  About fifty feet from us the low slung car slewed with a protesting scream and slid to a shuddering stop not four feet from the ramp the Old Man and I were standing on.


  In the front seat of the car was Danny Harker, a slim, sullen looking young fellow with light blonde hair, and bloodshot blue eyes. Alongside him was a gorgeous redhead, her head lolling against his shoulder. In the back seat were two more girls, asleep.


  All of them reeked of Venusian rum, and plenty of it.


  “You crazy fool!” Bull Harker grated. “Where have you been? And who are these girls?”


  Danny Harker looked at the girls and shrugged.


  “I don’t know,” he muttered. “Met ’em somewhere last night, I guess. All got drunk. Farewell party for prominent young no-good.”


  Bull Harker opened his mouth, but I tapped him on the arm and shook my head. It wouldn’t do any good to read the riot act to the young kid now. In his condition it would only make him more resentful.


  “Come on, Danny,” I said quietly. “Let’s get started.”


  He looked up at me sourly, then climbed out of his car.


  “Okay, wet nurse,” he grumbled.


  We said goodbye briefly and climbed into my ship. The kid was sullenly silent, but when I cut in the power and we zoomed up and out of the tube, he gasped and turned slightly green. I thought he would be sick, but by the time we whizzed out of Earth’s atmosphere into the void, some color was seeping back into his face. I set the controls for Eleven, threw a careless glance at the visa-screen to check the course, then relaxed against the back of my pilot’s chair.


  “We’re going to have a great time on Eleven,” I said, with what I hoped was a hearty ring in my voice.


  The kid looked at me sourly, then closed his eyes and leaned his head against the duraUoy wall of the control room.


  “Isn’t that just ducky,” he said sarcastically.


  Then he went to sleep.


  AS WE rocketed on through the blackness I did a little speculating on my somewhat disagreeable charge. In spite of his sullenness and rotten manners, I felt that he couldn’t be all bad. No son of Bull Harker could be. But the kid had led a pampered, lazy existence, and you could hardly blame him for developing into a spoiled, soft brat.


  I decided grimly there would be nothing soft or easy about his stay with me on Eleven. As a rule I’m against the rough treatment generally handed to greenhorns, but this was a case where I would have no scruples.


  I was so busy with my thoughts that I hadn’t kept an eye on the screen before him. Now, when I glanced at it perfunctorily, I saw that a small black dot had appeared in the right top corner.


  Straightening up I watched the dot interestedly. It grew in size until finally I could see the miniature outlines of a dead black space ship, flashing along behind me. It was fitted with atomic cannons and this bothered me. Passenger and freight ships were not usually armed, and I couldn’t see any military insignia on the ship behind me to account for the heavy arms it carried.


  The strange ship following me suddenly disappeared from the front screen. I shot a worried glance at the side screen and saw that it had appeared there. Now it was coming up on my side, flanking me with its superior speed.


  I didn’t like it at all.


  I tried more speed, but it didn’t help. The black ship kept up, even pulled a little ahead of me. It was only about eighteen thousand miles from me now, and any ship that creeps up that close to another in the limitless expanses of the void does it with a reason.


  What reason? I asked myself.


  I soon found out. From the fore atomic cannon of the black ship a puff of smoke appeared, and simultaneously an orange bolt of scorching flame streaked across the front of my ship.


  So that was their game! Obviously the black ship was one of the fast disappearing freebooters that preyed on shipping in the void. The blast from the cannon had been a signal for me to cut my speed to 460/460 which was the speed established by the Space Federation for inter-locking in the void.[*] That meant they intended to board us.


  I shook the kid roughly, until he blinked his eyes and straightened in his chair.


  “What’s the big idea?” he grumbled.


  “Maybe trouble,” I said briefly. Even then I was able to appreciate something of the irony of the situation. Bull Harker had instructed me to create some phony trouble for the kid, and here was the real thing, dangerous and on the level.


  The kid glanced up at the side screen, studied the black ship carelessly.


  “What’s up?” he asked yawning.


  “We’re going to be boarded,” I answered tersely. I had already cut my speed to 460/460. There was nothing else I could do. “We aren’t carrying anything valuable,” I went on, “so I can’t figure out why we’re being stopped. Maybe they’ll let us go after a search.”


  “And maybe not,” the kid said carelessly. He didn’t seem to be scared, just vaguely interested in what was going on. It was too soon though to know how he’d react when things got tough.


  He leaned back in his seat then and closed his eyes.


  “Don’t forget to wake me up when they get here,” he murmured drowsily. “I’m kind of interested in meeting a real live pirate.”


  Then, to my complete surprise, he dozed off again.


  “I’LL wake you,” I muttered grimly.


  I strode into the body of the ship and prepared the hatchway for the locking of the approaching ship. It had disappeared from the screen altogether so I knew it was practically alongside now.


  In about another couple of minutes I heard a metallic bang! Then a shuddering jar traveled the length of my ship and I knew we were locked to the side of the black raider.


  Another five minutes passed while I knew air was being pumped into the hermetically sealed compartment created by the locked hatchways of the two ships.


  Then I heard a metal clamp release, a door open. Then a heavy fist was pounding imperiously on the hatchway door of my ship.


  I opened the door and three men with drawn electric guns in their fists shoved me aside and stalked into the ship.


  They were all hard looking specimens of the space marauder type. One of them covered me with his gun while the other two made a swift search of the ship. The one with the drop on me was tall and lean with a viciously hooked nose.


  “We aren’t carrying cargo,” I said quietly. “In fact there’s nothing on board of any value.”


  “Shut up!” Hook Nose snapped.


  The two other bandits returned then, ushering young Danny Harker before them. He still looked sleepy and uninterested in what was going on.


  “It’s him, all right,” Hook Nose said. “Take him to the chief.”


  One of the men behind the kid nudged him with his gun.


  “Get movin’ !” he snapped. “Into the other ship.”


  The kid looked at him with sleepy irritation.


  “Supposing I don’t?” he asked.


  The man behind him hesitated for an instant. Then his mouth hardened.


  “If you don’t you’ll feel something very, very hot right between your shoulders.”


  “You wouldn’t shoot me,” the kid said, “but I’ll go along anyway. Just to see how far you simpletons are going to carry this thing.”


  He disappeared through the connecting hatchways followed by the two men. Hook Nose turned to me, an ugly smile on his face.


  “So there’s nothing of value on board, eh?” he jeered. “Suppose Bull Harker’s son ain’t pretty valuable cargo, eh?”


  It hit me then. Somehow this band must have learned that Danny Harker was riding with me to Eleven. Their object was of course to shake down his dad for everything they could.


  “What happens to me?” I asked Hook Nose bluntly.


  He shrugged.


  “Depends on the chief.”


  I noticed that his thick index finger was curved lovingly about the trigger of the electric gun in his hand. There was no doubt in my mind as to my fate if Hook Nose had anything to say about it.


  But in a few minutes one of Hook Nose’s comrades stepped through the hatchway.


  “Chief says to bring this fellow along,” he said, in an unpleasant nasal voice.


  Hook Nose relaxed the pressure of his finger, on the trigger disgustedly. His close set, glittering eyes gleamed with frustration.


  Obeying a motion from the thug in the hatchway I followed him into the black raider, Hook Nose trailing close behind me.


  AS I was led down a corridor of the big space craft I noticed a halfdozen more bandits, all as tough and ruthless looking as the first three I had encountered. I’ve knocked about the tough spots of the universe most of my life and it takes more than a unpleasant mug to worry me. But I was thinking about the kid. With his environment and friends, such as they were, I knew all of this would be strange and terrifying to him. Or so I thought.


  The bandit ahead of me stopped at a door and knocked. I heard a gruff shout from within the room. Hook Nose prodded me forward as his comrade jerked open the door and stepped back. I stepped through the door, and the first thing I saw was the kid. He was lounging in a comfortable chair, in the act of politely covering his mouth with his hands to hide a sleepy yawn.


  There was another person in the room. A tall, heavily set man with a heavy black beard and unwinking cold blue eyes. His face was flabby with fat, but not enough to cover the jutting angle of his massive jaw. Hair like stiff bristles, black and short, covered his round head. There was something about him, something of complete ruthlessness that raised the hackles at the back of my neck.


  Without taking his eyes from mine he seated himself carefully behind a metal desk, one of the few items of furniture in the sparsely furnished room.


  “You look like you been around,” he said finally. His voice was husky, almost soft, but there was a faint rasp to it.


  “Thanks for the compliment,” I said drily. “Now what goes here?”


  He jerked a thumb at Danny Harker, who was still lounging wearily in the chair, paying little attention to what was going on.


  “He’s young Harker,” the Chief said. “His old man will part with a lot to get him back. And we’re goin’ to see that he does.”


  I watched and listened carefully as the man spoke. There was something about him that teased my memory.


  He noticed my scrutiny and smiled without humor.


  “You don’t know me,” he said. “But maybe my name is familiar to you. The Federation Police calls me the Angel.”


  The name was familiar. While not the biggest of the remaining space buccaneers, the Angel was considered tops in ruthless, merciless cruelty and callousness. A cold sweat beaded my palms as the realization of our plight, struck home.


  The Angel grinned wolfishly and stood up.


  “You know you’re not playing with a minnow,” he said in his strangely soft voice. “You’re doing business with a shark. And don’t let me have to warn either of you twice that my word is law on board this ship and at my base. I’d as soon burn a man down as blow my nose.”


  There was a tense silence in the room for an instant and then the kid—young Danny Harker—laughed. An amused, indifferent chuckle that brought a quick flush of rage to the Angel’s face.


  “My, my, but aren’t you the bloodthirsty fellow,” the kid said sarcastically.


  THE Angel’s fists clenched into meaty mallets as he stepped around the desk and strode to the chair the kid was lounging in.


  “You’re a wise guy, are you?” he growled, and the rasp in his voice was a file on steel.


  The kid surveyed him insolently.


  “Wise enough,” he said casually.


  The Angel’s face worked spasmodically. His big fists clenched until the knuckles whitened.


  “Get up!” he barked.


  The kid stood up nonchalantly. There was no trace of fear or anxiety in his face. His eyes mocked the Angel. With his hands stuck negligently in his pockets, a funny grin on his lips, he seemed to be defying him to do his worst.


  The Angel grabbed the kid’s shirt, jerking him close to him. His right fist drew back like a sledge:


  “Go ahead,” the kid said softly. He still hadn’t taken his hands from his pockets. “Hit me. And when you do I can promise you that you’ll regret it more than anything you’ve ever regretted in your life.”


  It sounded absolutely incredible coming from that slim, drunken playboy. But he meant it. There was no doubting the sincerity in his voice or the flashes of angry color in his pale cheek.


  The Angel paused uncertainly.


  “Go ahead,” the kid prompted.


  The Angel dropped his fist and shoved the kid away from him. There was a puzzled expression on his face as he wheeled and strode back to his desk. As if he had seen, for the first time in his life, something he couldn’t quite understand.


  “Get out! Both of you,” he said, his voice again soft. “My men will take care of you till we reach the base.”


  His words were directed at both of us, but his cold eyes were staring straight at the kid. I couldn’t tell definitely, but I thought I saw an uneasy uncertainty in them.


  When we had left his quarters, Hook Nose was waiting to take us to a small, practically unfurnished room with a barred door. When this had slammed behind us, he leered at us and said.


  “I’m kind of hoping you’ll give me a chance to use this little toy.”


  He shoved his electric gun through the bars and flexed his trigger finger suggestively. What happened then was too fast for my eyes to follow.


  For the kid, with a wide grin on his face, leaped across the room and ripped the electric gun out of Hook Nose’s hand. Turning it around he shoved the muzzle within an inch of the amazed and terrified bandit’s head.


  “Open up!” he said briskly.


  I felt my nerves squirming like a basket of snakes.


  If Hook Nose let out a yell the kid’s daring game would be over. But Hook Nose was too scared to think of that. His eyes were rolling wildly as he jerked open the door of the cell and cowered back as the kid sauntered out.


  “Simple, isn’t it?” the kid asked nonchalantly.


  I FOLLOWED him out, flashing a look in both directions. Fortunately the corridor was clear. The kid’s audacity had left me stunned. I have seen desperate men in all the crummy nooks of the universe, but there were few who possessed the calm resourcefulness Danny Harker had shown in the pinch.


  As far as nerves were concerned, he didn’t have any. He stood there in the corridor twirling the gun idly in his hands, a sardonic grin on his face.


  “Well?” he asked, amusement in his voice. “What next?”


  What might have happened next was anybody’s guess, had not a sudden interruption occurred in the form of the Angel and two of his men appearing abruptly around the angle of the corridor.


  They took in the scene instantly, and in a tenth of a second their hands were streaking for their gun belts.


  But the kid turned and faced them, his gun resting loosely in his hand. He didn’t have them covered for his hand was hanging at his side carelessly.


  “Go ahead and shoot,” he grinned. “I dare you. In fact, I’ll give the first man with enough guts to draw his gun, my wallet with everything in it.”


  The silence in the narrow corridor was terrible. The tension was something tangible, something you could actually feel.


  The Angel’s cold eyes locked with the kid’s for fully ten seconds, then his hand slowly withdrew from the holster at his side. His lips were drawn back from his teeth in a snarl, but there was fear in his eyes.


  The men at his side followed his lead. Their hands slipped away from their belts and dropped nervously to their sides.


  “I ain’t committing suicide,” one of them muttered.


  I suddenly found it difficult to breathe. The sight of the slim kid daring three ruthless pirates to draw their guns left me dumbfounded.


  He actually looked disappointed. I decided then that the kid was a killer, as cold as the void itself, infinitely more dangerous than the Angel or any of his murderers.


  “I hoped for a little fun,” he said, still smiling. “I was getting ready to enjoy myself. But if none of you care to oblige me, I’ll just have to wait for another opportunity.”


  With a contemptuous gesture he tossed the electric gun at the Angel’s feet, turned—and strolled back into the cell!


  My knees went suddenly hollow. I was too stunned to move. So was the Angel and his men. For perhaps five second the kid’s terrifying effrontery held us stupidly motionless. Then, coming to life, the Angel drew his gun and pointed it at me.


  “Get back into the cell,” he said weakly. His voice was trembling slightly, and beads of sweat were popping out on his brow.


  I was still too dazed to think clearly. Like a sleep walker I stumbled into the cell, and I didn’t even hear the door bang behind me. The kid was lying on the narrow cot gazing up at me with cool nonchalance. He actually looked as if he had been amused by the entire episode.


  “You crazy young fool!” I managed to gasp weakly. “What did you do that for?”


  He shrugged his slim shoulders and yawned.


  “No sense spoiling their fun,” he said lightly. “I’ll have the last laugh anyway, so they may as well enjoy themselves now.”


  His confidence in himself was amazing. But from what I had seen it wasn’t misplaced.


  “Of course,” I said drily, “you’ve got it all figured out to make a last-minute escape. All the details worked out and everything.”


  “I believe I could make an escape,” he said slowly, as if the idea had just occurred to him. “But,” he grinned again, “I haven’t got all the details figured out.”


  I didn’t say anything more. To tell the truth I didn’t have the nerve to try and tell this amazing kid anything. It was obvious, terribly obvious to me, that he had been woefully misjudged all of his life. He had been set down as a namby-pamby young punk, when actually he was one of the most potentially dangerous men I had ever seen.


  FOR the rest of the trip to the Angel’s hidden base the kid slept like an innocent baby. And I stewed. I couldn’t even begin to see a way out of the hellish situation. For I knew that the kid and myself would never be allowed to live after the ransom was collected. We would be eliminated as soon as the money tickled the Angel’s greedy paw. For dead men make somewhat unreliable witnesses. The Angel knew that.


  I knew all this and I couldn’t close my eyes for worrying about it. But it didn’t bother the kid. He slept straight through the trip until Hook Nose and three of his cute chums opened our cell door and ordered us out. I knew we had moored for I felt the shock of the deceleration rockets, but where we were was something I wouldn’t even guess about.


  The kid climbed to his feet and stretched. Then he sauntered out of the cell, bestowing a contemptuous glance at Hook Nose as he passed him.


  We were led out of the black ship into cold sunshine. Climbing down the hatchway ladder I saw that the ship was moored in a fenced stockade against which green, luxuriant jungle foliage pressed hungrily.


  Maybe we were on Venus. But the atmosphere seemed light for Venus. Also it was too cold. I noticed then that my two-passenger had made the trip with us, stuck to the black raider like a barnacle to the side of a liner.


  The Angel was on the ground waiting for us. A gun was clenched, nervously I thought, in his big right hand. It was not trained on me, but on the kid. It was apparent that the Angel recognized the more dangerous of his captives.


  “I want no funny business,” he purred. “If you make any attempt to escape, you’ll be shot down like dogs.”


  “It won’t be just an attempt,” the kid said lazily.


  The Angel’s dark face purpled with anger: But there was a frightened expression mingled with the rage. He looked like an angry man who was afraid of the object of his anger.


  “I’m warning you,” he said thickly. “Don’t start anything.”


  “I’m warning you,” the kid said softly, “not to try and stop anything I start.”


  It was crazy and wild, but there was a convincing chill to the way he spoke and looked at the Angel. Several of the bandits had guns in their hands trained on the kid. The Angel had his own gun out and yet—he backed uncertainly from the slim, youthful-looking kid who was slouching lazily with both hands jammed in his pockets.


  “Get to your cells,” the Angel said harshly, breathing hard. “Follow my men and—and don’t start nothing!”


  Two of his men motioned us forward with their guns, but the kid remained motionless, smiling at the Angel.


  “Don’t worry,” he said softly. “I won’t start anything.”


  He started after the Angel’s men, but stopped and glanced back, smiling easily.


  “I’ll finish it!”


  Then, with me trailing along bewilderedly at his side, he sauntered along behind the two bandits to a thick, squat wooden hut that was equipped with barred windows and a heavy windowless door.


  INSIDE was nothing but two hard cots and two chairs. When the door slammed behind us, imprisoning us as tightly as rats in a trap, the kid broke out chuckling.


  “Did you see his face?” he chortled. “He didn’t know what to do or say. I tell you I haven’t had so much fun in years.”


  “I wish I had your sense of humor,” I said glumly. “How in Hades are we going to get out of here?”


  “You got me here,” the kid said complacently. “We’ll just have to wait and see what’s next on the program.”


  We didn’t have long to wait.


  That night two of the Angel’s men ordered us from our cell and led us to another building of the same construction, but larger and without the barred doors and windows.


  It turned out to be the Angel’s office. He was waiting for us as we entered, blinking a little at the glaring illumination.


  “We are ready to inform Mr. Harker,” he said in his silky voice, “of the sad plight of his son. I have written the communication. All it requires is the signature of the young Mr. Harker.”


  My eyes flicked to his desk. There was an unsigned letter resting prominently on its surface. Glancing about I saw that several of the Angel’s little helpmates were lounging against the wall, hands conveniently near their guns. But in spite of the apparently cut-and-dried order of things; in spite of the fact that we were outnumbered and unarmed, there was a definite tense nervousness on the faces of the men watching us.


  I understood their feelings. Handling a man such as the kid had proved himself was no light matter. I wouldn’t have cared particularly to be in their shoes.


  As the Angel finished his little speech, the kid flicked a cool gaze about the room.


  “And if I don’t sign?” the kid asked insolently.


  “We have ways of persuasion,” the Angel purred. “They are not pleasant, but they are highly effective.”


  This seemed to amuse the kid. A mocking grin touched the corners of his mouth.


  “How melodramatic,” he said lightly.


  The Angel pointed to the letter and the electrostylus lying next to it.


  “Are you going to sign?” he asked, the rasp in his soft voice grating on our ears.


  Young Danny Harker, the punk out of whom I was supposed to make a man, smiled, folded his arms carefully and said, “You can go to hell!”


  THERE was a stunned silence in the room, broken only by the Angel’s hoarse breathing.


  “All right,” he grated. “You’ve asked for it.”


  Without taking his eyes from the kid he motioned to two of his men.


  “Get the necessary persuaders.”


  The two men left the room hurriedly. The kid sat down and yawned, leaning back in the chair.


  I have never seen such magnificent indifference. Lounging there you’d think he was waiting for a waiter to bring him a cold drink before he dozed off for a little nap.


  It got on the Angel’s nerves. Badly. He panthered back and forth in front of the kid, shooting vicious glances at him. His big fists were clenched tightly, his flabby face was twitching nervously.


  “Damn you!” he suddenly roared. “Don’t sit there laughing at me. You won’t be laughing in a few minutes. You’re scared to the core, but you’re trying not to show it. Damn it! You must be scared!”


  “Must I?” the kid asked innocently. “I’d like to oblige but somehow I just can’t do it. Maybe if you’d try making faces at me I might react a bit more satisfyingly.”


  The Angel stopped in front of him, eyes glittering coldly.


  “I’ve handled some cool customers in my day,” he said softly, “but nothing like you. These men in the room I used to think were dangerous. But compared to you they’re a lot of school girls playing with posies. You’d cut my throat and be telling your friend a joke over your shoulder at the same time.”


  “No, I wouldn’t do that,” the kid said very seriously. “When I cut your throat I promise you that I’ll devote my complete attention to the task. Nothing could distract my mind from anything so pleasant.”


  The Angel snarled something unintelligible, but his hand crept furtively to his neck and massaged it carefully, as if relieved to find it still intact.


  The two pirates returned then, each carrying a bucket in his hand. One bucket was filled with water to the rim. The other was filled with glowing hot coals.


  They set them down close to the kid and stepped back.


  “Before we make you wish you were never born,” the Angel said harshly, “are you going to sign?”


  With the arrival of the implements of torture, the Angel quickly resumed his confident, swaggering manner. For it was his ferocious cruelty that had made his reputation, given him his power and leadership.


  The kid leaned forward.


  “I told you once, Angel,” he said, “where you could go.”


  The Angel’s face twisted brutally. He stepped forward, and his men followed him, forming a tight semi-circle about the kid.


  The kid was grinning again, a glint of puckish humor glinting in his eyes.


  “I said,” he repeated slowly, “that you could go—to—”


  He bent quickly, jammed his hands wrist deep into the bucket of cold water. Then, before the startled Angel could move, he scooped a double handful of live coals and flung them into the circle of faces ringing him in.


  “Hell!” he completed his sentence.


  THE circle about him broke as the Angel and his men scrambled frantically away from the shower of hot coals. With a powerful boot the kid kicked the red hot bucket into their midst. The angrily blazing coals cascaded in a fiery stream about them, singeing, searing, blinding.


  Two men leaped for the kid, but I stepped in and swung twice. A right and a left with every ounce of my weight behind them. They went down, sprawling queerly.


  The kid leaped forward and kicked the scattered coals into the faces of the Angel’s disorganized crew. A few hit their mark, but that was enough.


  The Angel ducked out the door, and his men, leaderless and terrified, scuttled after him. I jumped to the door, slammed it and bolted it.


  The kid was laughing uproariously when I turned from the door.


  “Did you see their faces,” he gasped between chuckles. “Never so surprised in all their lives!”


  “Cut that,” I snapped. “We’ve got to figure a way to take advantage of our break. Got any ideas?”


  I knew that the Angel and his men would surround the house, waiting for us to make a break. They wouldn’t have to be in any hurry to get us. They could afford to wait. We couldn’t.


  The kid pointed to a lead receptacle beside the desk.


  “Looks like electron grenades might be kept there,” he said indifferently. “A couple of those would discourage everybody.”


  “They’d blow us to hell, too,” I said. Electron grenades had been outlawed on Earth because their destructive power and their instability were both practically limitless. You could never tell when a slight jar was going to set the things off. And when they went off the blast was like nothing you could imagine.


  The kid however had pried the lock on the leaden receptacle, disregarding my warning. My legs suddenly went hollow as his hands emerged from the box holding a light silver ball, about two inches in diameter and smooth as an egg.


  “Take it easy,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. I was frankly scared as hell. Why the Angel kept one of those pills of danger around, I couldn’t guess. Unless it was to stifle a possible mutiny. He’d stifle himself in setting an electron grenade into action, but maybe he didn’t care. I did though.


  “Handle that thing carefully,” I warned the kid. “Put it back and forget about it. We want to leave here in one piece.”


  The kid grinned at me. He rolled the grenade around in his hand like an apple.


  “Watch it!” I shouted, half hysterically. Anyone who has seen the effects of an electron grenade has a more than healthy respect for them.


  But the kid strolled to the door, still smiling. With one hand he unbolted it and swung it open. Then he stepped through the door into the illuminated stockade.


  I jumped after him, expecting a sizzling inferno of electric pellets to burn into him, but nothing like that happened.


  For the Angel and his men, grouped in front of the house had seen the electron grenade in the kid’s hand. They were backing fearfully away from him, their guns hanging limply in their nerveless fingers.


  “D—don’t!” the Angel pleaded hoarsely. “Y—you’ll blow us all to atoms.”


  THE kid followed them slowly, juggling the grenade carelessly in his hand.


  “I’ve never seen one of these go off,” he said casually. “It might be worth watching.”


  “No, no,” the Angel screamed, saliva frothing his lips.


  The kid tossed the grenade into the air and caught it in his palm as it dropped. My heart had absolutely stopped beating. It often took less than that to set one of those unpredictable balls of condensed fury into violent action.


  I spotted my two-passenger ship then, resting in a small tube. I headed for it, the kid following me leisurely.


  He continued to toss the grenade from one hand to another as if it were a rubber ball, and I expected to be blown into oblivion any instant. Sweat was pouring from my face and my knees were watery as I staggered on to the expulsion tube.


  “We seem to be leaving,” the kid said insolently to the huddled group of pirates. “Any objections? Or is the little show all over?”


  “For God’s sake,” the Angel gasped, his face pallid with fear. “Get out of here. I—I made a mistake in bothering an inhuman machine like you. Just leave me alone. Please!”


  His voice almost cracked on the last word.


  I released the valve on the hatch door of my ship and swung it open. Clambering in, I set the take-off rocket and the course adjustor. Flicking on the asteroid screen I was ready to blast off. But the kid was still standing in the hatchway, surveying the stockade and pirates moodily.


  “Come on!” I snapped. “We haven’t got a second to spare. These scum will blast after us the minute we leave.”


  The kid looked at me and grinned mirthlessly.


  “You can relax, Grandpaw,” he said sarcastically. “I’m on to the little game. I have been all along. Did you think you actually had me fooled?”


  “Fooled?” I shouted. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I heard you and Dad plan the whole thing,” he said triumphantly. “I was right outside the office door listening when Dad and you cooked up this scheme to scare the pants off me. But it didn’t work, Mr. Smart Guy.”


  I was suddenly dizzy. My knees almost buckled as the kid’s words crashed into my brain. Having heard the conversation between Bull Harker and myself, he had believed this entire business was a fake staged for his benefit. Naturally he hadn’t been scared. No wonder that he had behaved like a hero. My mind flashed to his cool amusement, his dauntless daring, his mocking disregard of the Angel’s threat. Those things had been his natural reaction to a situation that he believed phony.


  He had just been playing a game, secure in his knowledge that nothing serious was going to happen to him.


  I STARED at him incredulously. “So,” I managed to gasp weakly, “you think this is a frame-up?”


  “Of course,” he grinned. “I had a hard job to keep from laughing in your face. You tried so hard to convince me that you were really worried that it was pathetic. From start to finish the whole thing was obvious. Even if I hadn’t been tipped off I would have caught on. For one thing this phony electron grenade was a dead giveaway. No one in his right mind would leave one of these lying around. So I knew it was just another one of the props you had planted to frighten the little boy.”


  He tossed it carelessly from one hand to the other as he spoke.


  “You fool!” I stormed. “Watch what you’re doing. Do you want to be blasted into bits?”


  He smiled at my wrath.


  “Still carrying on the act, eh?” he said cynically. “Well maybe this will convince you that I’m not worried about a phony grenade.”


  He turned and tossed the grenade high in the air.


  The Angel and his men broke, screaming madly, and I jerked the kid into the ship with a brutal heave and slammed the door shut.


  I was leaping for the control lever when a mighty roar broke like thunder in my ears, and the ship shuddered under a sledge hammer blast. For a second I was too stunned to crawl to my feet.


  But I was able to stick one hand up and shove the rocket lever forward. A sputtering crackle sounded behind and, with a giddying rush, the ship rocketed upward into the void.


  When I had righted its zooming course and set the controls I turned back to the kid.


  He was still lying on the floor, but his eyes were open and there was an expression on his face unlike anything I have ever seen.


  “It—it was a real grenade,” he said weakly.


  I nodded grimly. If dead men could testify, the Angel and his men would corroborate that.


  “Then,” the words trembled on his lips, “the whole thing—kidnaping and all—was on the level. Not a fake?”


  I nodded again.


  I thought surely he would pass out. His face turned an absolute green as his thoughts flashed backward. It must have been a bad moment for him. But at the core there was good stuff in the kid.


  “I’ve been a hopeless fool,” he said shuddering.


  “When you get around to admitting it,” I said, “there’s hope for improvement.”


  The kid was doing a lot of silent thinking as I set the course for Earth. As we arced through the limitless black expanses of space he said wistfully:


  “If I hadn’t thought it was all a fake, if I really had been a hero, Dad would be pretty proud of me, wouldn’t he?”


  “You bet,” I said. I was silent for an instant. Then: “We might forget that you overheard a certain conversation. We’ll just both forget that you thought it was all a fake.”


  The kid was silent for a long moment. Then he said:


  “No I can’t do it. I’m no hero and it would be cheap to try and pretend I was. We’ll tell the truth when we get back.”


  I drew a relieved breath. I had been afraid he might have fallen for my bait. He was right. He wasn’t a hero. But I’ll fight any man who says he hasn’t got the makings of one.


  [*] This means simply that a set speed of 460 miles per minute was indicated for direct intership contact in space; each ship cutting down to exactly that speed while traveling in a parallel direction, and then cutting in toward each other until contact was established. The signal “460/460” was used to indicate a wish to board a vessel in space.


  KIDNAPED INTO THE FUTURE


  First published in the February 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Sid Hunt hadn’t counted on this act in his Follies of the Future. Not a real machine out of time!


  I WAS stretched flat on the stage of the Empire theater trying to get a good candid shot of the big cellophane space ship, when Sid Hunt, the small, volatile producer of Follies of the Future, came storming out of the wings.


  He shot one rapid glance about the stage and then clapped both hands to his head despairingly.


  “Where is she?” he moaned. “Where is she? She should be on stage now. The curtain goes up in three minutes.” I took the camera away from my face and sat up.


  “So will my blood pressure,” I said. “Let me remind you that I was hired as a press agent, not as a combination nurse, stage hand, stooge and crystal ball gazer. How do I know where she is? Did you try her dressing room?”


  “No,” Sid Hunt said rather sulkily. “I was going to try the obvious places last.”


  “Fine,” I said, climbing to my feet. “Now while you’re looking in back of all the pictures and in all the ashtrays, I’ll try her dressing room and then her apartment. At that you’ll probably have better results.”


  But I was wrong. Ruby was in her dressing room for a change, and ready to go on.


  “Darling,” I said sweetly. “I don’t want to change any plans you might have made, but the curtain is going up in a few seconds and we’d all appreciate it if you’d put in an appearance for old times’ sake.”


  Blissfully ignoring me, she pirouetted before the full length mirror, smiling charmingly at herself.


  “Mr. Hunt,” I said patiently, “has just collapsed from nervous prostration. If there’s a streak of Florence Nightingale in you, you won’t keep him on the rack a second longer than necessary.”


  “Don’t I look pretty?” she asked, noticing me for the first time.


  “Yes,” I said. I couldn’t lie about it. She was supposed to be wearing the Costume Of Tomorrow. If our conception of the next century’s attire is correct, I certainly envy my great-great-grandson. That is if there are girls like Ruby around to wear them.


  With her lovely auburn hair and slender, beautifully molded chassis, she would have made the male inhabitants of any century sit up and stare.


  I reluctantly transferred my gaze from her more obvious charms to her wide innocent brown eyes.


  “Your mascara is running,” I said, “but I doubt if anyone will look up to notice it. That, however, is beside the point. You have, my beautiful bird-brain, exactly twenty-three seconds to take your place before the last curtain call. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”


  Her eyes flew to the small clock on her vanity.


  “Oh,” she wailed, “why didn’t somebody tell me?”


  Without even a last glance in the mirror she skipped past me and down the corridor.


  I SHOOK my head and walked after her, thinking gloomily of the fall on the head I had suffered as a baby. I always felt that it was this misfortune which had led indirectly to my becoming a press agent. For if I hadn’t been dropped on my head I might have grown up with enough common sense to keep out of this bug-house racket.


  Muttering to myself like Hamlet I turned a corner and bumped squarely into the nattily attired figure of Dapper Dan Lopez.


  “You’re just the man I want to see,” Dapper Dan smiled.


  “The feeling is not mutual,” I growled and started off, but he caught my arm. His black eyes were gittering, but the thin smile was still on his lips.


  “No sense being hard headed,” he said gently.


  I turned and faced him. Dapper Dan was a front man for one of the town’s unwholesome mobsters, Tony Scarlotti, Scarlotti, whose finger was in every lucrative pie in the city, wanted a cut in on the show.


  “I told you before,” I said quietly, “that Sid Hunt wants no part of you or Scarlotti.”


  “Hunt has a lot of confidence in you,” Dapper Dan suggested casually. “You might put in a kind word for the boss.” I smiled sweetly.


  “Will you crawl back under your damp rock,” I said, “and tell Scarlotti that I wouldn’t recommend him for a job stoking the furnaces of Hades. As for you,” I went on, “if you aren’t out of this theater in four and two-tenths seconds flat I will personally throw you out.”


  “Listen sucker,” Dapper Dan barked, “I—”


  I grabbed him by the arm, jerked him around and with a hand at his collar and seat, propelled him forcibly toward the door. The watchman scrambled to his feet and jerked open the door as he saw us coming.


  With a hearty heave I pitched the twisting, swearing mug into the alley. He hit the cobblestones off balance and sprawled forward onto his face.


  “That,” I said to the watchman, “is one of the lower members of the rodent family. If you ever see it scurrying around the premises again, step on it.”


  Dapper Dan Lopez crawled to his feet, shouted something quite unprintable in my general direction and then hurried angrily off.


  I brushed my hands off, but I still felt as if I needed a good bath with plenty of strong soap to remove the feeling the niftily dressed mobster had left with me.


  When I got to the wings and took my usual position alongside Sid Hunt, Ruby was just starting her first song.


  I took a quick gander at the audience and saw that they were settling back comfortably to be entertained and thrilled.


  IF I do say it myself it was a pretty clever revue, as those things go. The theme was supposedly completely futuristic. The stage backdrop was a mammoth black drape against which blazing discs of light were in relief These discs were tagged Jupiter, Saturn, Mars, etc. In the middle was the brightest and biggest blazer, Old Sol, himself. Against this background cellophane space ships floated idly. It was very pretty.


  As props we had huge globular contraptions labeled Time Machines. More atmosphere was provided by papier-mâché atomic cannons, disintegrator guns and such. From there on the show was in no way different than any time-honored Broadway musical.


  The chorines were very scantily clad in abbreviated outfits we called Space Suits and they moved through their paces with the good old wiggle that nineteen-forty developed. Maybe it was goofy, but the public ate it up, which may or may not prove anything.


  By this time Ruby had finished her first number, a torchy thing called Jupiter Taught Me A Thing Or Two, and was getting an enthusiastic hand.


  She curtsied prettily, blowing kisses to the bald-headed cheering section in the first row.


  Congratulating myself on the way things were starting out, I turned away for an instant to light a cigarette, and that was when it happened.


  “Look!” Sid Hunt hissed, grabbing my arm.


  There was such a mixture of shock and amazement in his voice that I wheeled to him quickly.


  “What is it?” I snapped.


  He was staring onto the stage at Ruby and pointing a trembling excited finger in her direction, too flabbergasted to speak.


  I had my eyes off the stage possibly for the space of a few seconds, but when I turned them back I almost swallowed my cigarette.


  For in that split second a thick globular machine had materialized on the stage beside Ruby.


  “What kind of a gag is this?” Sid Hunt was yelling in my ear. “This isn’t supposed to be in the act. Is this some of your doings, Flannigan?”


  I was too shocked to answer. You’d think as long as I’ve been in show business that nothing could surprise me. But I felt as if I’d been kicked in the stomach by Man O’ War.


  The machine was reddish in color and looked somewhat like the props we had scattered about the stage, labeled Time Machines. On top of the strange machine was a mechanism that reminded me of the late model automobile headlights, wired for sound.


  Sid Hunt was jerking my arm again.


  “Look!” he shrieked. “There’s a man inside!”


  He wheeled on me, shaking his fist under my nose.


  “This is your work,” he yelled excitedly. “Trying to slip in some act without telling me about it. If it’s a stinker I’ll have you blacklisted from one coast to the other. You won’t be able to get a job in New York, California, Chi—”


  “Never mind the travelogue,” I cut in. “I get the general idea. But I don’t know a bit more about this damn thing than you do.”


  I turned back to the stage.


  THE BOSS had not been kidding when he said a man was inside the machine. I could see him myself, hazily outlined through the glass shell, twisting knobs and gadgets frantically. He had on something that looked like a little boy’s suit.


  My eyes flicked to Ruby. She was standing within a few feet of the machine, her gorgeous eyes widening incredulously. I couldn’t tell from her expression whether she was going to laugh or scream.


  The audience had stopped applauding and now there was an irritable murmur of impatience running through it. They evidently thought the materialized machine part of the show, and they were a little tired of waiting for something to happen.


  Suddenly from the disc on the top of the machine a brilliantly bright flash of orange light streamed, bathing Ruby in its glare. Only the edges of the beam were visible. The rest was like black light.


  For an instant she stood stock still, her beautiful body outlined in the dazzling beam. Then she screamed loudly, the way a woman will do seeing a mouse. Not in pain or shock, but merely a cry of outraged surprise.


  “Curtain!” yelled Sid Hunt.


  Men sprang to obey him. In three seconds the heavy drapes had touched the floor hiding the scene from the audience.


  The stage became a confused nightmare as prop men, chorines and stage hands rushed out of the wings to gape at the strange machine. Sid Hunt dashed to the center of the stage shouting directions.


  “Get this thing off the stage,” he yelled, to the stagehands. Wheeling to the chorines, he waved his arms wildly, like a farmer shooing chicks.


  “Line up,” he shouted. “Get ready for the first act finale. The curtain’s going back up in thirty seconds.”


  The machine which had caused the consternation was shoved off the stage into the wings, and a reasonable facsimile of order was restored.


  I was right behind Sid Hunt as he bustled up to where the stagehands had shoved the globular machine. He circled it helplessly, a study in baffled rage.


  “If this is a gag,” he declared wrathfully, “someone is going to have his sense of humor kicked right in the pants.”


  Ruby was peering into the interior of the machine like a curious kitten.


  “Oh,” she exclaimed, “there’s a man inside!”


  “Go to the head of the class,” I said. “We thought it was a tame elephant.”


  She laughed gaily.


  “Whatever made you think that?” she asked.


  “I give up,” I said wearily. “I must be getting old.”


  Suddenly all of the chatter ceased as a lid on top of the contraption swung open. A second later a small man popped into sight. He had pleasant though rather grotesque features and small blue eyes that blinked uncertainly.


  “Hello,” he said shyly. “What year is this?”


  “What year is this?” Sid Hunt exploded, almost dancing in his rage. “I’ll show you what it means to pull corny practical jokes on me.” He wheeled to two burly stage hands, “Drag him down here.”


  The face of the occupant of the strange contraption clouded apprehensively.


  “Maybe,” he said apologetically, “I’ve made a mistake.”


  HE STARTED to retreat back into the depths of the machine, but he was too late. For the husky stagehands had grabbed his arms when he started to move, and with a businesslike efficiency hauled him over the side of the machine onto the floor.


  He would have fallen had it not been for their support. Between the two heavy-set stagehands he looked woefully small and pathetic. His head came barely to their shoulders, and the absurd, boy scout costume he was wearing, gave him the appearance of a boy caught stealing jam.


  But his features were pleasant if not distinguished, and his eyes beamed with a trusting innocence. His attitude was that of a person very puzzled and uncertain, but still unafraid.


  Sid Hunt planted himself before him, hands on his hips.


  “So,” he shouted, “try and ruin my show with a cheap joke, will you? Who put you up to this?”


  The little man from the machine looked carefully behind him to make sure that the explosive question was addressed to him. Assured that it was, he turned back to Sid Hunt, smiling shyly.


  “My wife did,” he said.


  I wondered how much more of this Sid’s blood pressure could stand. His face was flushed, and the cigar in his mouth was being ground to pieces between his teeth.


  “Who is your wife?” Sid asked in a strangling voice, that rose suddenly to a shriek. “And who are you?” he hollered. “Where are you from?”


  The little man looked concerned. “I’m 33,” he said, “but—”


  “I don’t care how old you are,” Sid Hunt screamed frantically. “Are you going to answer my questions, or would you rather talk to the police?”


  The little man smiled, but without much enthusiasm.


  “I wasn’t referring to my age,” he said anxiously. “33 is my number, my designation.”


  I thought I saw a little light. I tapped the little man on the shoulder, smiling reassuringly.


  “Don’t worry,” I said soothingly. “Everything’s going to be all right, Number 33.”


  I shot a warning glance at Sid Hunt, then tapped my head meaningly.


  “It’s all right,” I said gently. “Now just tell where you escap—I mean, where you came from, and we’ll take care of everything else.”


  The little man smiled relievedly. “That’s very good of you,” he said, “because—”


  I cut him off.


  “And where are you from?” I prompted gently.


  “Oh,” he said, “I’m from the Future.”


  I HAD been prepared for a zany answer, but nothing like this.


  “The Future,” I gasped.


  “It’s a gag,” Sid Hunt stormed. “A cheap rib on my Follies of the Future. I’ll bet Swanson over at the Capitol is behind this. He’s boiling because I’m cornering all the business on the Stem.” The little man listened politely to this harangue, but without a flicker of comprehension in his eyes. Then he turned back to me.


  “Since you seem to be most intelligent person here,” he smiled. “Perhaps I’d better confine my explanations to you.”


  Being called intelligent by a fugitive from a strait-jacket is far from my idea of a graceful compliment, but I was too dizzy myself to protest.


  “You see,” the little nut was saying, “I am from the year, 4230. I was sent back to this era by my wife to do some research for her.”


  I was fascinated by the little fellow’s air of absolute sincerity.


  “How interesting,” I managed to say. “I encountered some slight difficulty in arriving here,” the screwball went on. “I overshot my mark the first try and landed right in the middle of a battle. One of the soldiers told me it was the American Civil War, so I flashed my wife and she brought me back to this Time.”


  Sid Hunt’s control shattered to bits. “Throw him out!” he screamed, beside himself. “Throw him out! If he ever sets foot in my theater again . . . Men from the future, civil wars, time machines, it’s all Swanson’s doings!”


  I felt inclined to agree with him, but there was something pathetic in the face the little fellow turned to me.


  “Please,” he said desperately, “you believe—”


  That was as far as he got. The stage hands grabbed him by the arms and hustled him away. I heard a door open, followed by a shrill yelp, then the sound of the door banging shut. Our little chum had departed—swiftly and forcibly.


  Sid Hunt was still fuming.


  “Civil War,” he muttered viciously. “Who’re they trying to kid?”


  There was no tactful answer for that one, so I kept quiet. We turned and were heading back for the wings, when I suddenly stopped and grabbed Sid by the arm.


  “Hey!” I yelled. “Where’s the machine?”


  “What machine?” he demanded irritably.


  I was staring about dazedly, my eyes popping incredulously.


  “The machine the little guy arrived in,” I said weakly.


  Sid Hunt glared around the emptiness backstage, and then an uneasy look crept into his eyes.


  “It’s gone,” he said blankly.


  I grabbed one of the hurrying stagehands.


  “Mike,” I said, “did you see the machine that dropped onto the stage a few minutes ago?”


  “Yeah. I helped shove it off into the wings.”


  “Well, where is it now?”


  He peered about, scratching his head.


  “You got me. Last time I saw it, it was settin’ right here. That was when Miss Ruby was crawling into it, I believe.”


  “RUBY!” I shouted. “You say Ruby climbed into that thing?”


  He looked at me reproachfully.


  “You know how she is, Mr. Flannigan,” he said defensively. “Like a little kid when there’s something new around here. She’s always poking into things to see what makes the wheels go ’round. She probably just wanted to look into that contraption. Nothing wrong in that, is there?” he finished truculently.


  “I hope not,” I said worriedly. For I was worried. Something was as screwy as hell. The way the machine had materialized in the first place was odd, and its disappearance now with Ruby probably in it could hardly be considered a normal, prosaic occurrence.


  “It’s some kind of a gag,” Sid Hunt said, but his voice lacked conviction. “Where do you suppose she is?”


  “I can’t even guess,” I snapped.


  “Ooooh,” he moaned. “She’s due on in a few more minutes. I can’t stand this any longer. Get me a bottle of aspirin and an ice pack.”


  “I’ve got something else to get first,” I said grimly.


  “What?”


  “Number 33;” I snapped. “He’s just goofy enough to know the answers to a lot of questions that are bothering me.”


  I left Sid Hunt standing there and dashed out through the stage entrance, but a glance told me I was too late. The alley leading to the street was deserted, and when I reached the street itself, I saw nothing but the anonymous stream of humanity that is constantly surging through Manhattan’s gulleys.


  The old saw about the needle and the haystack applied perfectly. How could I find one individual in this scurrying rush of people? Even though that individual was dressed in a silly costume, and was screwy enough to stand out anywhere, the task was a hopelessly impossible one.


  I tried asking a few of the pedestrians if they had seen anyone of his description, but after receiving monosyllabic grunts instead of answers, I decided that New Yorkers aren’t people after all and cut it out.


  There was nothing left but the hit-and-run, free-lance method. He couldn’t have gone far and there were only a certain number of places he could go, so I set out to try them all.


  For an hour I cruised in and out of restaurants, dives, shoe shops, taverns, working steadily uptown.


  I guess it was just blind luck that I finally discovered him. As I was leaving a gay night spot known as Danny’s Dive, I suddenly spotted his reflection in the bar mirror. He was at a table in the rear of the joint, surrounded by three carmine-lipped blondes.


  And I have never seen such an expression of happiness on any human countenance. The little fellow in the bunny suit was apparently in his element. On each knee he was balancing a blonde, and with one hand he was holding a tall glass, and with the other a leg of chicken. One of the girls had perched a silly hat on his head, giving him the look of a court jester at an orgy. He looked quite ridiculous—but quite happy.


  I THREADED my way across the postage stamp dance floor, pulled up a chair to his table and sat down.


  One of the curvesome blondes on his knee parted her red lips in a sirrupy smile.


  “Hiya, Big Boy,” she cooed.


  The little fellow shoved a strand of hair from his eyes and beamed brightly at me.


  “Ish wonderful,” he said happily. “Real food and drink instead of vitablets. Just can’t get over it. And girls, weak little girls who think I’m wonderful. Glorious, marvelous. Can’t get over it.”


  I saw that he was more than just a bit woozy. The table was loaded with toothsome delicacies and a half-dozen bottles of champagne were in the process of being emptied.


  He shoved a dish of chopped lobster and terrapin toward me, and then splashed a water glass full of champagne and pointed to it.


  “Drink up, drink up,” he cried. “It’s real, you hear, real.”


  “Before you get too drunk,” I said, “I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes. The machine in which you arrived disappeared after you left the theatre. On top of that one of the stars of the show is missing, and one of the workmen saw her climbing into the machine before it disappeared.”


  Number 33 shook his head sadly. “Too bad,” he muttered. “Too, too bad.”


  “What’s too bad?” I demanded.


  But instead of answering me the little fellow began to laugh uncontrollably. For perhaps a minute he was helpless in the grip of merriment, his eyes streaming with tears. Finally he wiped his eyes and, with an obvious effort, stopped laughing.


  “It’s so funny,” he chuckled, “I just can’t help myself. When my wife—” He got not farther than that, when he burst out laughing again, pounding his hand on his thigh in his hilarity.


  I was more than a little irked. “When your wife what?” I asked impatiently.


  “When my wife finds another man in the time machine,” he gasped, “she’ll be fit to be tied.”


  “It’s not a man,” I said, “it’s a girl.” The little fellow wheeled on me, almost upsetting the trim wench on his knee.


  “A girl?” he cried incredulously. For an instant he seemed thunderstruck, then, to my great annoyance, he was off on another laughing jag.


  “So much the better,” he chortled. “My wife will be absolutely wild.”


  I was getting tired of this drunken double talk.


  “Listen,” I snapped, “if you know where the machine and girl have gone, you’d better start singing before I forget the fact that I’m sixty pounds heavier than you.”


  He turned and regarded me solemnly. “They’re gone,” he said. “Gone for good.”


  “Where?” I barked.


  “Into the Future,” he answered. “You’re going to go into a nose-dive,” I snarled, “if you don’t start giving me the straight dope.”


  “It’s the truth,” he said, and there was an unmistakable ring of sincerity in his voice. “The absolute truth. They’ve gone into the Future. If the girl was in the time machine when my wife recalled it, then she’s certainly in the Future.”


  He nibbled a piece of lobster moodily and sipped his drink,


  “Poor girl,” he muttered.


  ABOUT ME I could hear the clink of glasses and the chatter of voices, and farther away I could hear the faint rumble of Manhattan’s traffic. So I wasn’t crazy, yet. But the little fellow’s horrible calmness and sincerity in discussing the Future as if it were a proper noun, gave me distinct shocks in the cranium.


  Maybe I was going crazy for I suddenly realized that I was trying to make a case for the guy’s attitude. I asked myself: How had the strange machine materialized and disappeared in the theatre? If it was a time machine, that would explain—I decided then I was crazy. Thinking seriously about time machines was proof enough that I would soon be needing keepers with white jackets.


  “Look,” I said, and my voice was oddly strained, “won’t the time—I mean—the machine come back again?”


  “Who cares?” ones of the blondes cried tipsily. “Let’s have ’nother drink, Ducky.”


  “What do you want?”


  “Champagne,” the blonde clip artist pouted.


  “Champagne,” the little fellow cried to a waiter. “Lots and lots of it.” By way of thanking my Maker for small favors, I was glad as the devil


  I didn’t have to foot the bill the little guy was running up.


  An idea hit me then, an idea that was so simple that I’d completely overlooked it till now. I grabbed the little fellow by the arm.


  “If you’re from the Future,” I said, “and the time machine has gone back without you, how’re you going to get there yourself?”


  He took his attention from the blonde and blinked at me.


  “I’m not,” he said. “I’m not going back. In the first place it’s impossible and secondly I don’t want to.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  He shuddered and gulped a mouthful of champagne.


  “The Future,” he said, “is Hell! Everything run by women. They don’t need us anymore and they know it. Someday they’ll exterminate us all. Men are slaves and the women are masters. My wife is a Custodian. Big job. Bosses me around all day, nothing to do at night but take a sleep tablet and forget about it. That’s ’nother thing. Pills, pills, pills! Food pills, drink pills, baby pills, rest pills. All a man does in the Future is take pills and orders. Ish terrible!”


  He dropped a succulent crumb of terrapin into his mouth and sighed ecstatically.


  “I love it here. Food, drink, women! What women! They like me, tell me I’m wonderful, treat me as an equal.” One of the blondes patted him on the cheek fondly.


  “Sure you’re wonderful, Honey. Let’s have just a teeny bit more lobster, huh?”


  “Lobster, lots of lobster!” the little fellow cried happily to a passing waiter.


  “You see,” he said triumphantly, “they do think I’m wonderful. Are all girls of this year like this?”


  I looked cynically at the greedy little wenches gorging themselves with his food and drink, and scheming behind their doll-like faces how they could clip him for more.


  “Fortunately,” I said, “No.”


  If he heard me he didn’t get it. He was tickling one of them under the chin and making noises like a grandfather.


  I LEANED against the back of my chair feeling savagely ineffectual. I’d never been in such a screwy position in all of my life. I was worried about Ruby, really worried. Yet the only explanation I could get as to her whereabouts was too silly to even consider.


  That she had disappeared into the Future was absurd. Then doubts began to hit me. The disappearance of the machine etc. I took a drink and followed it with two more.


  The giggles of the girls were growing shriller, and the smile on the little fellow’s face was widening joyfully by the second.


  “No more pills,” he cried happily. “No more orders, no more worry about becoming extinct. Here I have found Paradise beyond dreams. Oh you happy, simple people of the Past, you really live in the fullest sense of the word.”


  He jerked off the silly hat and waved it in wild circles over his head.


  “No more pills,” he shouted. “No more pills for ever and ever.”


  He sounded like an advertisement for More-Bran cereal.


  “Let’s go somewhere else, Ducky,” one of the mascaraed mamas pouted.


  “Sure, sure,” Number 33 cried magnanimously, “anywhere you say.” Without wasting an instant the three girls scampered off to get their wraps. The tall, dignified waiter stepped up and laid a long piece of cardboard before my little chum in the green suit.


  The little fellow set down his drink and picked up the bill.


  He turned it over in his hands and then looked at me, puzzled.


  “What do I do with this?” he asked. His voice was as naive as a child’s.


  “Pay it,” I said bluntly. “What do you think?”


  “With what?” he asked uncertainly.


  I experienced a peculiar sensation in the pit of my stomach.


  “Good Lord!” I groaned. “Haven’t you any money?”


  The waiter’s ears pricked up. He leaned forward.


  “Any difficulty gentlemen?” His voice was as suave as silk but there was an unpleasant undertone to it.


  Number 33 turned to me bewilderedly. I can spot phonies but at moments I’d swear the little fellow was dead on the level when he asked: “What’s money?”


  I closed my eyes and counted ten. Then I told him, trying to avoid profanity wherever possible.


  When I got through with my brief discourse on elementary economics he was staring at me incredulously.


  “You can’t be serious,” he said, blinking owlishly at me. “It’s absolutely unbelievable that intelligent human beings would carry metal and paper around with them to exchange for the necessities of life. It—it’s barbaric, that’s what it is.”


  “Barbaric or not,” I said, “it’s one of the quaint customs of the day. And if you have any ideas about disregarding it, you will soon learn that we have even more barbaric methods to discourage you.”


  I’d seen the waiter casually raise his hand and nod to two very rough, business-like looking gents who were lounging against a wall watching the crowd. “You’re joking,” the little fellow said flatly.


  I glanced up and saw that the bouncers were heading our way.


  “I wish I was,” I said dismally.


  The waiter picked up the check from the table and cleared his throat meaningfully.


  “The bill,” he said frigidly, “is sixty-eight dollars and fifty cents.”


  THE LITTLE fellow looked so puzzled and dismayed that I almost felt sorry for him. He looked entreatingly at me, as if expecting me to tell him it was all a joke.


  The bouncers sauntered close to us and then circled the table slowly like vultures waiting to pounce in for the kill. I glanced up and saw that the three blondes who had glutted themselves with the terrapin and champagne were coming back, coats over their respective arms.


  But before they reached the table they stopped. Being experts at appraising such situations they instantly interpreted the scene and realized that their sugar daddy was out of sugar.


  For only an instant did they hesitate. Then they turned casually and strolled away.


  The little fellow didn’t notice and I was glad.


  He was too engrossed with the decidedly unfriendly attitude of the waiter and the two bouncers, who had been joined by the manager, a swarthy, stocky fellow in a tight-fitting tuxedo.


  “Sixty-eight dollars and fifty cents,” the waiter repeated with unpleasant emphasis.


  Suddenly off to our right a jingling clatter sounded. Looking up I saw that some lucky guy had hit the coin machine for a few dollars in silver.


  The little visitor from the Future heard and saw also.


  For a second his face was puzzled and uncomprehending. Then a broad relieved smile broke over his features.


  “I see, I see,” he said delightedly. “You keep the money in boxes and then when you need some you just pull a lever. Very nice, very nice indeed.”


  I tried to explain that things didn’t quite work that way, but he would have none of it.


  “You can’t fool me twice,” he said gaily. “You did have me puzzled for a while, but I see how the system works now. I’ll go over and get what money we need.”


  I had the helpless feeling that steals over a man when he attempts to reason with a woman or a copper.


  “Go ahead,” I said wearily. I slipped him a half a buck and told him how to use it. At least, I figured, it would delay the inevitable reckoning.


  The waiter glared at him when he stood up and trotted over to the slot machine, but I guess he realized that since I was still at the table it wasn’t an attempt to dodge the check.


  So he concentrated his stern, unwelcome attention on me.


  “Is there anything else?” he inquired coldly.


  “Yes,” I snapped, “bring me a glass of water and a tooth pick. The splinterless kind.”


  The waiter opened his mouth, but whatever he was going to say was drowned out in a sudden whirring clatter that was followed instantly by one of the sweetest sounds in the world—the heavy jingling roar of silver.


  I wheeled and saw the little fellow in the bunny suit looking at the slot machine with a pleased smile on his face, and standing knee-deep in a glittering pile of half-dollars.


  He had hit the jackpot!


  I STOOD up, feeling suddenly weak all over, and walked to the slot machine.


  “They all came out,” the little green-suited fellow said proudly. Then a remorseful look stole over his face. “There won’t be anything left for the next fellow, will there?” he asked guiltily.


  “Let’s get out of here,” I said in a strangled voice. I had stood about all I could.


  The waiter was gathering up the coins, his unpleasantness having faded like a dew drop in the sun. He was again thinking of his tip.


  “Put back what you don’t need,” the little fellow directed him. “I wouldn’t want to inconvenience the next person who came along.”


  He was quite happy as he trotted alongside me to the door.


  “Quite an ingenious system, I must say,” he remarked. “Just pull a lever and that’s that. Very ingenious.”


  I groaned. Why did everything happen to me? I thought disgustedly. Ruby vanished without a trace, and me saddled with a nut from the Future who was convinced that he was in Paradise, when he was actually in New York.


  It was probably because I was so absorbed with these distracting thoughts that I didn’t notice the sleek black car pull up to the curb alongside us. The first inkling I had of trouble’s ugly head was in the form of a sudden hard jab in the back.


  I froze in my tracks. A voice said in my ear:


  “Smart guy. In the car now and no tricks.”


  There was nothing else to do. I stepped for the open door of the car, but just then there was an interruption.


  “Where are you going?” my chum from the Future asked plaintively.


  “Probably for a ride,” I answered grimly—and truthfully


  “How delightful,” he answered, pleased. “You think of everything here, don’t you?”


  I turned my head slightly and saw that the mug behind me was Dapper Dan, Scarlotti’s finger man. The mug I’d thrown out of the theatre not two hours before.


  “Hello Danny,” I grinned. “Playing tough guy now?”


  He glared at me. “Who’s the mug in the clown suit?” he grated.


  “Friend of mine,” I said, trying to give the little runt the office to scram. But he stood there smiling, obviously pleased with the prospects of a ride.


  “Get in!” Dapper Dan snapped at him.


  “Thank you,” he answered jubilantly. He climbed awkwardly into the car. I got in after him cursing fluently. Then the car moved away from the curb in a swift rush of power.


  “Wonderful,” squealed Boy Scout Suit, “wonderful!”


  The car flashed through the heavy night traffic and in a few minutes was crawling over the Washington bridge to Jersey.


  Beside Dapper Dan, who was seated next to me prodding a persuader into my ribs, there were two other yeggs in the car, both in the front seat.


  The trip was made in ominous silence. The only person who was unaffected by the situation was the visitor from a couple of thousand years from now.


  He was so immensely excited by the spectacle of Manhattan’s sky line that he forgot to jabber questions into my ear. He contented himself with squirming about, and sighing happily at the sights that spread around him.


  I was so curious about him that I actually was able to forget my own predicament. If he was faking astonishment and excitement he was doing a remarkably fine job of it. If he wasn’t faking he belonged to another time era, that was certain.


  THE SILENCE held until we reached a shack in Jersey set back from the street, then Dapper Dan nudged me with the gun and told me to get out.


  As we filed into the dark house, I did a little worrying in behalf of myself. Things seemed to be getting worse and worse for me. Still no inkling as to where Ruby had disappeared, except the assumption that she had been snatched into a future time. But that was not the immediate problem. More pressing than that, was what Dapper Dan arid his playmates had in store for me.


  A light flicked on and I saw we stood in a sparsely furnished room with all the blinds drawn. It was a deserted neighborhood, I had noticed as we entered.


  “Nice place for a murder,” I remarked conversationally.


  “Maybe,” Dapper Dan commented casually.


  The other two thugs seated themselves without taking their eyes off me My playmate from the Future stared curiously about the ill-furnished room. His features were pleasantly but uncertainly expectant; as if he were a spectator at a peculiar game which he did not understand too well.


  Dapper Dan broke the short silence.


  “You held the cards a while ago,” he said softly, “when you tossed me out of your show. The situation is reversed now. And what happens to you depends on how anxious you are to cooperate.”


  “Meaning what?” I asked.


  “That Scarlotti intends to muscle into the show business of New York. He’s going to do it on the legit. And he thinks you’d be a good man to have working for him. It isn’t everyone that the Boss is willing to take in, you know.”


  “He’s taken in everybody he’s done business with,” I said recklessly.


  “Very funny,” Dapper Dan said tonelessly. “I may have to ask the boys here to show you their appreciation of your wit if you keep it up. Now, for the last time, are you in?”


  I pretended to ponder the situation.


  “You know,” I said thoughtfully, “I think I’ve got a good play for Scarlotti to lead off with.”


  “What’s that?” Dapper Dan asked.


  “It’s a play,” I said, “that symbolizes Scarlotti and his whole outfit pretty well. It’s called Brother Rat!”


  Dapper Dan’s face flushed purple. His hand came out of his coat pocket holding a gun.


  “You’re a little too wise, I think,” he said softly.


  The little man from Tomorrow jumped excitedly when he saw the gun in Dapper Dan’s hand.


  “I know what that is,” he cried, “it’s a gun. I saw one in the Collectarium once. The inscription said it was a weapon used by the cliff dwellers of the twentieth century.”


  Dapper Dan’s jaw dropped a full inch.


  “Who is this guy?” he demanded. “Is he a screwball?”


  “Use it, please,” the little fellow begged. “I’d love to see it work. Please try it.”


  “I think I will,” Dapper Dan said softly.


  He swung the muzzle around until it aimed squarely at the third clasp of the little fellow’s uniform.


  “You’ll know better than to try and kid me the next time,” he said viciously. His finger tightened slowly on the trigger.


  I’d swear the little fellow didn’t know he was staring straight into eternity.


  The smile was still on his face and his eyes were bright with interest.


  I couldn’t let him go that way. If I did I knew I’d see his friendly, innocent face before me the rest of my life.


  Just as Dapper Dan’s finger closed on the trigger, I hurled myself at him. My shoulder drove into his side, and at the same instant I heard a thundering report above my head and felt a hot slash of flame sear across my neck.


  BUT THAT wasn’t all. As I crashed to my knees I felt, rather than saw, a shimmering phosphorescence illuminate the room with crazy flashing lights. Then a sound like the ripping of a delicate fabric filled the room and a second later a thunderous blast jarred the very floor beneath me.


  Dazed, I looked up. The sight before me caused me to blink rapidly and unbelievingly.


  For before my astounded eyes, smack in the middle of the room, was a huge undulating ball of metal. Before I could collect my badly scattered wits, the hatch-like cover on the machine was flung back and a slim, auburn-headed figure slipped out and dropped to the floor.


  “Ruby!” I yelled.


  “Well of all people,” she exclaimed. “Whatever are you doing here?”


  That was all the opportunity we had for light conversation.


  For Dapper Dan had picked himself from the floor, and now he shoved the muzzle of his gun into my back and barked at his thugs.


  “Grab the doll!”


  They wasted no time. Struggling and twisting she was hauled to one side of the room, where she proceeded to give every member of the opposition her exact views on their ancestry and upbringing.


  I knew it was all over then. Somehow Ruby had been returned, and now I had no doubts as to where she’d been. But she had returned just in time to stick her pretty neck into a tight noose of trouble.


  No one had paid any attention to the little fellow, and I peered around to see what had happened to him. My first thought was that he had collected a bit of lead for himself, but I saw immediately that I was mistaken. He was cowering in a corner, a mask of terror stamped on his face. I felt a twinge of pity. It must have been an unnerving situation for him.


  But I saw then that he didn’t seemed to be worrying about the gangsters. His eyes were focused on the time machine and one trembling hand was pointing at it in horror. He was almost blubbering in his trepidation, but I did manage to catch one frightened word.


  “My ww-wife,” he gasped. “My w-wife!”


  I wheeled and saw that another person was emerging from the time machine.


  But what a person!


  She was a female. That much was obvious. But from there on, all resemblance to the females I’ve met ended. As she dropped to the floor I saw that she was as tall as I, and I’m no pigmy.


  Her eyes were flashing pools of authority and power, and her features were cast in the same noble lines as those of our North American Indians. Straight, tawny hair fell to her wide, splendidly muscled shoulders. A brilliant cape swirled about her as she stepped forward. She was the living picture of power and strength and sternness.


  She faced the gangsters, hands at her sides, but her wonderful flashing eyes raked them scornfully.


  I could hear Dapper Dan breathing hard—and incredulously.


  “What’s your racket?” he snarled. He moved the gun to cover the Amazonian creature. “I got you covered,” he snapped.


  A crimson flash of anger appeared in the woman’s face.


  “Put that toy away,” she thundered. “How dare you threaten me! You insolent, miserable slave.”


  The power in her voice would have taxed the dynamos at Coulee dam.


  THE ONLY sound in the room was Dapper Dan’s harsh breathing and then to my utter amazement, the gun slipped from his hand and banged on the floor.


  “You’re running the show,” he panted. “Anything you say.”


  Without a word the gloriously impressive creature pressed two buttons on her wide belt. With a faint hiss! three brilliant streaks of light crackled out and seemed to spear the gangsters in the forehead. The lances of light then seemed to dissolve in the air, and a faint acrid smokiness was the only tangible evidence of their existence.


  But Dapper Dan and his chop men were stretched on the floor, apparently as lifeless as a Hollywood ‘B’ picture.


  “Isn’t she wonderful!” Ruby exclaimed excitedly.


  “Bosh!” snorted the impressive female. She marched across the room and jerked her husband to his feet. For an instant I thought she might tear one of his arms off and beat him over the head with it, but fortunately for Number 33 something distracted her attention.


  Her eyes focused incredulously on the silly, feminine hat which was still perched on the little fellow’s head. It was ridiculous enough to distract anyone’s attention.


  “Where did you get that?” she thundered.


  He stared at her in blank terror, and then following the direction of her stern eyes, his hand moved guiltily to the hat.


  “Well?” she demanded. “What is it? Just because you were a few thousand years away from me you evidently decided to make a perfect fool of yourself.”


  I believe I felt sorrier for the little fellow right then than I had at any of his misadventures in this country. Making excuses to a wife—any wife—is no snap. But to be called upon to lie glibly to a super amazon such as this would be almost too much to expect of any man. Even Superman would have quailed.


  “It—it’s a hat,” the little fellow said, swallowing weakly.


  “Hmmmph!” his wife’s snort was derisive and unmollified.


  “I—I got it for you,” he said desperately, the words tumbling hurriedly from his mouth. “Here, put it on.”


  I shuddered as he reached out suddenly and stuck the absurd hat awkwardly on her head.


  “There,” he said faintly.


  The amazonian creature drew a slow breath into her massive lungs. Her cheeks reddened and her eyes flashed dangerously. I backed away like a craven. She looked as if she were ready to explode—both figuratively and literally.


  But then Ruby, with what seemed to me a display of idiotic bravery, grabbed her impulsively by the arm and turned her about.


  “Not that way,” she cried in horrified tones. “You don’t wear them straight. You tip them on the side and wear them over one eye.”


  “What are you talking about?” demanded Superwoman.


  “The hat, silly,” Ruby said briskly. “It looks simply awful.”


  She stepped back chin in hand, and studied the massive creature before her.


  “Sit down.” she commanded suddenly. In her eyes was the gleaming light of a missionary. She flew out of the room then, and returned a second later with two objects in her hand.


  “Look!” she gloated. “I found a compact and a bottle of perfume in the bedroom.”


  Number 33’s wife was still standing dazedly in the center of the room, but when Ruby bustled up to her she sat down meekly, a strange bewildered look on her face.


  LIKE AN enthusiastic artist Ruby wielded the lipstick and powder, until the stern, plain features began to glow and soften under the sorcery of make-up.


  Then she fluffed up the straight, tawny hair until it bore a reasonable facsimilitude to the modern mode.


  On top of a swirling wave of hair she placed the silly little hat and with a few deft motions shoved it down into place—over one eye.


  Then she stepped back and viewed her handiwork delightedly.


  “You’re perfectly scrumptious,” she decided definitely. “There is just one thing lacking though.”


  She removed the stopper from the perfume bottle and sprinkled a few drops of the scented liquid in the newly coiffed hair.


  “Now,” she cried, standing back again, “you’re absolutely perfect!”


  “Very nice,” I commented cautiously.


  Something very peculiar was happening to the stern, powerful creature. She looked uncertainly at us as if wondering whether to believe us or not. Perhaps it was the make-up but she certainly seemed to be, somehow, more of a woman than before.


  “See for yourself,” Ruby said, holding the compact mirror before her.


  For a long moment the female gladiator regarded her image, a curious expression on her face. Then she turned, somewhat shyly I thought, to her husband who had hardly taken a breath for the past five minutes. An unspoken question was in her eyes.


  Number 33, the little guy in the boy scout suit, was more than equal to the situation.


  “You’re absolutely beautiful,” he said dramatically.


  I felt proud of him. He even put a hand to his heart as he spoke. He had learned something of flattery from his experience at Danny’s Dive.


  And flattery was one weapon which his statuesque wife had no defense against.


  It would be incorrect to say she simpered. But she came as close to it as anyone of her size and majestic bearing could. A faint blush stained her cheeks and her eyelids fluttered coyly.


  “I probably look simply awful,” she said, as women since Eve have had a habit of saying.


  Number 33 assured her stoutly that her appearance left nothing to be desired, and she giggled. Actually. I knew the war was over then.


  It turned out I was right. When they climbed into the time machine a few minutes later she was calling him “Ducky” and he was calling her “Toots.”


  The little fellow shook hands with me before they left.


  “You’ve got a wonderful set-up here,” he said wistfully. Then he brightened. “But I’m going to have a new deal in the Future that won’t be bad.”


  As he closed the hatch and settled himself happily on his wife’s knee for the return trip I found myself agreeing with him. At least I hoped he would—I mean will—be happy.


  When they had gone I turned to Ruby:


  “Ruby,” said I firmly, “we are going to get married. At once.”


  “But I can’t” she wailed, “I’ve so many things to do, people to invite and—”


  “It will,” I continued inexorably, “be a simple ceremony and it will take place as soon as we find a justice of the peace. Women may rule the Future but, by Heaven, I’m giving the orders now.”


  “Whatever you say,” she said meekly. But she sighed softly and fluttered her eyelids.


  We were married last week at the Little Church Around The Corner before three thousand people after an engagement of three months and are now living happily ever after.


  All you have to do is put your foot down.


  You see?


  THE COSMIC PUNCH OF LEFTY O’ROURKE


  First published in the February 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Lefty O’Rourke couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag. But when that red ray shot down out of the sky, it did something to him; something save him a perfect lulu of a punch.


  I’VE BEEN Lefty O’Rourke’s manager for the last ten years. The last five of them years we been barely making enough to buy beans and bacon, but still Lefty’s got the idea that before he quits he’s goin’ to be middleweight champ. Of all cockeyed impossibilities!


  He was a little hurt when I got him a job as sparring partner in Johnny Sylva’s camp, but a guy has got to eat, and Lefty is just kidding himself when he won’t admit that his days as a leather tosser are done with.


  It wouldn’t be so bad maybe, but Johnny Sylva is the present middleweight champ and a bad guy to boot. In short Lefty don’t like him or the set-up one bit, and he blames me for the whole thing.


  “You could’ve got me that prelim shot in Spokane,” he muttered accusingly, as I tied the big twelve ounce sparring pillows onto his ham-like hands. “Being a sparring partner like this ain’t dignified. It’s like a piano player gettin’ a job movin’ pianos instead of playing ’em.”


  “Look, Lefty,” I said patiently. “You’ve still got a few marbles left, and I’m trying to see that you keep ’em. At your age you can’t afford to let these salty young punks use your head for a punching bag. You’ll bust open at the seams if you do.”


  “I ain’t old,” Lefty mumbled belligerently. “Thirty two—”


  “Thirty four,” I corrected. “Awright,” he grumbled. “But thirty four ain’t too old in the middle division. I still got my wind, and my legs are better than they ever were.”


  “They were never very good,” I said brutally. “Seriously, Lefty, I’m thinkin’ of you and Ellen now. That swell gal is dumb enough to want to marry you, and you ought to thank your lucky stars, instead of trying to collect a whole head full of them to carry with you all your life. You got enough saved to buy a gas station and live happily ever after, so why don’t you forget the fight game? I only got you this sparring job cause you wouldn’t’ve been happy if you weren’t fighting someone. Now I’m tellin’ you to quit, to get out while you’re still in one piece.”


  “You’ve been listening to Ellen,” Lefty accused moodily. “You’d think from the way you two talk that I was some slap-silly ham-and-egger. I’m still Lefty O’Rourke, whether you know it or not. My name means something in the fight game.”


  “Five years ago,” I said, “you were a pretty good scrapper. Now, unless you get smart, you’re goin’ to wind up with a few pencils and a tin cup.”


  I slipped his head gear on and rammed the mouth protector between his teeth before he could reply. He spluttered something at me as he climbed through the ropes, but then he did a few squats to limber up his legs. That was one thing about Lefty. He took everything about the fight game with deadly seriousness.


  IN A few minutes, the champ, Johnny Sylva, swaggered out of his cabin and trotted to the ring. There must’ve been five or six hundred spectators waitin’ to see him go through his paces, and when he climbed through the ropes he got a nice hand.


  He tossed off his bathrobe and strutted around the ring giving everyone a chance to admire his big chest and shoulders, then he went back to his corner, where his manager, Morry Kling, gave him his instructions.


  “Use that right of yours,” Morry said in a loud voice. “Just keep it cocked under your chin, and every time you get a chance let it go. Understand? Let it go!”


  “I got’cha,” Sylva said carelessly. “I’ll put Grandpa O’Rourke away inside of two rounds. Just watch me.”


  I felt a slow burn around the region of my collar. I climbed up on the apron of the ring and pulled Lefty close to me.


  “Don’t be a chump, you chump,” I hissed at him. “Box this guy now and don’t let him kick you around with that right of his like he’s planning to. You can’t stand much of that, and you know it.”


  “Don’t be crazy,” Lefty said cockily. “I can take anything he can send.” That’s the trouble with Lefty. When he smells the resin of the ring, and gets his mitts into a pair of gloves he gets a world-beater complex. Right now, I knew he was thinking that he was in the Garden, and that he and Sylva were meeting for the title. What can you do with a guy like that?


  When Kling gave the signal the two boys moved into the center of the ring, touched gloves and went to work. Lefty had, at one time, been a pretty classy boxer, and for a few rounds he could still keep out of trouble.


  He circled around Sylva shooting his long left into his face and keeping the champ off balance. It is impossible to throw a right unless you’re solidly set on both pins, and for that reason Sylva’s attempts to connect with haymakers were more than futile.


  There were several laughs from the crowd as he swung wildly and Lefty slipped away, spearing him with fast lefts. Sylva didn’t like this a bit. His heavy, dark face flushed a shade blacker, and his puffy lips hardened over his mouth protector.


  He moved in more slowly now, crouching a bit, trying to drive Lefty into a corner where he could hammer him with heavy blows.


  But Lefty was still feeling pretty good, and he skipped around the champ, stabbing his sharp left again and again into the champ’s whiskers.


  That was the way the round ended. The champ breathing hard and looking about as pleasant as a bear with a thorn in his foot, and Lefty still skipping about like a dancing master, well in control of things.


  THE next round started the same way, only it was obvious from the ugly scowl on the champ’s face that he meant business this time.


  He went right to work on Lefty, crowding him with lefts and rights, trying to open up a path over which his dynamite right could travel.


  I was a little surprised at the fight Lefty was putting up. He was at a bad disadvantage because he had no punch to speak of, and his jaw was strictly glass. On top of that he was ten years older than the champ, and already the bounce was going out of his legs. He was finding it harder and harder to avoid the champ’s gorilla-like rushes, and it was only a matter of time before he’d find himself stretched flatter than a rug.


  The crowd at the camp sensed that the champ was out for a K.O. and they were beginning to yell for the kill. A crowd is a pretty savage thing, and when the blood-spilling starts they start acting like African aboriginals.


  Lefty was in a corner now taking a lot of punishment in the body that would slow him up even more. The champ was snarling now, really beginning to enjoy himself. There was nothing he liked better than mauling sparring partners, who had to be careful not to hurt him.


  It looked like the beginning of the end, but just then something occurred to delay things. It was about dusk, although there was still enough light to fight by, and the sky was white and clear. The sun was about ready to call it a day and pull the covers of night up under its chin, when suddenly the whole sky seemed to explode into a thousand rainbows.


  Honest, I’ve never seen nothin’ like it in my life. It was like a thousand colored beacons that started flashing through the sky all at once. The white sky was stained with every color you could imagine, and some you couldn’t.


  Everybody in the camp was watching Nature’s exhibit, even the two fighters were staring up at the sky.


  “Aurora borealis,” I heard someone behind me say. “Wonderful, isn’t it?”


  The flashing, colored beams of lights were really something to see. They even looked as if some of them were spearing right down to Earth, scattering and breaking all around us.


  One big red shaft seemed to shoot right down into the ring, and that’s what turned my attention back that way.


  And when I saw what was about to happen in the ring I forgot all about the aurora whatchamacallit.


  “Lefty!” I screamed. “Duck!”


  BUT I was too late. Johnny Sylva’s roundhouse right was already steaming for Lefty’s chops. And Lefty was still looking up at the sky like a yokel on Forty-second street.


  He didn’t see the punch, and he probably didn’t even feel it. It crashed into his jaw just the same instant the big red bolt of light from the sky splashed over him.


  He fell like a pole-axed steer. The board floor of the ring shuddered and groaned under his limp weight. I scrambled into the ring and helped haul him to the corner. One of the champ’s handlers tossed a dipperful of water into his face, and I shook his head back and forth until his cheeks shook like two mounds of jelly.


  The champ, I noticed from the corner of my eye, was strutting around the ring as if he’d done something to be very proud of. The spectators were cheering and he was shaking hands with himself, very pleased, very cocky.


  It took us another twenty seconds to get Lefty around, and when he came to, he blinked up at me in surprise.


  “What happened?” he sputtered.


  “You not only forgot to duck,” I said bitterly. “You also forgot to look. The champ dusted you off while you was watching the fireworks in the sky.”


  Lefty looked at me blankly for a few seconds, then a frown settled over his face.


  “He slugged me while I wasn’t looking,” he said angrily. “I ought to stop his clock for that.”


  “Don’t be a fool,” I said. “He’ll just send you on another trip to slumber land. You got another round to go with him, and for Pete’s sake, keep away from him.”


  Kling came over to our corner then. “If your boy can’t finish out his stint,” he said, “I’ll have to dock him. I like to be fair, but I ain’t made of money. I gotta think of myself, too.”


  “You always do,” I said. “But it ain’t up to me. If Lefty wants to go another round, okay.”


  “I’m ready to go,” Lefty said grimly. As he moved out to meet Sylva for the third round, I happened to glance up and I noticed that the big fireworks show that Nature had stagged was all over. The sky was white and clear again.


  Then I got my attention back on the scrap.


  I COULD see from the way that Sylva was stalking Lefty that he was after another knockout. And Lefty, the big fool, instead of boxing him, was standing flatfooted like he was going to swing.


  If Lefty had a punch left it would’ve been okay, but he couldn’t break a pane of glass with either hand, and that made it just plain suicide.


  Sylva moved in behind a nice left and let a booming right fly at Lefty’s head. Lefty stepped back and let the punch fly past him. Sylva’s momentum carried him off balance, exposing the whole left side of his jaw.


  Lefty swung.


  It was a right cross and its sheer perfection brought a lump to my throat. I’ve knocked around the fight game for twenty years and I’ve seen all the great leather tossers in action. I’ve seen Dempsey dump a man for a somersault with a six-inch hook, and I’ve seen the Brown Bomber lift a man over the ropes with a lightning left, but I’ve never seen anything, anywhere, to equal that right cross that Lefty O’Rourke, the wash-up bum, poured into the champ, Johnny Sylva.


  Like all great punches, it was smooth as oil and fast as lightning. And the funny thing was that Lefty didn’t seem to have much to do with it. It was as if some powerful, invisible force got behind his fist and threw it out there with the force of a pile driver.


  What it did to Johnny Sylva was a sin and a crime.


  It lifted him right off the canvas and knocked him backward over the top strand of the ring ropes and dropped him with a splintering crash into the sixth row of seats.


  Out as cold as a mackerel!


  Everybody in the whole camp was going crazy, but Lefty was still standing flat-footed in the ring, looking at his right fist as if he’d never seen it before.


  Morry Kling was yelling at the top of his voice, a half dozen handlers were carting the champ to a rub-down table, spectators were shouting themselves hoarse, reporters were racing for the camp phones and I couldn’t believe it.


  Lucky punches happen, but not punches like that one. I knew I had seen the perfect punch and I was ready to die happy.


  Morry Kling came rushing over to me then, looking as if he was just about to explode out of his expensive, pinstriped suit.


  “He killed him, he killed him!” he screamed in my ear. “He’s a murderer, that’s what he is, a murderer.


  “Take it easy,” I said, attempting to calm him.


  I don’t think he even heard me.


  “Get him out of my camp,” he raved.


  “If he’s here ten minutes from now, I’ll call the cops. You too, Flynn. You were probably in on this. I’ll bet Perosi’s manager put you up to this, sent you and your ape over here to kill my boy. A pair of murderers, both of you.”


  The spectators who had crowded around us, were treated to another good punch then. I hauled off and busted Kling right on the nose. He fell back on the seat of his pants, grabbing his nose with both hands.


  “Ow!” he screamed. “New he’s trying to kill me.”


  “Come on, Lefty,” I said disgustedly. “Let’s get out of here.”


  “Okay, Boss,” he said obediently. “It was a nifty of a punch you threw then.”


  “Yours wasn’t bad either,” I said. I looked at Kling sitting on the ground moaning, and then I looked over and saw the handlers still working frantically over the recumbent figure of the champ.


  And a funny thing. I felt swell.


  THE next day Lefty and I presented ourselves at the Ace gym where “Bull” Perosi, the middleweight challenger, was training for his coming bout with Johnny Sylva.


  It was my idea. I figured that Perosi’s manager would be glad to hire the guy who had knocked out the champ. My angle was that Lefty might be able to show Perosi just how he’d done it, and then Perosi could use the same punch and technique.


  The morning papers had been full of the story. All the writers had built it up big, and the odds on the champ were tumbling down. The smart money figured that if Lefty O’Rourke could knock out the champ, a tough young guy like “Bull” Perosi would have a snap of it.


  So when I stepped up to Perosi’s manager, a shifty-eyed little guy with a toothpick in his mouth, I was expecting a warm reception.


  “I’m Flynn,” I said, “and this is my boy, Lefty O’Rourke. I guess you read what we did to the champ yesterday.”


  “Yeah, I read about it,” he said without moving the toothpick in his lips. “Whadda you want?”


  “I just thought,” I said, “that you might want to use Lefty here to work with your boy. Might be a good thing for your kid.”


  Perosi’s manager took the toothpick out of his mouth and put his hands on his hips.


  “Oh you did, did you?” he said very nastily. “Well lemme tell you this, Brother; I don’t want any dummy around my kid who doesn’t know enough not to throw wild punches in a sparring bout. Your boy is just crazy for a little publicity, and you too. After that dumb stunt he pulled yesterday with the champ I wouldn’t want him within a hundred yards of my boy. He might butt him in the stomach just to get his name in the paper. Now that’s final. Clear out of here, both of you. I don’t want any cheap ham-and-eggers who’re trying to build a rep on lucky punches around my camp. Go on now, clear out of here.”


  I counted ten to myself very slowly. Then I stuck both hands in my pockets and swore to myself I’d keep ’em there.


  “Goodbye,” I said carefully. “And I hope that when Sylva knocks your bum out of the ring, he knocks him into your lap and breaks both of your legs.” I turned and headed for the door, but before I’d covered three feet a big hand caught my shoulder and jerked me around. I found myself looking right into the mean black eyes of “Bull” Perosi.


  THE Bull is a squarely built powerhouse, with wide sloping shoulders and no neck at all. His arms and fists are thick and hairy, and his flat battered face has only the vaguest resemblance to a human countenance.


  “I hoid that,” he rumbled, “and I didn’t like it. Now get out of here and stay out!”


  He grabbed me by the lapels of my coat and shoved me backward. I flew through the air as if I’d been shot out of a cannon and hit the wall with a dizzying smack and fell to my knees.


  I shook my head to get rid of the bells and birdies, and when my eyes cleared I saw that Lefty was walking toward the Bull, very slowly, but very determinedly.


  “You wouldn’t try that on anybody your size, would you?” Lefty said grimly.


  The Bull looked Lefty up and down, then he laughed sneeringly.


  “Listen you bum,” he said nastily. “Pick up that cheap manager of yours and get movin’ or I’ll hit you so hard you’ll be eatin’ out of the back of your head.”


  “You and who else?” Lefty snarled.


  I tried to yell to the big baboon, but it was too late. The Bull was already starting for him. His first swing, a murderous right, missed Lefty by the length of a whisker. Then he charged into Lefty, throwing rights and lefts furiously, driving him back by sheer bull strength.


  I knew that Lefty was going to take a terrific shellacking, and it was all my fault. If I’d kept my big mouth shut this wouldn’t have happened.


  I scrambled to my feet, still dizzy, and started for the two fighters. I don’t know just what I had in mind, but I was determined to stop this slaughter.


  I grabbed Perosi’s manager by the arm.


  “Call your boy off,” I pleaded. “He’s liable to kill Lefty.”


  Perosi’s manager shook my hand off his arm, and kept his eyes riveted avidly on the fight.


  “That’s fine,” he snapped. “He’s got it coming to him, and he’s sure goin’ to get it.”


  By now a half dozen rubbers and handlers had flocked around, forming a ragged ring about the Bull and Lefty. They were all cheering for the Bull to flatten Lefty.


  The Bull grinned wickedly and bored in, pumping hard blows into Lefty’s body. Then he set himself and tossed a vicious right at his chops, but he missed by a full inch and left himself open.


  And Lefty did it again.


  He threw a right cross that traveled so fast that I hardly saw it. It was a smoking, sizzling punch that landed with the force of a baseball bat across the flat nose of Bull Perosi.


  And the Bull went down and out without so much as the twitch of a muscle to show that he was still alive.


  HIS manager screamed frantically in my ear and, a second later the Bull’s handlers charged for Lefty, and from their swinging fists it wasn’t hard to imagine what they intended doing.


  The next minute the gym was a bedlam of flying fists and shouting voices, and, in the middle of the noise and confusion stood Lefty, cocking and firing his right cross at the jaws of the Bull’s handlers.


  And every time that punch landed a man went flying backward from the battle to land on his back, out cold. I watched fascinated.


  Lefty had never had a punch, even in his best days. But now with six rights he had laid away Bull Perosi and five of his handlers for the count and then some. The men who went down were not getting back up and the Bull was still colder than yesterday’s gravy.


  In about two minutes it was all over. The last man went down and Lefty was left all alone, glowering savagely over the carnage he had created. Still, in his eyes, there was a peculiar look, a look of mingled surprise and doubt and disbelief.


  I heard a plop at my feet and I looked down to see Perosi’s manager flat on the floor. The shock had been too much for him.


  “C’mon,” I said weakly to Lefty, “let’s get out of here.”


  Lefty wiped the sweat from his eyes and grinned suddenly.


  “Boy oh boy,” he chortled, “who says I’m washed up? Did you see those rights. I never threw punches like them in my best days.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “That’s what worrying me.”


  IF you’ve read the sports pages lately you know what happened after Lefty knocked out Bull Perosi. The Bull was so badly battered that his manager cancelled the championship fight with Johnny Sylva. Then the papers picked up the story of how Lefty had knocked out both the champ and the Bull, and they began shouting that Lefty be given a legitimate chance at the champ. They pointed out that since the Bull was cancelling the match it would only be fair to give Lefty his chance at the crown.


  There was a lot of sentiment in the set-up and the fans went for it like a ton of bricks. The idea of the old washed-up Lefty O’Rourke coming back with a great new punch kind of caught their imagination. At first Morris Kling flatly refused to have anything to do with the deal, but then the pressure was put on him by the papers, and finally he agreed to have Sylva fight Lefty.


  The two most surprised guys in the whole surprised town of New York was Lefty and me. But probably the maddest person in the whole town was Lefty’s girl, Ellen.


  When she read about the deal she came storming into the gym where Lefty was training, and read the riot act to both of us.


  Ellen is small and dark and pretty, but is also as Irish as a shamrock, and that made her pretty hard to handle.


  “I’m ashamed of you Micky Flynn,” she blazed at me. “You should have better sense, even if Lefty hasn’t.”


  “Now darling,” Lefty said miserably, “you—”


  “Don’t ‘darling’ me,” Ellen flared. “You know very well that you’re taking a chance on losing what brains you’ve got by meeting Johnny Sylva. You promised me you were getting out of the fight game, and now you’ve signed up to meet the hardest, toughest man in the middle division.”


  “Lefty’s a new man these days,” I tried to explain. “He ain’t the old Lefty. He’s got a punch now. He’s liable to murder Sylva.”


  “Lefty couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag,” Ellen said disgustedly.


  “Show her, Lefty,” I said. “Go on and show her.”


  Lefty turned to the punching bag which was hanging next to his head and threw a right at it. It was the new right, the steaming blazing right hand that Lefty had somehow developed at the ripe old age of thirty-four. The punching bag exploded with a loud pop! under the rifle-like speed of Lefty’s wonderful right.


  Even Ellen was impressed.


  She looked at the limply swinging bag and then to Lefty.


  “When did this happen?” she asked. “I thought those newspaper yarns were just ballyhoo.”


  Suddenly I remembered something that I’d been wanting to find out about ever since Lefty had knocked out Johnny Sylva.


  “LOOK, Ellen,” I said. “You’re a smart kid. I mean you’ve been to school and everything, so answer me this. What is this aurora—aurora boric acid, or something like that? What is it?”


  “The aurora borealis?” Ellen said, lifting her eyebrows, “Is that what you mean?”


  “Yeah,” I said, “that’s it. Now what is it?”


  “Well,” Ellen said, “I don’t know whether scientists have agreed on just what causes it, but most of them believe that it is the result of cosmic rays flashing out of the universe to bombard Earth with light. The rays are of terrific force and power put why and what causes them is beyond me. But when did you get so interested in the aurora borealis?”


  “Oh,” I said hastily, “I’ve always been interested in it. Now Ellen, Lefty’s got to take a shower so you’ll have to excuse us for a few minutes.”


  I grabbed Lefty by the arm then and hauled him off to the shower room. I tell you I hadn’t been so excited in years. The old ticker was thumping like a beaver’s tail and my fingers were trembling.


  “What’s up?” Lefty asked. “You know I ain’t supposed to take my shower yet.”


  “I know, I know,” I snapped. “But I had to talk to you. You heard what she said didn’t you?”


  “About me not fighting Sylva?” he asked dumbly.


  “No,” I snapped. “I mean about the aurora thingamajig. You know just at the time that Johnny Sylva konked you, one of them cosmic rays she was talking about hit you dead center.”


  “Did it now?” Lefty asked, impressed.


  “Sure it did,” I said. “It was a big red bolt and I seen it heading for the ring and smack right into you. You’da felt it only, at the same time Sylva’s punch exploded on your button.”


  Lefty thought a long time, his heavy brow wrinkling with the effort. Finally he said:


  “Okay, I got hit with a cosmic ray. So what?”


  “You chump,” I said. “Don’t you get it? That’s where your punch came from. You never had no punch till you got hit with ray. You know that, don’t you?”


  Lefty nodded thoughtfully.


  “Yeah,” he said, “that’s right.”


  “Didn’t you hear Ellen say that these cosmic rays are terrifically powerful?” I asked him.


  “Yeah,” he said, “she did say that.” He looked at his right fist wonderingly.


  “That’s the whole thing in a nutshell,” I cried. “You got hit with a cosmic ray and now you got a cosmic punch.[*] A killer-diller wallop. It’s as simple as anything.”


  Lefty smiled happily.


  “Yeah,” he said brightly. “It’s simple as anything. Now I got a cosmic punch. No wonder I’ve been knocking these bums silly. Oh boy, wait’ll I get another chance at Sylva. I’ll murder the bum.”


  LEFTY’S new cosmic punch really set the sports world on fire. Every day hundreds of people crowded into the gym where we were training, to watch him dump sparring partners on their ears. He still had no left to speak of, and his legs were like putty after a few rounds, but I was figuring on him dusting off the champ in a hurry.


  With his cosmic punch I knew he could do it. He felt the same way. Now that he knew that his right mitt was just chock-full of cosmic power, he was the most confident guy in the world. He predicted he’d knock Sylva out in the first round, and I believed him.


  Ellen was still dubious about the fight and she told me that if I let Lefty get pounded to pieces she’d never speak to either of us again. And, believe me, she meant just that. Lefty had to win, and win with a fast knockout or everything was off.


  That was the way things stood when Lefty and me followed the guard of cops down the aisle of the Garden a few nights later. The place was jammed to the roof, and everybody there was hollering louder than the guy next to him. It was a smoke filled, noisy arena, of maniacs, but I loved ’em all.


  When the champ came in he got a nice hand from the crowd, Hut nothing like they gave Lefty. They were pulling for Lefty to do the impossible. To come back at thirty four to take the crown he couldn’t get ten years before.


  And all the stories about his cosmic punch had stirred them up until they were bug-eyed and crazy for him to knock the champ right up into the rafters.


  Then both fighters were in the center of the ring getting their instructions. Both of ’em looked in fine shape, especially Sylva.


  His heavily muscled shoulders gleamed magnificently under the strong arc lights and he looked in perfect shape and tough as leather.


  Lefty looked all right too, except for the paunchiness around his waist and the varicose veins that crawled around his legs like twiners around an oak.


  I wasn’t worrying about his legs though, and neither was he. It was that cosmic punch we were counting on. That blast of dynamite in his right hand that he got from the aurora boroxide.


  When he came back from the ring and slipped his bathrobe off I started to tell him something, but he wasn’t listening or looking at me.


  Instead he was staring down into the second row, where a small, ragged little man, with mean, baleful eyes was glaring up at him.


  “Izzy the Eye!” I heard Lefty gasp.


  I looked again and sure enough it was. Izzy the Eye was a character who hung around Broadway and the rumor was that he had an evil eye. At most prize fights you could find him staring hard at one man, trying to jinx him with that bad eye of his. Of course he was always paid by the other fighter and his manager. I realized when I saw him down there that Morry Kling had paid him to put the hex on Lefty.


  And Lefty was superstitious as only an Irishman can be.


  “Don’t pay him no mind,” I said hurriedly. “You got that cosmic punch in that right mitt of yours, and don’t forget it.”


  “I won’t,” Lefty said uneasily. “But I wish he’d quit staring at me. I feel like he’s draining the strength right out of me.”


  “Forget about him,” I said desperately.


  Then the bell rang and the fight for the middleweight championship was on.


  SYLVA came out fast carrying the fight to Lefty with a barrage of hard rights and lefts. Lefty backed away clumsily. He had a chance to use his right once, but he hesitated for an instant and the chance was gone. I began to feel the sweat running down my back.


  Lefty wasn’t fighting the way I’d told him to. He was trying so hard to get away from the champ that he was leaving himself wide open. Sylva missed a few times but he wouldn’t keep that up. He was still a little worried about Lefty’s cosmic punch and that made him cautious.


  Lefty got through the round, but he didn’t look a bit good when he settled on his stool for the minute rest.


  “What’s the matter?” I hissed. “Take a pot at him. You got all the punch you need to put him away. You got the whole aurora borealium in back of you. You can’t miss.”


  “I’m worried, Mickey,” he panted. “Izzy the Eye is draining my strength. It’s no use. I’m through. I can’t hit no more. My cosmic punch is gone.”


  “You’re crazy,” I stormed at him. “How do you know it’s gone if you don’t try?”


  “I just know,” he muttered.


  And he was right.


  In the second round the champ laid himself wide open on a wagon tongue left hook and Lefty popped him on the button with the cosmic punch. But it was just a weak imitation of the real thing.


  It didn’t have any steam at all. It traveled so slow I could count the stitches in Lefty’s glove as it fanned through the air.


  The champ shook the punch off, grinned and started to bore in. It was apparent that he wasn’t worrying about Lefty’s cosmic punch any longer. He backed Lefty around the ring and finally caught him in a corner. Lefty took a bad mauling before he could get away, and then he was panting hard and bleeding from two cuts over his eye.


  He looked desperate out there and, if I hadn’t known he’d kill me when he got hold of me, I’d of thrown in the towel.


  When he wobbled back to his stool after the second, I knew he was through. And he knew it too.


  “I’m done for,” he gasped. “Izzy the Eye has drained all the cosmic rays out of me.”


  I could do nothing but nod glumly. It was the only thing I could think of that would account for Lefty’s lack of steam.


  WHEN the bell rang for the third, Lefty tottered back to the slaughter and I hated to see him go. But he wouldn’t let me stop it.


  Just about that time a dark-haired wildcat clawed at my shoulder and I turned to find Lefty’s girl, Ellen, at my side.


  “You brute” she cried angrily. “Why do you let him stay in there and take that beating?” This is all your fault. If you hadn’t gotten him all excited about this stupid aurora borealis business he wouldn’t be in there. He thought because of that he was invincible and now he’s getting the sawdust knocked out of his head for it.”


  “Please,” I said frantically. “I—” I stopped dead. Something Ellen had said suddenly leaped before my mind in neon letters three feet high. “He thought . . . he was invincible . . .”


  “Ellen,” I shouted suddenly. “Do you want to help Lefty?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “No ‘buts,’ ” I yelled. “Listen to me.” It took me twenty seconds to get the idea over to her, and then she said it was crazy, mad, senseless, stupid and a few other things.


  “Don’t argue with me,” I shouted. “Do as you’re told.”


  I didn’t mean to shout at the kid, but it was a good thing I did, I guess, because it got results.


  “All right,” she said, “I’ll do it.”


  “Not till you get the signal from me,” I said. “Now get going.”


  She hurried away, running up the aisle like a startled deer.


  I watched her for a second and then turned back to the fight. Lefty was still on his feet, but it was a miracle to me how he did it. For another two minutes he staggered around taking more and more punches and then the gong saved him.


  When he collapsed on the stool, he was too far gone to talk and I didn’t have anything to say then that would help him. My eyes were glued on the big platform up on the rafters that held the various spotlights and photographic equipment. For an anxious ten seconds I watched the platform railing and then, to my great relief, I saw a small feminine form appear and wave frantically to me.


  I waved back, and I had to keep my teeth clamped shut or my heart would have jumped right out of my mouth. I was that excited.


  Then suddenly from the spotlight platform a great light broke as a half-dozen of the long range beams began sweeping about the arena. They were of all colors, and since they had been used the week before in the annual fire show, red predominated. I grabbed Lefty and shook him desperately. His eyes flickered groggily.


  “Look,” I yelled. “The aurora bronchitis is back again. The cosmic rays are beaming all over you again!”


  Just then a big red beam of light swept over the ring bathing Lefty in its crimson glare.


  “Holy smoke!” he cried, shaking his head.


  The lights all disappeared then, and the bell for the fourth round sounded. Lefty was so impatient that I had to drag him back to shove the mouth protector into his face. Then I let him go out there to fight.


  HE charged into the middle of the ring like a new man. Unfortunately the champ didn’t realize this. For he tried another round house right which left him wide open for Lefty’s right counter.


  And how Lefty countered!


  Later, the press gang at the ringside claimed that four of their typewriters was busted when the champ came over the ropes and landed on top of them. Of course reporters always exaggerate. As a matter of fact only three machines was busted.


  But three or four, it makes no difference. Lefty won the middleweight championship with as pretty a right to the chin as I’ve ever seen.


  I only made me mistake after the fight. I told Lefty what Ellen and I had done with the spotlights. I told him that it wasn’t the cosmic punch which had beaten the champ, but straight Lefty O’Rourke.


  When Lefty realized that the cosmic punch was gone for good he decided to quit the ring without even defending his title.


  I’ve never seen anyone happier than Ellen when he told her this.


  She slipped into his arms and, take it from me, the cosmic punch might be gone, but Lefty has got a cosmic clinch to take its place.


  And me? Well I’m looking for Izzy the Eye, and when I find him I’m going to get him under contract. Because those cosmic rays went somewhere and there’s just a chance that Izzy might have absorbed them from Lefty. And if he did, well I’ll have the new bantamweight champ right in my pocket.


  [*] Cosmic Punch. While Lefty and Micky Flynn have arrived at their conclusion in a very naive fashion, it is possible that their reasoning has a sound basis of scientific fact behind it. The aurora borealis is one of Nature’s most perplexing mysteries. Opinions regarding it vary greatly, but it is definitely agreed that the brilliant rays of light which accompany this beautiful phenomenon originate from outer space, from some remote area of the great dark depths of the universe. Cosmic storms in space might produce such disturbances, and if this is true, it is not terribly far-fetched to suppose that these powerful emanations from space might be absorbed by a human body on Earth. As the body absorbs the sun’s rays, so it might absorb the mighty cosmic space-rays. Something like this might have happened to Lefty O’Rourke. Something like this might also have happened to Lou Nova, but evidently a very good antidote for such “cosmic” punches are a couple of Brown Bombs, taken externally.


  HOWIE LEMP MEETS AN ENCHANTRESS


  First published in the February 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  The Leanhaun Shee lived on love—and she was the slave of any man who could resist the enchantment of her charms!


  THE meteoric rise of Howie Lemp to the head of Colossal Films was one of those things that happen too frequently in Hollywood to cause a great deal of excitement.


  The City of Celluloid has come to accept Boy Wonders in the same spirit they would any natural phenomenon. That is, as something inexplicable, but inevitable. Usually the human eccentricities that thrive in the eccentric atmosphere of Hollywood are speedily eclipsed and forgotten.


  For that reason it is a remarkable fact that the feminine star Howie Lemp brought to Hollywood with him will never be forgotten. It would be easier to forget an earthquake than to forget the amazing girl who precipitated the chain of events that finally led Howie Lemp to Bagdad-on-the-Pacific.


  Looking back, the first link of the chain was forged, so to speak, when Howie Lemp was jerking sodas for Rupp’s Drug Store in Chicago. It was during the morning rush when Howie looked up and suddenly noticed Mazie Slatter for the first time. He had seen her before, for Mazie was a waitress at


  Rupp’s, but it wasn’t until this particular morning that he realized that her hair was the exact shade of the deviled egg he was spreading dexterously between two slices of toasted white.


  He stopped spreading the deviled egg and swallowed the sudden lump in his throat.


  “Mazie,” he said awkwardly, “would—would you like to go to a show tonight?”


  Mazie tossed two lumps of ice cream into a tall glass before looking up at him. By ordinary standards Mazie would not be considered beautiful. To be blunt, it is doubtful that Mazie would have been considered beautiful by any standards. Her skin was sallow and her hair was a streaky blonde and her figure might remind you of an overstuffed pillow that had been tied together at the middle.


  But to Howie she was suddenly The Girl.


  He looked anxiously at her.


  “Well?” he said weakly. “I thought you might like to.”


  Mazie’s eyes traveled unenthusiastically over Howie’s lanky frame, past his out-sized adam’s apple and on to his horn-rimmed spectacles, watery blue eyes, receding forehead and thin brown hair.


  Then she laughed sarcastically.


  “Why should I go to a show with you?” she asked, “when I can take in a side-show by just looking at you.”


  She stuck a cherry on top of the soda she was concocting and waddled off, leaving Howie staring after her, crimson-cheeked and miserable.


  After a few seconds he returned to the deviled egg sandwich but his heart was not in his work. For suddenly and completely he had fallen in love with Mazie Slatter. Even her sarcastic rejoinder was only additional evidence of her wit and cleverness.


  He finished the sandwich and started another mechanically.


  “I can’t let myself go to pieces,” he thought grimly.


  For the rest of the morning he filled orders heroically, and no one could have told from his sad, melancholy expression that the pangs of unrequited love were gnawing away at his soul.


  For Howie Lemp always looked sad and melancholy.


  AT lunch time he got out of the store quickly and crossed to the park where he invariably drank his quart of milk and ate his two hard boiled eggs in the forty-five minutes allotted him by the proprietor of Rupp’s Drug Store.


  He ate an egg in solemn silence and thought wistfully of Mazie Slatter. With each passing second it seemed his devotion and love increased. He ate his second egg and polished off a pint of milk and then dropped his head into his long bony hands.


  “I guess I was born to suffer,” he muttered brokenly.


  For a moment there was a complete silence in the sunny park. Then:


  “Why?”


  The voice, soft and caressing, sounded beside him.


  Howie sighed soul fully.


  “Why?” the caressing voice persisted.


  Shaken from his gloomy reverie Howie took his head from his hands and looked up. A girl was seated beside him on the park bench, her dark eyes resting on him in limpid compassion.


  Howie hadn’t heard the girl come up and sit down and he wondered about this for a second. Then he straightened up, self-consciously aware of her intense gaze.


  “Why are you unhappy?” she asked.


  Howie turned to the girl impulsively, eager to pour forth the sorry story of his great affection for Mazie and her callous disregard of him. So absorbed was he in his own plight he did not particularly notice the amazing beauty of the girl sitting beside him.


  Her hair was dark with strange highlights of blue that glistened in the sun, forming a shimmering halo about her delicate, perfectly molded features. In her eyes of deep cobalt blue, sultry fires seemed to leap and dance. There was something ageless and deathless about her loveliness, as if it were too beautiful to be ravaged by even Time itself. She wore a plain white dress that was almost severe in Grecian simplicity, but which accentuated perfectly her slim, delightfully curved figure.


  Howie disregarded all of these abundant charms. If he even saw them he did not indicate it by so much as a flicker of an eyelash. He plunged into his story, happy for sympathetic ears to absorb it. He talked on, adding one glowing word after another in praise of Mazie’s beauty and charm. When he could think of nothing else to add he sighed with all of the reverence of a Tibetian monk in the presence of the Inner Mysteries and lapsed into moody silence.


  “Is she so beautiful?” the dark haired girl asked.


  Howie sighed.


  “There’s no other woman like her,” he said.


  “Is she,” the dark haired girl’s voice was as soft as a summer’s breeze, “is she more beautiful than I?”


  Howie turned and looked at the dark haired girl critically.


  “You’re kind of pretty,” he said, “but you haven’t got the same cute wrinkles in your neck that Mazie has.”


  The dark haired girl’s face remained expressionless but there was a flicker of angry astonishment behind her smouldering eyes.


  “Look at me,” she whispered.


  HOWIE looked at her. He saw her slightly parted lips, her burning blue eyes, her slender voluptuousness. She moved closer to him, one soft white hand stealing across his shoulder to caress the back of his head.


  “Can’t you forget this other girl?” she whispered. “We could be happy together, you and I. Look into my eyes and tell me if it would be difficult to love me.”


  Howie squirmed uncomfortably and shifted away from the girl.


  “It wouldn’t be difficult for a person to fall in love with you,” he said awkwardly. “You’re really nice and pretty and everything.” He tried desperately to think of something to say that would be kind and at the same time would discourage her intentions toward him.


  “You just be patient,” he added, “and some nice young man will come along. As for me though, I’m in love with the only girl for me, Mazie.”


  The dark haired girl’s features were unchanged, but there was dawning consternation in the depths of her eyes.


  “Do you mean,” she asked, and there was a faintly anxious tone in her smooth voice, “that you are able to ignore me for this other girl? Surely she cannot be a tenth as desirable as I. Please look at me. You must see that I am beautiful. I could make you happier than you dream possible if you will only look at me and love me.”


  “I’m sorry,” Howie said with finality, “but that just isn’t possible. I’ve told you you’re pretty—after a manner. But I’m in love with Mazie and nothing can change that. We got some good looking boys over in the store jerking sodas and if you’d like, I could maybe fix things up for you with one of them. But as for me, that’s out.”


  He ran a long finger around the inside of his collar and moved a few inches away from the girl. A dizzy feeling of desperation was sweeping over him. He was no Casanova and he knew it, but this girl was acting as if he were a combination of Clark Gable and William the Conqueror.


  “I’ve got to be getting back to the store,” he said apologetically, “it’s been nice knowing—”


  “You can’t go,” the dark haired girl cried passionately. “You mustn’t leave me. I need you. I must have you. Why don’t you take me? Everything I have, everything I am will be yours to use as you wish. Only tell me you find me desirable and you love me. and I will be yours.”


  The girl’s beautiful, haunting features were strained and fearful and a nameless terror was lurking deep in her eyes.


  “You mustn’t leave me,” she begged. “You must say you love me and that you will be mine. Please tell me you can’t resist me.”


  “I’d like to oblige you,” Howie stammered breathlessly, “but I just can’t do it.”


  He scrambled to his feet and shoved the half-empty bottle of milk into her hands.


  “Here,” he said desperately, “maybe this’ll help you. It’s on me.”


  He wheeled then and sprinted across the grass . . .


  WHEN Howie Lemp reached the drug store, he was panting strenuously. Ducking inside, he hastily wrapped a clean apron around him and took his place behind the counter with a vast sigh of relief. He had been in a few uncomfortable spots in his lifetime, but never one that equalled the predicament he had just escaped. For several blissful seconds he enjoyed the sensation of security and then one of his fellow clerks nudged him.


  “Lookit!” he whispered. “Lookit the doll at the end of the counter. Baby is she a knockout. And she’s giving you the eye.”


  “Where?” Howie asked.


  He needn’t have asked that question. All he needed to have done was to follow the gaze of all the male employees and customers in the store. They were all staring in unconcealed admiration at an incredibly beautiful girl with blue-black hair and great flashing eyes that were now resting limpidly and adoringly on a tall, gangling soda jerker by the name of Howie Lemp.


  Howie swallowed nervously as he recognized the amorous creature who had shared the park bench with him some few minutes ago. She was looking at him. But all of the fear and consternation had left her. Now she was apparently the happiest creature in the world, smiling at him with a secretive, dreamy smile that was similar in kind if not in quality to that of a love struck adolescent mooning over an autographed picture of Robert Taylor.


  “What’ve you got that I ain’t,” Howie’s fellow clerk whispered enviously. “If a dame like that gave me the eye I’d drop everything and run.” Blushing to the roots of his thin hair Howie hurled himself into the job of constructing a ham-and-cheese triple-decker. Why was this girl following him? What did she want? These unanswerable questions buzzed around in his head as he worked.


  “Ham on rye,” a nasal voice sang out, and looking up, Howie saw Mazie standing in front of him. “It’s a special,” she snapped, “for Old Man Potterson, so be careful.”


  Howie nodded. Potterson was one of the big shots from the Colossal Studio office on the fifth floor. He was a Hollywood producer, but he spent a good deal of time traveling on the search for talent. A liberal tipper, but he was finicky about his food.


  “About tonight,” Howie said desperately, as Mazie was turning away. “Haven’t you changed your mind about taking in that show with me?”


  Mazie looked at him coldly, then her gaze flicked down the counter to the gorgeous brunette who was still smiling seductively at Howie.


  “Why don’t you ask her?” she snapped. “She seems to be interested in oddities in the news.”


  CRUSHED and miserable Howie listlessly went on with his work. In his benumbed condition he slapped sandwiches together automatically, too miserable to think of anything but the hopelessness of his condition. A glamorous witch who wouldn’t leave him alone and who was souring Mazie on him even more than ever. Which was quite a lot, he was forced to admit dolefully.


  The store was filling up with customers, he noticed lackadaisically.


  Most of them however, he noticed, were not buying anything, but merely clogging up the aisles and counters staring and oogling the bewitchingly beautiful brunette who was perched provocatively on the end stool. He risked a hasty glance at her.


  Her smile widened as she caught his eye and she winked at him, coyly and intimately.


  Howie dropped his eyes to the sandwich board and groaned.


  Things were terrible. They couldn’t get any worse.


  In that he was mistaken.


  Suddenly from one of the tables in the rear of the store an enraged bellow sounded. It was like a rogue elephant trumpeting defiance in the jungle, or a maddened bull roaring at a red flag. Only it was worse because it was “Stormy” Potterson of Colossal Films.


  “I won’t stand for it,” Potterson was bellowing lustily and Howie could see his huge, red-faced figure lumbering toward the front of the store.


  “I’ll break whomever’s responsible for this,” he shouted. “It’s one thing I will not stand tampering with.”


  He shoved his way through the bugeyed crowd at the counter and pointed a fat finger at Howie.


  “Young man,” he said at the top of his voice, “did you make my sandwich? Answer me yes or no, and don’t try and pass the buck.”


  Howie swallowed nervously, then squared his shoulders.


  “I won’t do any buck passing,” he said, “I made it.”


  “Oh did you?” Potterson almost howled. “And you admit it, brazenly and impudently.”


  He suddenly lifted his arm and extended a soppy object toward Howie.


  “And did you put this in it?” he exploded.


  Howie’s eye’s widened in horror as he recognized the object in Potterson’s hand. It was the flat sponge he used in swabbing up the sandwich board. His eyes flashed to the receptacle where it should have been, but the receptacle was quite empty.


  And the receptacle was just next to the ham plate!


  He knew in one horrified second what had happened. He had stuck the sponge in Potterson’s sandwich while he was brooding over his troubles.


  “Well!” Potterson shouted the word. “Did you put it in my sandwich or didn’t you?”


  HOWIE opened his mouth, but he didn’t get a chance to speak. For the mysterious brunette stepped into the picture at that instant. She stepped alongside Potterson and tapped him on the shoulder. Her pale cheeks were touched with spots of color and her eyes flashed like twin beacons of fury.


  “You can’t talk like that to him,” she said softly. “No one can in my presence. Do you understand?”


  “Who says—” Potterson began to bluster, but he suddenly lost his voice as he looked at the dark-haired girl. For fully a minute he sputtered helplessly, and then he wiped his damp forehead with a trembling hand.


  “Let’s go somewhere where we can talk,” he said weakly. “I’m Potterson of Colossal Films.” His eyes traveled over the girl’s beauty with the swiftness of the experienced showman. “I’m sure I can make you an offer that you would find acceptable.”


  “I am not interested in offers,” the girl said. “Only your apology to my friend.”


  “Sure,” Potterson said eagerly. “We all make mistakes.” He waved genially to Howie who was watching the scene with his mouth open a full three inches. “Forget it son. Sorry I lost my head.”


  He turned back to the dark-haired girl.


  “My company,” he said rapidly, “is the largest in the business. We can give you the build-up you need. I can practically guarantee you stardom inside of six months.”


  The dark-haired girl smiled languorously.


  “That’s what the other gentleman said. He also said his company was the largest. But he promised me stardom in three months.”


  “Who’re you talking about?” Potterson snapped shrewdly.


  “The gentleman from Superba Films,” the dark-haired girl said innocently. “I might add that his offer was extremely interesting.”


  Potterson mopped his brow. He took another searching look at the girl, appraising her eyes, her hair, her figure. She stood before him like something from Heaven, but amused and scornful.


  Potterson snapped his fingers.


  “I’ll double his offer,” he barked. “Whatever it was I’ll double it.”


  “It isn’t up to me to decide,” the dark-haired girl answered.


  “You got an agent?” Potterson demanded.


  The dark-haired girl nodded her beautiful head.


  “I wouldn’t make any decision unless he told me it was acceptable to him. I trust him implicitly. He’s more than an agent to me. He’s everything!”


  “Who is he?” Potterson demanded hoarsely.


  “You were shouting at him a minute ago,” the dark-haired girl answered coldly. She wheeled dramatically and pointed straight at Howie Lemp.


  “Talk to him,” she said softly, her eyes shining. “The decision is for him to make, for I am his, body and soul!”


  A dish of deviled eggs crashed to the floor with a loud clatter. A second later it was joined by the limp body of Howie Lemp!


  WHEN Howie Lemp came around, he opened his eyes and discovered that he was resting against the luxurious cushions of a swiftly traveling limousine. Startled, he attempted to sit up, but a hand on each of his shoulders pushed him back against the cushions.


  “Nothing to get excited about.” a rumbling voice said.


  Howie turned and saw “Stormy” Potterson on one side of him and a sharp-featured, snappily dressed middle aged man on the other. Both of the jump seats of the big car were occupied. One very fat man and one very skinny man had their backs to him.


  “W—what’s it all about?” Howie asked bewilderedly.


  “You’re a sly fox,” Potterson laughed with false heartiness. “Getting a contract on that young lady in the drug store and now pretending you don’t know what we want.”


  “What do you want?” Howie asked wildly.


  “Don’t get excited,” Potterson said soothingly. “Our price will be the best you can get. After you fainted in the store the young lady disappeared in the crowd, but she had already told us that we had to deal through you. So that’s what we’re doing. Got your boarding house address from one of the clerks at the store and we’re heading there now to draw up the papers. Just relax. We’ll treat you right.”


  “You’re all crazy,” Howie said desperately, “I haven’t any contract on anybody. Let me out of this car. I’ve got to get back to the store.”


  “I gotta hand it to you,” Potterson chuckled, “you’re going to keep up the act to the end aren’t you? But we might as well put the cards on the table. You’ve got us over a barrel, I don’t mind telling you. We’ve got to get that girl before Superba does. Why she’ll be the most terrific thing that ever hit the picture business. We can’t let her get away. So all you have to do is name the price and we’ll meet it if we have t.9 mortgage my false teeth to do it.”


  Howie stared about frantically. Was everybody going crazy? What had he done that deserved punishment like this? With every fibre of lanky body he longed for the orderly bustle of Rupp’s Drug Store and the exhilarating presence of Mazie Slatter.


  “You’ve got me all wrong,” he managed to croak hoarsely, “I don’t even know this girl you’re raving about. I’ve only seen her twice.”


  Potterson smiled insinuatingly and nudged him in the side with his elbow.


  “Okay, okay,” he winked. “You’ve only seen her twice. But you managed to make a terrific impression in just that time.” The smile faded from his face and was replaced with an expression of sulky envy. “I wish I knew what you had on the ball,” he muttered.


  “I wish I did too,” Howie cried despairingly.


  IN a few minutes the long sleek car drew to a smooth stop before the modest frame boarding house in which Howie lived. As they walked up the carpeted stairs to Howie’s third floor room, he tried again.


  “You men are wasting your time,” he said pleadingly, “I can’t give you any contracts or anything. I don’t even know who or where this girl you want is.”


  “You hear that,” Potterson said over his shoulder to the four men who followed him, “he doesn’t know where she is.”


  The men chuckled.


  “He probably can’t even get in touch with her,” Potterson added between panting breaths.


  The men chuckled again.


  Howie shrugged despairingly. Nothing he could say or do it seemed would convince him that he was telling the truth.


  He stopped before his door, inserted the key and stepped back to allow Potterson and his four shadows to precede him into the room.


  Howie followed them in, closed the door behind him and stopped short, his eyes popping open incredulously.


  For reclining seductively on his bed like a contented leopard was the darkhaired nemessis who had so hopelessly scrambled up his life in the past hour. She had kicked off her high heeled pumps and now she wriggled her toes and glanced up at him through a strand of blue-black hair that had fallen over her eyes.


  “Hello, honey,” she cooed.


  “W—what are you doing here?” gasped Howie.


  Potterson took his eyes from the brunette reluctantly.


  “Let’s get down to business,” he said drawing a sheaf of papers from his inner coat pocket. “We’re prepared to go as high as necessary, so there shouldn’t be any trouble.”


  Howie collapsed into a chair. Strangling sounds came from his throat.


  The dark haired enchantress slipped gracefully from the bed and crossed to Howie and settled slinkily onto his lap. Her round white arm found its way around his neck, pulling him closer to her.


  “Don’t!” Howie strangled.


  Potterson stared at him incredulously for a moment and then spread several impressive looking documents on a table next to the chair.


  “A thousand a wqek to start,” he said crisply, “with a raise each year for the duration of this seven-year contract. Satisfactory?”


  “Please,” Howie said miserably, “I’m not—”


  “Okay,” Potterson said hastily, “we’ll make it two thousand to start with.”


  “But—”


  “Four thousand!”


  “Mr. Potterson,” Howie said desperately, “this joke has gone far enough.”


  “Four thousand dollars a joke?” Potterson shouted. “I’ll show you who’s joking! Ten thousand dollars!”


  HOWIE groaned. His resistance was gone. No one would listen to him. Everybody was insane. Nothing made sense any more. The only reason and sanity left in the world belonged to Mazie Slatter. And she would have none of him. He was dimly aware that they were shoving a pen into his hand, that he was signing documents by the dozen. But he was oblivious to it all. The only thought in his mind, the only desire in his heart was Mazie.


  “There,” Potterson cried triumphantly. “No one will ever break these contracts. They’re iron-clad and air-tight. It’ll cost us money, but it’s worth it to have her under exclusive contract for everything.”


  “Brilliant work, Mr. Potterson,” one of his shadows commented.


  “Stroke of genius, sir,” another added.


  “Yes indeed,” the remaining two put in simultaneously.


  Howie was caught up then in a tornado of turbulent action and excitement.


  “We leave for the coast in three hours,” Potterson barked. “Be ready. We’ll work out a complete build-up campaign in the meantime. Don’t forget. Be at Union Station in three hours.”


  Howie tried feebly to protest, but the situation was out of his hands and control now. Hollywood methods were in the saddle. He was dragged to his feet, hustled to the car, raced from ticket agency to haberdasher and back again, with all the furious confusion of Hollywood itself.


  The whole thing had become a kaleidoscopic nightmare in which pinwheels and pyrotechnics exploded constantly. In one interval of sanity he got away long enough to phone Rupp’s Drug Store, but the clerk told him that Mazie Slatter had left the store and there was no way he could get in touch with her.


  The papers had the story before they left. There were pictures of Potterson, Howie and all the yes men but not one single picture of the beautiful darkhaired girl. She was in the drawing room of the streamliner swathed to the ears in all-concealing veils. That was the build-up. She was heralded as the most glorious, glamorous, gorgeous creature ever to be signed by Colossal Films. But no pictures were to be taken until the dramatic unveiling at the depot in Hollywood. It was a dodge designed to create suspense and it was evidently succeeding. There were reams of copy about the mysterious veiled girl in the afternoon papers. And when the sleek streamliner pulled from the station hundreds of fans and curiosity seekers lined the tracks cheering and shouting.


  Everyone was happy and excited and expectant but Howie. He sat glumly in his compartment feeling as if the bottom had dropped completely out of the safe, comfortable world he had known.


  Just a few short hours ago he had been safe, secure and moderately happy. Now he was suddenly surrounded by a whirlpool of Hollywood maniacs and in the proximity of the glamorous, frightening dark-haired girl who acted toward him as if he were the personification of a hero from the pages of Ideal Romances.


  As the wheels of the streamliner clicked swiftly over the rails bearing him inexorably toward his destiny in Hollywood, he wondered dazedly how it would all end . . .


  TWO days later as the train was approaching the sprawling, stuccoed station at Los Angeles, Howie had found no answer to his gloomy speculations. He had spent the time in transit scampering from his compartment to the diner and back, furtively dodging the efforts of the bewitching brunette to inveigle him into her drawing room.


  The door of his compartment suddenly banged open and Howie started furtively. But it was Potterson’s moonlike face that appeared.


  “Better be getting ready,” he barked. “We’re due in L.A. in about twenty minutes. I’ve just received word that the reception is all set to go off with a bang. We’ve got the mayor, dozens of stars and notables and half the town down at the station waiting for us. It’ll be the biggest moment in the history of publicity build-ups when we unveil Collossal’s latest star. I’m telling you the town will go wild. Now you get down to her drawing room and see that she’s ready.”


  “But—”


  “No ‘buts’ ” Potterson snapped. With every foot that slid back under the wheels Potterson became more and more the infallible, dynamic Producer. He had on a brightly-checked sport coat and a crimson scarf which he wore like a uniform.


  “Get moving,” he ordered.


  Reluctantly Howie got moving. As he reached the door to the brunette’s drawing room he was aware that the palms of his hands were damp and cold.


  Summoning all of his courage he knocked timidly. A lilting voice answered him and then the door was opened and the girl appeared.


  Howie gaped. She was wearing a loose flowing white gown that blended with the creamy white of her skin and set off her dark hair stunningly. Standing before him, an inviting smile on her lips she looked like a sorceress of seduction.


  “Just wanted to tell you,” Howie gulped, “we’re about there.”


  The girl reached out and took Howie’s hand, drew him into the drawing room.


  “Now just a minute,” he spluttered, “I’ve—”


  The girl closed the door after him, leaned against it, her head tilted back to expose the long column of her throat.


  “You’re always in such a hurry,” she pouted. “But we can be together for these last few minutes anyway. You don’t find it disagreeable being alone with me do you?”


  Howie’s will power was meeting its Waterloo. For three days he had been as noble as Galahad, but this provocative proximity was too much for him. Mazie receded into a vague blur in his consciousness.


  Hardly knowing what he was doing he took the dark-haired girl into his arms and kissed her, thoroughly and completely. For a delirious instant the girl returned his embrace and it was like nothing he had ever known or dreamed in his life.


  Then he got the surprise of his life!


  For the girl suddenly and forcefully shoved him away, laughing gloatingly.


  HOWIE staggered back and collapsed into a chair. He stared at her scornful features in silent, hurt amazement.


  “You thought you could resist me,” she blazed angrily. “No man in three thousand years has done that. But your indifference has been grossly insulting. For that insult you will pay dearly.”


  Howie stared at the girl, silent and stunned.


  She seemed to be changing before his eyes. Her eyes were angry pools of smouldering flame and her features were hardening into a cold white mask of fury.


  “W—who are you?” he quavered weakly.


  “The Leanhaun Shee!” the word sounded like the hiss of a whip. “I live on love. My life is sustained by the devotion of men. Devotion that is as fatal to them as the sting of the adder. But I received one curse from my father that decrees that any man who resists me shall become my master. As long as you were indifferent to my charms I was your slave. Now, by your weakness and capitulation, you have become mine.”[*]


  “That’s illegal,” Howie said, desperately clutching at straws. “Lincoln abolished all that sort of stuff. You’re—”


  “Silence,” the girl commanded. “Rise.”


  “N—no,” Howie objected weakly.


  “Rise!”


  Howie stood up. He didn’t want to, but some power other than his own trembling legs did the job for him.


  “What do you want?” he stammered.


  “Your love and your life,” the Leanhaun Shee answered softly, moving toward him. “The only man who resisted me as long as you, was Marc Antony. I didn’t mind that so much because he was occupied with Cleopatra and that was respectable competition even for me. But you, you sniveling worm, preferred that washed-out horror at the drug store to me. For that poor taste you will pay bitterly.”


  “No,” Howie cried, backing from the creature.


  She was growing taller before his eyes, it seemed. Her beauty was vanishing, and in its place a cold, ruthless passion was appearing. In the whiteness of her face her eyes were large saucers of violet flame.


  “You are mine,” she whispered.


  In desperation Howie’s distracted senses brought one name before his mind, forced one name through his terror-stiffened lips.


  “Mazie!” he howled. “Mazie. Help me!”


  As if this cry were the cue to invisible stage hands in invisible stage wings, the door to the drawing room was flung violently open and Mazie’s lumpy, belligerent figure marched onto the scene.


  NOTHING could have shocked Howie to a greater extent. His cry had been an instinctive, hopeless appeal and now, it was miraculously answered.


  “Mazie,” he choked, “save me.”


  Mazie surveyed the situation with a jealous glare.


  “Like I thought,” she snapped. “The minute my back is turned this thing,” she paused to flick a contemptuous glance at the dark-haired enchantress, “tries to steal you right from my arms.” The Leanhaun Shee was as still and silent as if she were carved from cold white marble. Only her eyes were alive and they were like the windows of hell.


  “Tell her to go,” she said tonelessly to Howie. “We are leaving.”


  “Oh, no you ain’t,” Mazie cried shrilly. “If you think I’m lettin’ Howie slip away from me a second time you’re nuttier than a fruit cake.”


  She wheeled to Howie.


  “When I seen your pictures in the paper at home, telling about how you was to become a movie big-shot I suddenly realized that I was wrong about you. If I’d known that I would have gone to that show with you. I followed you to—to tell you that.”


  Howie was a simple soul and in his tormented state this sounded logical and—wonderful.


  “Gosh,” he said. “Would you, Mazie?”


  “Sure, Honey,” Mazie cooed. “You’re just my type, Big Boy.”


  Howie clasped her to his breast fervently. With her in his arms he felt as strong as Hercules—or Mark Antony.


  “Come!” the Leanhaun Shee said softly.


  Howie wavered. Mazie snuggled her peroxided head closer to him.


  “We’re goin’ to be awful happy out here,” she sighed. “In pictures and everything.”


  “You bet we are,” Howie said decisively. He felt as if he had emerged from a nightmare into a sane and sunny world again. He felt strong and sure of himself.


  “Get out,” he said to the Leanhaun Shee. “Can’t you see we’d like to be alone?”


  For a silent instant the Leanhaun Shee glared at him furiously. Then her expression softened. She shrugged her beautiful shoulders wearily.


  “I must be slipping,” she said thoughtfully. “When Marc turned back to Cleo, there was some excuse for it. But,” she looked distastefully at the back of Mazie’s streaky blonde head, “in this case there’s no consolation for me at all. I might have known better than to choose a soda jerker, though.”


  With a quick angry motion she whipped the white gown about her shoulder, stepped back and—vanished!


  HOWIE blinked his eyes incredulously, There was no doubt of it. She had disappeared as completely as a whiff of white smoke in a breeze.


  But he had no time to wonder about that.


  For an impatient fist was pounding on the door and a loud voice was demanding.


  “Hurry up in there. We’re waiting for you.”


  Howie recognized Potterson’s voice with a chill start of terror.


  The star, the Leanhaun Shee was gone. There was no one to take her place. His knowledge of the law was fuzzy, but he realized guiltily that he had signed contracts and legal documents guaranteeing the appearance of the glamorous brunette in pictures.


  And she was gone. Vanished forever, he knew intuitively.


  That was a relief, but what about the contracts he had signed? Panic mounted in his breast. He was out of one frying pan into another. As things stood, Potterson could throw him in the bastile and then throw the key away.


  “Oooooh,” he groaned.


  “What’s the matter?” Potterson yelled anxiously. “Anything wrong in there?”


  It was then that the change came over Howie Lemp. His jaw hardened and his spine stiffened. For he suddenly though somewhat irrelevantly, remembered that he and Marc Antony had something in common. And no man with a kinship to a hero of Marc Antony’s caliber can be bluffed by a simple matter of pulling a fullgrown and fullblown movie star from his sleeve.


  “There’s nothing wrong,” he snapped, and there was new authority in his voice. “I’ll—we’ll be right with you.”


  THE band was playing “California Here I Come” and the depot was a noisy spectacle of cheering humans and gay bunting. Officials and dignitaries were present in droves. Flood lights flashed over the spectacular scene, picking out faces of famous stars and directors.


  It was Hollywood at its colorful, sensational best.


  “Stormy” Potterson was on the bunting-bedecked improvised stage finishing the speech of introduction.


  “. . . and so,” he boomed, “we feel that tonight we are welcoming to our midst one who will speedily fulfill all of the glorious expectations we have for her. In my opinion this girl of beauty and charm and talent will take her place in stardom’s uppermost niche. That is why it gives me such great pleasure to give to you, her very first audience, Colossal’s future Star of Stars!”


  A spotlight stabbed at the platform revealing in its bright glare a heavily-veiled figure. Applause broke out from all sides of the depot. It swelled up, higher and higher, then at a signal from Potterson it faded away to a tense expectant murmur.


  With lumbering grace Potterson escorted the heavily draped figure to the edge of the stage, and with a solemnly dramatic gesture drew aside the veil and cast it to the floor.


  And in the garish light of the stabbing beacon, Hollywood had its first introduction to the sallow face and streaky hair of Mazie Slatter!


  A blanket of incredulous silence settled over the crowd.


  And then as Mazie shook her hands over her head like a conquering fighter the storm broke.


  Roaring, rocking waves of laughter surged up from the crowd completely drowning out Potterson’s enraged bellow. It grew louder and more unrestrained by the second. Men clung to each other helplessly and some of them rolled to the floor, doubled up with merriment. It was a bedlam of buffoonery, an earthquake of mirth.


  Off to one side of the howling, giggling crowd there was a lone, sad figure. Howie Lemp was not laughing.


  IT HAD seemed like a good idea at the time to substitute Mazie for the exotic Leanhaun Shee, but things were not working quite as he had hoped. In fact things were terrible. And, he decided as he saw Potterson’s huge figure lumbering toward him, they were destined to get much worse!


  “I’ll throw you in jail,” Potterson was screaming. “I’ll have you tarred and feathered, drawn and quartered, and flung to the buzzards. No man alive can do what you’ve done to me. Made me the laughing stock of the whole industry. Where is the girl? Where is she? If you don’t produce Mazie Slatter, I’ll have you hung for kidnaping.”


  “Mazie Slatter?” Howie echoed blankly. “That’s Mazie Slatter on the platform.”


  “What are you trying to tell me?” Potterson was trembling like a tub of grape jelly in his rage. He whipped out papers from his inside pocket, jabbed a thick finger at the name signed to them. “It says right there in your handwriting. Mazie Slatter!”


  Howie saw that Potterson was right and he realized at the same time what had happened. When he had signed the contract he had been thinking solely of Mazie and instinctively he had written her name into the document.


  “And these contracts are air tight,” Potterson bellowed over the noisy roars of the crowd.


  “If you’re trying to pull something, you’re out of luck. You can’t get out of these contracts.”


  Howie had been thinking swiftly and surely. His spine was stiffening again. Marc Antony was coming to the surface.


  Suddenly he jabbed a bony finger into Potterson fat chest.


  “You mean you can’t get out of it,” he snapped. “That girl on the platform is Mazie Slatter and you’ve signed her up for seven years. There’s nothing about physical descriptions in that contract. If you want to go to court, we will prove that Mazie Slatter has been Mazie Slatter for the past twenty-eight years and that you signed her as such.”


  “It’s a trick,” Potterson howled, “a gyp. I won’t stand for it. I want the girl, the dark-haired beautiful girl I saw in the drug store. Where is she? I don’t want Mazie Slatter, if that’s Mazie Slatter on the platform.”


  He stared frantically over the crowd, listening to their wild hysterical laughter. He turned back to Howie shuddering.


  “You hear that?” he demanded shrilly. “I’m ruined. I’ll be the biggest joke in pictures.”


  “No you won’t!” Howie barked. He grabbed Potterson by both arms, jerked him around. “Listen to me. Forget about the other girl, you’ll never see her again. You’ve got something better than just a good looker.” He swung Potterson around to face the screaming, hilarious mob. “You’ve got a comedienne!” he shouted. “Look at that crowd. They love her. They’re laughing themselves sick at her, but they’re enjoying themselves like kids at a circus.”


  “What about my publicity campaign?” Potterson moaned. “I’ve built this girl up as the most beautiful creature in the world. I can’t get out of that. I’m through, ruined.”


  “No,” Howie said firmly, “you’re not.”


  He took a deep breath. A man with will power enough to play in the same league with Marc Antony can rise to occasions.


  “Let me handle things,” he said with quiet authority.


  HE DID. With what was called a brilliant stroke of genius, he transformed Mazie Slatter into one of the greatest natural comediennes the screen has ever produced. And that was the start of Howie’s meteoric rise to the head of Colossal Films.


  Now he’s happily married to Mazie. But he gets almost as much happiness from his hobby, which is collecting busts of Marc Antony. He has sixteen of them now in his office.


  [*] The Leanhaun Shee is a legendary Irish enchantress, who lives on love. Her very life and existence depend on love, and being loved. It is said that any man who loves her becomes her slave, and finally pays with his life for loving her—because she uses the life force that makes him live to sustain her own body! Thus, she steals, vampirelike, the life from her lovers and goes on living eternally. However, she too has a restriction, one that has never (say the legends) caused her any trouble: namely a curse placed on her by her own father that any man who could resist her charms would turn the tables on her, and she would become his slave.


  THE LADY AND THE VAMPIRE


  First published in the February 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Driven out of his ancient castle by Hitler’s bombs, this vampire was out of his element—in America!


  I AM a vampire. In this day and age such a statement may sound a bit startling, but I assure you it is the absolute truth.


  My name is Ivan Drackular, late of Austria. Like many of my poor countrymen I was forced to flee from my peaceful home in the Black Forest and seek refuge in this strange land of Brooklyn. I have much to learn, I am afraid, and many adjustments to make in this new country.


  In my castle in the Black Forest, which my undead ancestors have inhabited for many pleasant centuries, life was interesting and dignified. The local peasants had been well trained by my forebears and so they accorded me a most gratifying respect.


  On dark rainy nights when I would stroll through the valleys and forests which my castle overlooked, I could feel sure, as I enjoyed the balmy breezes, that the peasants of the neighborhood were cowering in their wooden huts and, as was quite proper, trembling with the fear that I might visit them.


  Of course I never did. Vampires too, have felt the softening effects of civilization, and in our set nightly marauding just isn’t the thing to do any more. My grandfather, as a matter of fact, was the last of the clan to sleep in a coffin, but then he was notoriously old-fashioned.


  It was this placid, gracious existence that the coming of the Germans disrupted. There was nothing to do but evacuate the ancestral castle. This I did, accompanied by Louie, a cousin of sorts, who had agreed to make the trip to America with me.


  So, as two refugee vampires, we arranged for quarters in this bewildering city of New York, where no one it seems, treats vampires with the proper fearful respect. This is the main reason why I say I must make many adjustments to this new land.


  If no one is afraid of vampires here, then I must find something else to do. Being a vampire had been delightful in old Austria, but in New York it is a profitless business.


  I thought of this for some time before I finally broached the subject to Louie. It was a dark night and we were seated glumly in our small room when I told him what was running through my head.


  “Louie,” I said solemnly, “it is time to face facts. In this new world we have no place. There is no opportunity here for us to utilize our peculiar talents in a manner that will keep the werewolf from the door.”


  Louie is small and plump with black hair and eyes, but a most engaging countenance. Now, however, he scowled unpleasantly.


  “It is a shame,” he said bitterly. “A man spends the best decades of his life as a vampire, leading a happy, carefree existence, then something like this has to happen to him. It isn’t fair. But what can we do about it?”


  “We can get jobs,” I announced triumphantly.


  Louie looked at me incredulously. “As what?” he demanded. “Embalmers?”


  “Don’t be vulgar,” I said reprovingly. “It’s rather poor taste to jest about such things, y’know.”


  “Well,” Louie said sulkily, “what can we do? We can’t go out in the daytime, we can’t get near mirrors, we can’t do thousands of things. Name something we can do.”[1]


  IT WAS wearing my usual formal clothes and before answering Louie, I stood up and set my top hat at a rakish angle on my head and fastened my silk-lined Inverness cape over my shoulder.


  Then I twirled my pointed mustache with a gracious gesture and picked up my cane.


  “Doesn’t any possible occupation suggest itself to you?” I asked, with just a trace of smugness I’m afraid. Louie shook his head blankly. “Well,” I said, with a modest laugh, “you see before you the latest member of the Guaranteed White Tie Escort Bureau. I arranged things last night, and tonight I begin my new career. I dislike the idea of prostituting my talents, but still,” I shrugged expressively, “even vampires must eat.”


  “And drink” Louie said darkly. “Don’t be an ass,” I said drawing on my gloves. “Melodrama doesn’t become you, Louie. You know as well as I do that the family put a stop to that barbarous practise ages ago. I’ll admit I enjoy rare steaks and a bumper of tomato juice occasionally, but that’s as far as it goes.”


  “Maybe,” Louie muttered dubiously, “but if people discover you’re a vampire they’ll get a lot of superstitious ideas in their heads.”


  “Yes,” I said frowning, “that’s just the trouble. People are so damn superstitious. Just because we vampires enjoy an unusually long life and are afflicted with a few physical peculiarities, we’re looked upon as something odd. But it can’t be helped. So cheerio!”


  With that I opened the door and trotted briskly down the rickety steps and into the bustling commotion of Manhattan.


  I felt exceptionally fine as I strolled along the street. Adaptability is a great virtue and I realized I possessed it in abundance. Most vampires would have felt a bit strange in my position, but I was able to take it in stride.


  Even the attention I received from passing pedestrians was flattering. I am the tall aristocratic type of vampire, and in my faultlessly tailored evening clothes, I imagine the impression I created was somewhat dashing. Just to keep in practise I smiled in my most sinister fashion at several of the attractive young women, but, to my surprise, they smiled right back, and one of them even fluttered her eyelid at me in a most provocative manner.


  I was hurt. My sinister smile had driven Austrian peasants screaming to their homes, but here it seemed to have a quite negligible effect.


  So I stopped smiling. At the end of the block I judiciously crossed the street to avoid passing before a huge full-length mirror that was hung on the side of a corner store. I am quite accustomed to not seeing my reflection in mirrors but the pedestrians walking behind me might have been startled.


  I was half-way across the street when a speeding taxi roared through the intersection. I leaped frantically for the curb and barely made it. The draft from the rocketing vehicle whipped my cape across my face, and the driver bawled something at me, that sounded like:


  Watchwherethehellyou’regoing!”


  It took me several minutes to regain my composure.


  I wiped the beads of perspiration from my forehead as I continued on my way to the Guaranteed White Tie Escort Service. It is no wonder that the residents of this good town do not fear vampires. For after their daily skirmishes with taxi cab drivers they are equipped to face anything.


  IN ANOTHER few blocks I reached the conservatively luxurious office of the escort bureau and entered. The gentleman I had met the previous night welcomed me and gave me a slip of paper on which was typed an uptown address.


  “You will pick up the young lady at eight sharp,” he said. “Remember that the reputation of White Tie Escorts is a precious thing and conduct yourself accordingly.”


  I nodded gravely. I felt sure I could give this serious young manager at least a stroke by telling him who and what I was, but there was no necessity to do this. I saw no reason why the fact that I was a vampire should detract from my desirability as an escort.


  I nodded again and left. With some misgivings I hailed a cab and proceeded to rocket through the tunnel-like streets until we stopped with a lurching jar before a five-storied, brownstone house. I paid the man off, feeling lucky to have made the journey in one piece.


  If the Nazi’s ever attempt an invasion of this peaceful land they will have taxicabs to face as the first line of offense.


  Somewhat cautiously I made my way up the broad steps and rang the bell. The door opened almost instantly and an imperturbable butler peered out at me. Then he swung the door wide and stepped back.


  “Won’t you please step in, sir,” he said with professional civility.


  With a slight bow I followed him into a spacious, elaborately furnished ante room, that was lighted by several huge crystal chandeliers. The butler left me then, and I studied my surroundings with frank approval. Everything was stamped with the impress of wealth and position. Rugs, tapestries, furniture, everything was of the finest quality and in the best of taste.


  Since I sprang from a rather impoverished branch of the family, these things were all the more delightful to me. When a vampire has been spending his centuries in a vast, drafty castle, and trying his best to keep up appearances, he learns to appreciate the really nice things of life.


  I suppose I was waiting not more than five or ten minutes when two sliding doors opened and a girl appeared. She was dressed in a clinging formal gown and as she glided forward, a faint hesitant smile touched her rosy lips.


  “A—are you from the escort bureau?” she asked breathlessly.


  I was so stunned by her delightfully fresh beauty that I found it hard to answer. Her hair was blonde, with gleaming lights of red flashing through it, and her skin was creamily white. All of this loveliness was scarcely an adequate background however, for her immense blue eyes, as clear and deep as pools of lake water.


  Recovering myself I swept my hat from my head and bowed gallantly.


  “Consider my as your slave,” I said fervently.


  For an instant she smiled radiantly, but then her gaiety vanished and a cloud hovered over her eyes.


  “Is there a blanket charge for compliments,” she said bitterly, “or do you just throw them in as charity?”


  “My dear young lady,” I said with some stiffness, “the charity is all on your part.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said flushing. “It’s all my fault anyway. Now shall we go?”


  I ESCORTED her to the street in silence, and helped her into the magnificent limousine that was waiting for us. I was considerably puzzled as I seated myself beside her. Why, I asked myself, should such a beautiful girl find it necessary to hire an escort? I shook my head in deep puzzlement. The world thinks vampires are odd, but situations like this pass over as quite normal. Maybe it is not the vampires who are crazy.


  I saw that the young lady had a cigarette in her mouth so I hastened to strike a match and hold it for her.


  “Thank you,” she said. “Now where do we go?”


  I shrugged my shoulders and smiled. “Wherever you like.”


  “How about the Mirror Bar?” she asked.


  This did not sound so good. I ran a finger inside my collar and thought quickly. It wouldn’t do for me to expose my reflection-less self in a place called the Mirror Bar.


  “That would be delightful,” I said, “but—” I paused and glanced at her questioningly.


  “But what?” she demanded.


  “Then you haven’t heard?” I asked with an nice mixture of incredulity and amazement in my voice.


  “Heard what?” she asked, frowning. “Perhaps I shouldn’t mention it,” I said, “but there are ugly rumors circulating to the effect that one of the bartenders there has a mild case of leprosy.”


  She gasped in horror, and turned white.


  “It’s incredible,” she exclaimed.


  I shrugged and leaned forward.


  “Chauffeur,” I directed, “take us to the Mirror Bar.”


  “No, no,” she said breathlessly. She grabbed my arm and pulled me back into the seat. “We’ll go somewhere else.”


  I smiled at her and patted her hand.


  We finally decided on the theatre. After the first tenseness of the evening wore away, I discovered that my beautiful companion was delightful company and that her name was Ellen. We had a gay time and there was much laughter and nonsense. Her sense of humor was well developed, and her mind was keen and stimulating. More and more was I puzzled. I asked myself again: Why should such a completely delightful creature find it necessary to hire an escort? But I could find no answer.


  After the theater we found a tiny, old fashioned restaurant and I discovered that candle light brought out many more shades of red and gold in her hair than I had imagined existed.


  I ordered a steak.


  “I’ll have it raw, I mean well-done,” I corrected myself to the waiter, “and bring me a glass of beet juice.”


  “What an odd dinner,” Ellen said laughing. She was looking straight into my eyes and she stopped laughing. “There’s something strange about you,” she said, “but I can’t figure out what it is. Your eyes are so dark and your skin is so white, but I suppose that’s because of the life you lead.”


  “That has something to do with it,” I said wryly.


  AFTER dinner we attended a night club, where people blew horns in ours ears and smoke in our faces and wrestled with each other. I was somewhat surprised to learn that we were expected to pay the management for all this. It should have been the other way around.


  At last the evening was over, and just in time. As I said good night to my lovely charge the first rays of the morning sun were just slanting over the roofs of the houses. It was curfew for me. I had to be back in my room before the sun arose.


  “It’s been a lot of fun,” Ellen said happily. “Let’s sit here a while on the steps and watch the sun come up.”


  “That will be impossible,” I stammered, backing down the steps.


  She looked hurt for an instant, then she smiled.


  “All right, but let’s pick up from here again tonight. You can consider yourself hired for the remainder of the week.”


  “Wonderful,” I cried.


  I blew her a kiss and dashed down the street . . .


  I reached the room barely under the wire. Louie had the shades drawn and was slumped in a chair dozing. I relaxed in the soothing darkness of the room and sighed comfortably.


  “Well, how’d things go?” Louie grunted, waking up.


  “Splendidly,” I answered. “I am an unqualified success at this escort business. The future is bright.”


  “You aren’t the only one with a job,” Louie said morosely. “I’ve got one, too.”


  He pressed something close to his lapel and a gorgeous neon sign blazed across the front of his starched shirt. It read:


  DRINK RED-DRIP


  TOMATO JUICE


  I goggled at it speechlessly.


  “I walk up and down Broadway,”


  Louie went on glumly, “flashing this on and off. I got the job because I had formal clothes and wanted to work nights. It’s a helluva job for a genuine vampire, is all I can say.”


  Louie, although he is a fine chap, has a touch of the snob in his make-up.


  “Well,” I said, stretching myself on the bed, “it’s better than nothing.” I was silent for a minute as a peculiarly irrelevant thought struck me. “Wouldn’t it be funny,” I mused out loud, “if a vampire fell in love?”


  “Funny,” Louie snorted, “it’d be tragic.”


  Strangely enough his reply saddened me. I dozed off thinking about Ellen, wondering what she’d be wearing the next time I saw her.


  IT TURNED out to be a backless, white velvet evening gown that transformed her into an ethereal creature, consisting of gold and white mistiness and a glorious smile.


  She actually took my breath away as she advanced and took my arm. (I didn’t realize until later how fortunate it was that she did take my breath away.)


  “You look positively divine,” I said as I helped her into the car for the second night’s entertainment.


  “Thank you,” she said seriously.


  I settled myself beside her and then I noticed it.


  I couldn’t believe my nose for an instant. I sniffed twice in incredulous horror, and then I frantically rolled down the back windows of the car and let the strong cold wind rush in on us.


  “What is it?” Ellen asked apprehensively.


  “Garlic!” I gasped. “Can you smell it?”


  I scrambled to the side of the car and let the wind blow into my face until my nausea passed. It had been a terrible blow to have the acrid odor of garlic wafted over me that way. For garlic is to the vampire what the silver bullet is to the were-wolf.[2] A stake through the heart would almost be preferable to a steady exposure to the hideous fumes of the loathsome vegetable.


  When my senses were under control again I rolled up the window and sank weakly against the cushions of the car.


  “That was terrible,” I said faintly, still trembling from the harrowing incident.


  “Can’t you stand garlic?” Ellen asked wistfully.


  There it was again! Garlic! The odor was everywhere.


  I scrambled to the windows again.


  “It’s you!” I strangled. “You’ve been eating garlic, haven’t you?”


  “Yes,” she said in a small, guilty voice. “I always eat it. I can’t keep away from it. That’s why I have to hire an escort when I want to go out. None of the boys will take me.”


  I glared at her accusingly.


  “Do you blame them?” I cried bitterly.


  She began to cry then. Small sobs shook her body and she burried her nose in her handkerchief.


  “You’re just like all the rest,” she wailed.


  She looked so piteous as she cried that I started to take her in my arms to comfort her, but I couldn’t force myself to get any nearer to those maddening fumes of garlic.


  BY OPENING all of the windows and breathing very cautiously I was able to remain in the back of the car.


  “Why do you eat garlic?” I demanded.


  She sniffed.


  “Can’t help it.”


  “I didn’t notice any last night,” I said sternly. “Was this your idea of a pleasant surprise?”


  “I wanted to make a good impression,” she blubbered, “so I didn’t eat any all day yesterday. But today I just couldn’t help myself. I ate t-two garlic sandwiches for supper.”


  I groaned. Here was a girl who had stirred me as no mortal creature had ever before and she had turned out to be a garlic fiend.


  “You can take me home now,” she sobbed.


  I squirmed uneasily. I didn’t want to take her home, but what could I do? I was on the point of giving the necessary instructions to the chauffeur when an absurd streak of chivalry reared its illogical head.


  “Nonsense,” I said, between gulps of fresh air from the open window, “we won’t let a little garlic interfere with our good time. I—I don’t exactly like the stuff, but I can put up with it if you can.”


  She blew her nose and dried her eyes and bestowed a look on me that almost—I say “almost”—made my sacrifice worth while.


  The evening passed in a foggy, unbearable daze. Through the blinding mists of garlic I remember kaleidescopic scenes of night clubs, theatres, restaurants, but nothing very clearly.


  It is a wonder that I did not suffocate. But it is more wonderful that I stuck the evening out to its slow, painful culmination. Ellen was like a goddess. Never have I seen such sheer, heart-breaking beauty. But that was scant compensation for the agony I was forced to endure in her company.


  When the wretched night was finally over I staggered homeward, a dazed, groggy figure. Louie leaped to his feet as I stumbled into the darkened room and collapsed in a chair.


  “For goodness sake,” he exclaimed “What is it?”


  Then he sniffed, and an expression of horror crossed his normally pleasant features.


  “Garlic,” he muttered. “You’re reeking with it.”


  I nodded dumbly.


  “Don’t desert me,” I begged. “It was the girl. Garlic fiend. Eats it in sandwiches. I’m almost dead.”


  Louie hurried to the window and jerked it open.


  “Good thing you got out of it alive,” he said. “You aren’t going to see her any more are you?” It was purely a rhetorical question with him, one that demanded no answer.


  But I did answer.


  “Yes, Louie,” I said dully, “I’m going to see her again tomorrow night and every night this week. I have to. Garlic is devilish stuff, but not seeing her would be worse. I’ve got to see her.”


  AND I did. In spite of Louie’s protestations, in spite of my own common sense, the next evening found me in her company, escorting her from one blazing night spot to another and almost killing myself in the attempt.


  I couldn’t analyze the madness that made me risk myself, torture myself, to be near her. It was some strange alchemy with which I was unfamiliar. It had transformed me from a cool, calculating vampire into an illogical, pseudoheroic jackass.


  Strange as it may sound I was happy in her company even though it required a staunch effort of will to keep from tearing myself from her and spending the rest of my days in an air-conditioned theatre.


  And then I discovered the reason for this peculiar state of affairs. I was saying good night to her and suddenly I noticed the light of the moon on her eyes and on her lips and on her slim white throat.


  I leaned forward unable to help myself—and kissed her!


  When my head stopped spinning deliriously I thought pityingly of all the poor vampires skulking through the world, scaring children and boring themselves, completely unaware of this great thing called love. The decades I had wasted frightening peasants suddenly loomed before me, an acute reminder of what I had been missing.


  I kissed her again.


  “I love you,” she said softly.


  “And I love you, too,” I said, kissing her again.


  After several more introductions to this great game called love, I bade Ellen a fond and tender good night, and took my departure happily and hopefully.


  I walked on air until I reached the boarding house, but when I saw Louie’s gloomy face the realities of the situation were forced upon me.


  “Louie,” I said, “I have fallen in love. I am happier than I can ever remember. What do you think of it?”


  “Love?” Louie cried scornfully. “You’re mad. Love’s a lot of nonsense.”


  “As an expert speaking to a rank novice,” I said with pardonable superiority, “I can inform you that there is lots more to love than meets the eye. It has—er—unexplored possibilities I’m sure.”


  “It won’t work,” Louie said, shaking his head emphatically. “You are a vampire. You can’t exist in the daylight, you don’t reflect in mirrors, you have strange ideas and cravings, you can’t stand garlic and dozens of other things. What kind of a husband do you think you’d make?”


  I slumped into a chair. I had forgotten a number of things.


  “But she loves me,” I said dolefully. “And I love her.”


  “She eats garlic,” Louie said bluntly. “You couldn’t live with her. Will you stop talking sheer nonsense! You’re a vampire! You should never have left your castle in Austria.”


  “Ellen’s father has a castle in Florida,” I said defensively. “Modern plumbing, too,” I added.


  “It won’t work,” Louie said again. He was pacing the floor in his agitation. “We shouldn’t have left Austria. Look at me!”


  He pressed a button and the RED-DRIP tomato sign flared startlingly across his shirt.


  “Is that a respectable occupation for a vampire?” he demanded bitterly.


  “Still class conscious, aren’t you?” I said scathingly. “Still all puffed up with pride in family and position, I see.” I was a trifle angry because his arguments had baffled me.


  “Well my grandfather doesn’t still sleep in a coffin,” Louie retorted hotly. “Not in the living room, anyway.”


  “That makes you quite an aristocrat, doesn’t it?” I said sarcastically. “But whose great-grandfather was it who was actually caught drinking you-know-what?”


  “That’s rather a low blow, I think,” Louie said stiffly. “Anyway he was only my great-grandfather by marriage.” More verbal blows were struck until we finally both retired to our beds in an injured silence. If one must live with a vampire, I thought as I dropped off to sleep, it would be well to find one who was not family conscious, nor so logical.


  THAT night I saw Ellen again and she was more beautiful and desirable than ever before. I didn’t even mind the garlic so much. Except for a few instances when I almost strangled, it had little effect on me. But in spite of this, Louie’s gloomy words cast a pall over the evening.


  Ellen was sweetly affectionate, but it was difficult for me to match her gay mood. More and more forcibly I was realizing the gap between us was one that nothing could bridge.


  It was as we were saying good night that I finally realized the utter hopelessness of the situation.


  “Darling,” Ellen said sweetly. “I’ve written father all about you and he’s wild to meet you. He’s in Florida now and can’t get away, but he just insists that we come down there for a few days so he can get to know you. You will come, won’t you?”


  “Well, h—how nice,” I managed to gasp. “Florida, you say?”


  “You’ll love it,” Ellen cried enthusiastically. “Bathing, tennis, golf, surf board riding, and best of all the beautiful hot Florida sun just shining all the time. Why in three days there you’ll be as brown as an Indian. It’s just what you need too. You’re so pale Ivan, that it worries me.”


  “Sun,” I echoed hollowly.


  “Yes,” Ellen chattered on, “we’ll spend fourteen hours a day in the sun. Lying on the beach, playing tennis, swimming, it’ll be wonderful.”


  “No night clubs,” I said wistfully. “No theatres?”


  “Of course not, silly. You wouldn’t want to miss the sun, would you?”


  It was then I realized how hopeless and impossible had been my dream of marrying this beautiful girl.


  “I can’t go,” I said desperately. “I—I can’t get away.”


  “You don’t love me,” Ellen said, starting to cry. This was my first experience with female logic and it was slightly terrifying.


  I invented excuses by the gross, but it was no good.


  “If you aren’t on the nine o’clock train tomorrow morning,” she wailed, “I’ll know you don’t care about me. G—good night!”


  With that she turned and slipped through the door.


  I WALKED home despondently. Everything was lost. For it was absolutely unthinkable that I go to Florida. Sun, beautijul hot sun. I shuddered and hurried on. Five minutes in the daylight would finish me for good. The next time you envy a vampire, remember that there are certain drawbacks to the situation.


  I did not sleep that morning. I tossed from side to side and cursed the fate that made me what I was. When the rays of the morning sun filtered faintly through our closely shuttered windows I got up.


  Louie was already up, but we were not speaking to each other.


  Therefore it was somewhat of a surprise when he leaped to his feet and stared at me as if he were seeing a ghost.


  “What’s happened to you?” he cried.


  I glanced down at myself and then back at him inquiringly.


  “Me?” I said. “Everything bad that’s possible, but do you notice some fresh calamity?”


  “I’ll say I do!” he cried.


  He hurried to my side, reached his hand up to my head and plucked a hair loose. He held it in front of my nose in horror.


  “It’s a gray hair,” he cried in horror. “You’ve got at least three more in your scalp.”


  I glanced over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and sure enough there were three gray hairs, standing out plainly against the glossy blackness of my scalp.


  Then my knees filled with water.


  For the first time in two centuries I was viewing my reflection in a mirror!


  “Look!” I shrieked. “In the mirror! It’s me.”


  I was not too excited to notice that the features that were, staring back at me were extremely handsome, in an aristocratic sort of way.


  LOUIE stared from the image in the mirror to the gray hair he still held in his trembling fingers. A look of horrified realization spread over his face.


  “It’s happened,” he whispered, “it’s happened. The garlic did it. You’ve gone too far, Ivan. There is no hope for you. The garlic has robbed you of your vampire powers. That is why our ancestors taught us the great fear of the vile vegetable. For it has the power to change a vampire completely, to rob him of his eternal life, to destroy his irresistibility to mirrors. It robs a vampire of everything. It has done it to you. You are no longer a vampire, Ivan. Oh it is good your poor father does not know of this humiliation.”


  “Well,” I said breathlessly. “Isn’t this a situation.”


  “Wait,” Louie cried imperatively. “There may be still time to save you. If you abhor the garlic like the fiends themselves you might still have a chance. As long as you are constantly exposed to its vile influence you will always be deprived of your vampire nature.”


  “What time is it Louie?” I demanded suddenly.


  “W—what?” be spluttered. Then he glanced at his watch. “It’s eight fifty. What difference does that make?”


  “Just enough,” I shouted, “for me to catch the Dixie Flyer. I’m no longer a vampire, and if the United States can continue to import garlic for my future wife, I’ll stay this way. Cheerio!”


  I plunged out of the room and down the steps—into the glorious sunshine. A cab got me to the station at eight fifty-nine, and as I sprinted down the ramp alongside the Dixie Flyer I saw Ellen standing in front of the club car steps ordering the porter to take her luggage off the train.


  “Hold it!” I yelled.


  She saw me and yelled hysterically, then ordered the porter to put her luggage back on the train.


  “I couldn’t go without you,” she sobbed as I wrapped my arms around her.


  We climbed on board, but before the doors were slammed a Western Union boy dashed up and shoved a message into my hands. Then the train chugged out of the station.


  The message was from Louie. It said:


  
    “Goodbye old friend. I’m going back to Austria. If I meet Adolf, I will forget my good breeding and refinement and do you-know-what. There is no place here for me. May your children take after their mother.


    Yours,


    Louie.”

  


  “What is it?” Ellen asked, when I finished it.


  “Just a note of congratulations,” I said, “from an old drinking companion. Have you had breakfast?”


  “I’m starved,” she said, leading me to the dining car.


  I studied the menu over the gleaming white napery.


  “A steak,” I said to the hovering waiter, “very, very well done and smothered with garlic.”


  “Garlic, sir?”


  “Garlic! Lots of it.”


  Then I leaned over and kissed Ellen.


  [1] According to all accepted vampire authorities, these creatures in human form cannot emerge into the daylight, being in a comatose slate during the hours between sunrise and sunset; they cannot face a mirror, or allow themselves to be near one when others are present because no image is reflected, and to do so would be a dead giveaway as to their true identity.


  [2] It is a well-known fact that the strong, bitter odor of garlic is one of the few things that render a vampire practically helpless. Since the earliest days, when the existence of vampires was just becoming known, this method has been employed to immunize homes against the nightly marauding of vampires.


  DOUBLE IN DEATH


  First published in the April 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Colegrave was that phenomenon known as a dual personality—two egos in one body. Then he found a way to separate them!


  THE resident head of the New York State Insane asylum glanced from the release papers on his desk to the tall, middle-aged, intelligent looking man standing before him.


  “Yours has been a most interesting case, Colegrave,” he said thoughtfully. “Six months ago I would have staked my professional reputation on the fact that you were an incurable inmate.


  “Now,” the gray-haired alienist shrugged his shoulders good-naturedly, “I find myself in the position of signing your release papers and offering you my congratulations on your extremely remarkable recovery.”


  The tall, distinguished man facing the alienist bowed slightly, and smiled.


  “Thank you doctor,” he said quietly. “You’ve done a great deal for me I know. Now that I am ready again to take my place in a normal world I find myself somewhat apprehensive. Are you quite sure that I am completely cured?”


  The alienist stood up, chuckling.


  “The fact that you can ask a question like that is the best indication that you are cured. I can say now, Colegrave, that when you first came into this sanitarium, you were the most advanced schizophrenic[1] I have ever observed. Your cleavage in personality and ego was almost absolute. Mentally, you were two persons. Each segment of your psyche was complete and whole as far as will, memory and temperament were concerned. As a rule when a person is a victim of schizophrenia the eventual result is terrible insanity. The two natures, the two persons you might almost say, are constantly warring for supremacy, and the outcome of such mental civil war is usually mental anarchy. By some miracle you escaped that fate.”


  “I find it hard to believe,” Colegrave murmured. “I can remember what it was like when I was possessed of two distinct personalities. I can remember the terrible struggles that I underwent when my dual nature was fighting itself. Until three months ago my life was a living hell. Then, as you know, after my sickness, everything was different. I was a well man again and, somehow, my mental sickness was cured too.”


  The alienist shook his head, and a puzzled line appeared over his eyes.


  “It was very peculiar,” he reflected. “That sickness, with its horrible head pains of which you complained, apparently did what the best psychologists in the nation found it impossible to do. It destroyed the second party of your dual nature, leaving you free to enjoy a normal life again. Well, such is science. Infallible to a certain point, and then it goes just as crazy as the best of us do sometimes.”


  Colegrave shook hands with the doctor then and walked to the door.


  “Thanks again for everything,” he said.


  “Don’t mention it,” the alienist laughed. “You did all the work yourself.”


  WHEN Colegrave stepped through the door and walked rapidly down the gravel path that led away from the sanitarium. When he reached the iron gate, the doorman opened for him and he passed through onto a dusty, little-used road. This he followed for a mile or so, perspiring freely under the warm rays of the sun as he strode along.


  At length he reached the main highway that led to the metropolitan section of New York. A car was waiting there for him and he got in.


  The car moved away and Colegrave settled back against the cushions with a sigh of relief. The colored chauffeur was separated from the rear seat by a glass partition which was rolled up into place. Colegrave, however, was not alone. There was another man in the back of the car, a small, cunning looking man, who glanced sidewise at Colegrave and grinned wickedly as the car gathered speed.


  “We did it, didn’t we?” he smirked. “No one has the faintest suspicion as to what happened to you. Or maybe I should say, what happened to me.”


  Colegrave smiled, a thin, thoughtful smile.


  “Since we are really one person, it is perfectly correct to speak of us in the singular. When I entered their crude sanitarium I was two persons mentally. Now I am two persons physically. Each of my dual natures has a physical manifestation, controlled by one intellect.”


  The little man scratched his head. “If we’re the same person,” he said, frowning, “Why is it I can’t understand this situation, while you can.”


  “Simple enough,” Colegrave said quietly. “Make an effort now to absorb what I am going to tell you. It may be important sometime. Ever since I was old enough to reason I realized that I possessed two distinct natures, that I was a schizophrenic. One-half of my nature was respectable on the surface, but quite coldly ambitious at the same time. This half of my nature compelled me to seek success by conventional means, which is the logical way for a man of ambition to advance in the world.


  “My other nature was much more honest and direct than this respectable side of mine. It prompted me to gain wealth and recognition by any means that came to hand. This second side of mine would stop at nothing to achieve its ends. It demanded that I kill, that I steal, that I lie, that I do anything which would gain wealth and power for me.


  “As a result, for the most of my life I have been engaged in a constant inner struggle. My respectable self would not object to ill-gotten gains or murder, but it did object to the possibility of exposure. My second half cared nothing for the hypercritical approval of the world. It was willing to take any and all consequences.”


  COLGRAVE paused and glanced at the small, ruthlessly cunning man who was listening avidly to every word.


  “It finally became obvious,” he went on, “that something had to be done. When I entered the state sanitarium it was hot by accident. I planned that deliberately and carefully. I realized that the only way I could achieve what I wanted from this world, would be to make the cleavage in my nature a physical one, so that my two natures could operate independently for the greater good of the single unit. This I accomplished at the sanitarium. It was simply a question of will power.


  The stupid doctors imagined my headaches were organic in nature, but they were actually the result of intense, feverish concentration over a period of three months.”


  “How could you create a physical manifestation of your secondary nature by will power alone?”


  “It was not easy,” Colegrave replied. “Since I am Colegrave, the respected citizen, with the advantages of an excellent education, I am able to understand the process. You are my secondary nature, primitive, ruthless, and do not possess my intelligence.


  “For that reason I doubt if you can understand what happened in the innermost depths of my psyche to cause the physical split in my schizophrenic condition.


  “Suffice to say, I completely alienated the two halves of my natures, by blotting out all thought or awareness of my second half. This was where the will power was necessary. I concentrated, at white-hot heat for three months, on the one idea that my second nature was non-existent. Thus I eventually forced you from my conscious mind, into my subconscious. Then I administered the drug which I procured from the Viennese brain specialist before entering the sanitarium. It created a physical extension of my subconscious, which had to have another outlet since it was denied existence in my conscious mind by the power of my will.”[2]


  “Well,” Colegrave’s subconscious manifestation shrugged eloquently, “if you say so, it’s okay with me. All I want to know is where do we go from here.”


  Colegrave smiled again.


  “That is really the important question, isn’t it? When you materialized I gave you certain instructions. Have you carried them out?”


  “Yep,” the little man nodded. “I’ve got a place rented, and I’ve found the town you wanted me to look up. It’s a big place in the Middle West. The situation there is perfect.”


  Colegrave lighted a cigarette and inhaled luxuriously.


  “Fine. All my life I regarded schizophrenia as a curse, but now I will show the world a practical use for it. A very practical use.”


  He glanced out of the window at the buildings and houses which were increasing in frequency as they neared the metropolitan area. A smile hovered over his lips. A gloating, anticipatory smile . . .


  A WEEK later Colegrave, immaculately attired in a conservative gray suit, approached the receptionist in an office labeled simply: Ruzzoni Enterprises.


  “My name is Colegrave,” he said to the receptionist’s inquiring glance. “I should like to see Mr. Ruzzoni.”


  “Do you have an appointment?” Colegrave smiled frostily.


  “No. But I think he’ll see me. Tell him it’s regarding the indictment the district attorney and mayor of your delightful town are bringing against him.”


  The receptionist’ scrambled to her feet and, with one puzzled glance at Colegrave’s imperturbable figure, disappeared through a heavy oak door. She returned several minutes later.


  “Mr. Ruzzoni will see you,” she murmured. “Go right in.”


  “Thank you,” Colegrave smiled. Then he sauntered through the oak door which had been left ajar, into a sumptuously furnished office. In the center of the room was a magnificent mahogany desk, fully eight feet long, and behind it hunched a fat, dark-skinned man with an unlighted cigar jammed into his face.


  “Mr. Ruzzoni, I presume,” Colegrave said sarcastically.


  “It ain’t nobody else,” the man behind the desk snapped.


  His wicked black eyes glittered balefully and his hands balled into straining fists. Colegrave knew at a glance that the man was laboring under a terrific nervous tension.


  “Well, whadda you want?” Ruzzoni rasped. “Are you from the D. A.’s office?”


  Colegrave closed the door carefully behind him. Then he seated himself before the imposing desk, crossed his legs and lighted a cigarette.


  “I am not from the district attorney’s office,” he said calmly. “I represent no one but myself. And I think I might be able to help you.”


  Ruzzoni rose to his feet, his face flushing dangerously.


  “What kind of a gag is this?” he demanded harshly. “If you think you—” Colegrave raised one slim hand protestingly.


  “You are in trouble, are you not?” he asked quietly. “I think you are very stupid not to investigate any means which might help you.”


  “I don’t believe in boy scouts,” Ruzzoni sneered. “Nobody’s goin’ to help me!”


  “Maybe,” Colegrave said, blowing a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling, “and maybe not. I am not a boy scout. What I can do for you will be very expensive.


  And nothing is too hot for me.” Ruzzoni settled back in his chair, a puzzled frown on his swarthy features.


  “I’m listening,” he said perkily. “But I ain’t talking, see? I ain’t dumb enough to fall into that kind of a trap.”


  “IN THE first place,” Colegrave said cheerfully. “As things stand you are slated for a long trip to prison, and possibly a detour to the chair if things turn up which shouldn’t turn up.” Ruzzoni swallowed painfully and a band of beaded perspiration circled his brow.


  “The district attorney and the mayor,” Colegrave went on, “are after you, Ruzzoni, and they’ve got the goods on you. You’ve been running the organized graft and gambling in this town for eight years, and they figure that’s about long enough. If they get an indictment against you, you’re heading for the chair. When one witness spills his story, it’ll start them all talking.


  “The only possible out for you is to eliminate the mayor and the district attorney in such a way that no suspicion falls on you. Then, in the chaos that will result, you can move some men you control on the judicial benches into the offices of the mayor and district attorney. It will be a simple matter then to squash the indictment. Don’t you agree that it’s a sensible plan?”


  “It’s lovely,” Ruzzoni snapped bitterly. “But who’s goin’ to commit suicide by trying to rub out the mayor and D.A.? Even if he did get ’em, he wouldn’t have a chance to get away. I’ve offered my own boys as high as fifty grand, but they won’t touch it. The bunch of yellow rats!”


  “I’ll handle that end of things,” Colegrave said softly. “But it’s going to cost you exactly one million dollars.”


  “You’re crazy,” Ruzzoni cried. “There ain’t that much money in this whole town!”


  Colegrave stood up,


  “I’m not here to haggle,” he said coldly. “A million—in cash. I’ll collect after I do the job.”


  “After you do the job?” Ruzzoni said craftily. “Weil that’s a little different. I think we can make a deal.”


  “Don’t bank on my not being here to collect it,” Colegrave said mirthlessly. “I have a habit of keeping dates. I’ll meet you here the day after his honor and the district attorney keep their date with the gentleman with the scythe. Is that agreeable with you?”


  Ruzzoni licked his lips.


  “Yeah, it’s okay by me.”


  “Fine,” Colegrave said smoothly. “I’ve drawn up something in the nature of a contract for you to sign. Just a little precaution in case you forget our little deal after I do the job. I wouldn’t like you to be troubled with amnesia when I come around to collect. An incriminating paper in my possession would prevent anything like that.”


  “I ain’t signing nothin’,” Ruzzoni snarled. “How do I know you’re on the level?”


  “You don’t,” Colegrave said quietly. “It’s a chance you’re going to take. Of course, if you prefer not to take that chance—”


  He shrugged his shoulders and started for the door.


  “Wait!” Ruzzoni cried. “I—I’ll string along.”


  Colegrave smiled and pulled a paper from his breast pocket.


  “Just sign this, please . . .”


  THREE days later Theodore Colegrave paused before the imposing edifice of the city hall, glanced casually up and down the street, before turning to the small, grim looking man who was with him.


  “Quite sure of things, aren’t you?” he asked quietly.


  The little man—the physical manifestation of Colegrave’s duality—nodded.


  “The mayor and the district attorney are together now examining witnessess for the Ruzzoni hearing. I get into the office with my fake message and plug ’em both. Then I either get shot or captured on the spot. Right?”


  “Right,” Colegrave said. “And be sure and not miss. There’s a million dollars hanging on the accuracy of your shots.”


  “I won’t miss,” Colegrave’s secondary nature promised. “This is the kind of thing I enjoy doing.”


  “Then get going, Colegrave. And good luck.”


  “Thanks.”


  Colegrave turned and, without a backward glance, strolled off down the street. A block from the city hall he increased his pace until he had covered a half mile. Then he turned into a restaurant and ordered a glass of wine.


  “And bring me the next edition of the afternoon paper,” he told the waiter who took his order.


  As he sipped his wine he went over his scheme step by step and could find no flaws. It was a masterful plan, he was forced to admit. His secondary self would commit the assassination and receive the penalty. Thus he, Colegrave, would be rid of his schizophrenic double, and, at the same time, he would be earning a million cool dollars from the vice lord, Ruzzoni. And that would be only the start. With a million dollars in his power, and forever rid of his dual nature, there were no heights to which he might not aspire.


  He had no compunction about the fact that his subconscious double would be eliminated forever. Just as his secondary nature had no qualms about sacrificing his physical life.


  It was the really choice part of his plan. The two natures acting independently to advance the single unit. No possible suspicion could ever fall on him for his part in the crime; The double murder would be attributed to a crazed madman, and after the assassin was killed, the affair would be forgotten.


  Colegrave drank his wine with relish and ordered another glass. He was a brilliant man, there was no doubt of that.


  Forty five minutes later the waiter came rushing to his table with a copy of a paper on which the ink was still damp.


  “Will yuh look at that?” he cried, spreading the paper on Colegrave’s table. The headline read:


  MAYOR AND D.A. KILLED


  BY ASSASSIN’S BULLETS.


  KILLER CAPTURED


  WITHOUT STRUGGLE


  “Terrible, isn’t it?” Colegrave murmured.


  Then he finished his drink, picked up his change and sauntered out of the restaurant.


  THE next morning Ruzzoni paid off.


  If there was any thought of a double-cross in his mind, it was dispelled when Colegrave informed him that the incriminating contract was locked in a safety deposit vault, with instructions to disclose the contents if he should meet with any violent accident.


  “I’m paying off,” he said grinning. “It’s worth it to me, in the first place, and I can’t get out of it in the second place. With the mayor and the D.A. out of the way, that indictment is a thing of the past. I’m in the clear and in the saddle from now on in.”


  “One thing you can do for me,” Colegrave said as he was leaving. “Arrange it for me to see this fellow that did the job for me.”


  “I’ve been wondering about him,” Ruzzoni said softly, “What’s to prevent him from singing? He must’ve been an awful chump to take the chance he did, but still he might be bright enough to start poping off what he knows.”


  “That’s just it,” Colegrave smiled. “He doesn’t know anything at all. Even if he did I doubt if he’d talk.”


  “It’s your neck if he does,” Ruzzoni said. “I’ll arrange for you to see him. They’ll rush through his trial, but I’ll get you an interview with him the day of the frying party. It shouldn’t be more than a few weeks off.”


  ONE month later Colegrave was admitted into a barred, heavily-guarded room, in which a small, surly looking man sat hunched on a stool. The head of the man was shaved and his trouser legs were split. When he saw Colegrave his ugly yellow teeth showed in a grin.


  “Everything’s jake, isn’t it?” he asked.


  “Be careful of what you say,” Colegrave murmured. “Yes, everything’s jake. The last act takes place tonight when the part of me that is you dies. It is strange that I must die to live, but that is the fact.”


  Little more was said. When Colegrave left some minutes later, he felt he was leaving a part of himself. But this thought only elated him. It was part of himself that he could well do without, now that its usefulness was over. It was like a man with a withered arm having it amputated. With the death of his subconscious manifestation, he would be free forever to live his own life, with the position and power that his money would assure him.


  At twelve o’clock that night Colegrave was seated in a smart night club, formally attired in evening clothes, a magnum of the finest quality champagne set before him.


  Sweet strains of music floated through the smoke-laden air, and the dulcet laughter of pretty girls caressed his ears.


  This was the life that would be his to enjoy completely in just exactly—he glanced at his watch—two more minutes.


  The execution was scheduled for 12:03.


  He poured himself a drink of the sparkling wine and lighted a cigarette. In a minute and a half he would be released forever from all worries. He watched the second hand of his wrist watch complete one circle and start on the next. Just a matter of seconds now . . .


  As the second hand started on the last quarter of the minute, Colegrave rose to his feet, glass in hand. It was only fitting that he drink a toast to the exit of his secondary nature.


  He was raising his glass as the second hand swept past 12:03.


  “A toast to one who—”


  They were his last words.


  A bolt of white-hot pain seemed to crash into his brain, even as the words echoed in his ears.[3] The glass in his hand splintered as his hand closed spasmodically, and the wine splashed over his shirt front.


  Then he crashed to the floor.


  A woman screamed, and the music jerked to a ragged stop. A crowd clustered about Colegrave’s lifeless figure, until the manager arrived and had the body carried to his office.


  Then the police were called.


  The coroner called it a heart attack, although he said it should more accurately be called a mind attack. The tissues of the brain were seared and shattered into shapeless shreds.


  From the standpoint of the police there was one very fortunate angle to the mysterious death. For, when a certain safety deposit box corporation learned of it, they handed to the guardians of the law a document which convicted beyond all doubt a certain Mr. Ruzzoni as being behind the double killing of the mayor and the district attorney.


  Ruzzoni, however, saved the state a job by committing suicide while the police were smashing in the door of his apartment.


  [1] Schizophrenia—A mental disease resulting from a split personality. The victim has two natures, generally diametrically opposed to. each other.


  [2] Anyone who has read Freud will understand the manner by which Colegrave built up the terrific, though artificial frustration in his mind. Since he was a schizophrenic, with two separate personalities, he created a tremendous repression in his subconscious by willing one out of existence.


  A physical example of what Colegrave did would be in the case of a man who, with an extreme effort of will, denied himself even the thought of food or drink. In that case, if this were carried to its conclusion, the man would certainly die. Colegrave “killed” his secondary nature by denying its existence absolutely.


  This “death” was in the form of a mighty repression which built up pressure day by day, just as a hot water boiler might. Then when the ultimate repression was reached something had to give. In Colgrave’s case, by the aid of strange drugs, a physical manifestation of his subconscious was created. The drugs might possibly be those of Indian origin which are responsible for schizoid transformation in small animals. It was from a base of this type that the fictional transformation of Dr. Jekyl and Mr. Hyde was supposed to have been effected.


  [3] What Colegrave, for all his cleverness, didn’t realize, was that his own subconscious mind would be shattered in the electric chair. When he accomplished the physical cleavage between his dual personality, his own subconscious intellect activated the body of his secondary nature. Thus when the electric current shot through the body of the mayor and the district attorney’s assassin, it was the mind of Colegrave that was destroyed by the bolt.


  BERTIE AND THE BLACK ARTS


  First published in the April 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Black arts or not, one thousand tickets to the big game were worth $50 per—so Bertie sold ‘em!


  WHEN the Moss wood college football special rattled to a stop in the sleepy little depot on the outskirts of Mosswood, it disgorged some three hundred pennant-waving, red-faced, drunkenly vociferous alumni. These blithe spirits swarmed over the waiting room, shouting to friends, yelling at cab drivers and in general behaving with the careless abandon that is the stamp of men released from the sober vigilance of their wives.


  Among this carnival of happy souls Bertie Crimmins stood out like a beacon on a dark night. Or like a professional pallbearer in the midst of a New Year’s Eve celebration.


  He was a tall, slim young man and, except for the pleasantly vacant look on his face he might have been considered handsome. He stood out in the crowd because he was wearing his hat instead of waving it wildly over his head. Also he was sober. On top of all this he carried no pennants and was not pounding someone on the back and shouting at the top of his voice.


  There was, however, a certain wistful light in his eyes, as he surveyed the antics of his companions. Once, as the chorus of the Mosswood school song was being chanted by an inebriated and off-key quartet, his lips began to move automatically and the song almost poured forth of its own volition.


  As he stood in the center of the depot looking about expectantly, a chubby, red-faced chap holding a bottle in one hand stumbled into him.


  “Ssssorry,” he mumbled, swaying slightly. Then his eyes lighted with recognition. “My old pal, Bertie Crimmins!” he cried emotionally. “I didn’t know you were coming down for the ol’ game. Have a drink, pal, have a drink.”


  He shoved the bottle toward Bertie.


  Bertie looked at it longingly, but shook his head.


  “I’m not using the stuff,” he said weakly.


  His cock-eyed friend stared at him with incredulous disbelief.


  “You don’t say,” he mumbled in astonishment. “You were the best ol’ rum pot in school when I was here. Member the time ol’ Prexy caught the two of us, blind drunk, in the girl’s dressing room at the Senior Prom? That was some time, wasn’t it?”


  “Y—yes it was,” Bertie said hastily. He wiped his suddenly damp brow, and glanced nervously about the depot.


  “You know sumpn’,” his drunken chum tittered, “I always wondered what ol’ Prexy was doing there, himself.”


  In spite of conscience, Bertie found himself warming to the subject.


  “Was odd, wasn’t it?” he said. “Do you suppose the old bounder—”


  “Hello, Bertrand,” a soft voice beside him said.


  BERTIE froze in mid-sentence. At his side was a slim, lovely blonde girl with deep blue eyes. There was just a touch of frost in those lovely eyes now.


  “Darling,” Bertie cried nervously. “You’re looking wonderful. Positively radiant. Let’s go outside. Out in the clean, fresh air. Away from these—er—gross people.”


  He turned to the chubby drunk and said firmly,


  “There are no more trains arriving today, my good man. That’s all you wanted to know, is it not?”


  Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed the lovely blonde girl by the arm and towed her out of the depot into the fresh air.


  There he breathed deeply, not for health’s sake, but from sheer relief.


  Ann Turner, the lovely blonde girl, regarded him dubiously.


  “Bertie, dear,” she said, “you haven’t broken any of your promises have you?”


  “Silly girl,” Bertie laughed. “I have been the epitome of respectability these last two months.”


  “No drinking?”


  “Not a drop.”


  “Poker?”


  “Certainly not.”


  “Horses?”


  “My dear little cherub, I haven’t even nodded to a milkman’s horse. That should prove that I can be the steady, reliable type, what?”


  Bertie Crimmins’ problem was not a new one. In college he had been a happy, care-free soul and the stigma of his undergraduate days had a nasty way of sticking to him. When he had met The Girl, it turned out that she had heard of his primrosy path and, as a result, was dubious about the double harness idea he had suggested one moonlight night. So he had been put on probation and, to his credit, he had survived the ordeal manfully.


  “You do look different,” Ann said thoughtfully. “You have a very respectable look in your eyes.”


  Inwardly, Bertie sighed. He had slipped far if his stare at a luscious girl could be described as respectable. But he said:


  “Right you are. Babbit Bertie, they call me. Now will you marry me?”


  “What will we live on?” Ann asked practically.


  BERTIE almost swooned with delight at this time-honored question. For it meant that The Girl was practically in his arms for keeps.


  “A sensible question,” he said approvingly. “But you may cease worrying on that score. My brother, who is a good enough chap in his way, controls the purse strings of the Crimmins estates. The foolish chap cares nothing for money himself, but he has refused to pass along any of the bonny green stuff to me. You see he hasn’t much confidence in me. But when he sees the remarkable transformation I have undergone, he will give me his blessings and large chunks of lettuce with which we can furnish our nest.”


  “Where is your brother?”


  “Right here at Mosswood. He’s assistant professor of almost forgotten languages, or something like that. Odd, what?”


  “Will you see him today?”


  “First thing,” Bertie answered cheerfully. “I’ll drop you home and then speed the body over to his rooms to show him what a sterling chap I’ve turned into.”


  He waved for a cab.


  A half hour later Bertie stepped from the cab, a feeling of virtuous confidence in his heart. He had dropped Ann off a few minutes before and her farewell had been affectionately tender. It was obvious that she was impressed by the New Bertie.


  Bertie paid off the driver with his last remaining change and headed up the elm-lined walk that led to the unpretentiously dignified house where his brother lived and labored.


  There was a song in his heart and a bounce in his stride as he trotted up the steps and punched the doorbell. His brother’s housekeeper opened the door and after murmuring “speak of the devil” or something equally cheery, admitted him.


  She led the way to his brother’s study in a grim silence. She did not approve of Bertie Crimmins interrupting his brother in the middle of his work. She paused before an oak-paneled door.


  “Mister Arthur is very busy these days,” she said coldly. “I hope you will not disturb him too much.”


  “Oh, I won’t,” Bertie said warmly. “I’ll only be here for the week-end.”


  “Only? Couldn’t you manage to stay a full week?”


  Sarcasm was lost on Bertie.


  “Nice of you,” he said brightly, “but it just can’t be done. Sorry and all that.”


  WITH a warm feeling of being in demand he opened the oak-paneled door and strode into his brother’s study.


  “What?” he cried.


  His brother, a lean scholarly looking chap, with graying temples and hornrimmed glasses, looked up from his desk where he had been intently examining a faded piece of parchment.


  There was a distinct trace of annoyance in his tired blue eyes.


  “Must you bellow?” he said impatiently.


  “Sorry,” Bertie said. “Didn’t realize the old vocal chords had that much vim and vigor. Must be the old brotherly affection cropping out.”


  “Stop babbling,” his brother said. “Come in and close the door. I’m busy here. Be through in a moment. Sit down.”


  “Right hoi” Bertie said. “Don’t let me disturb the great brain. Let it ramble on. I’ll sit and watch.”


  “In silence,” his brother qualified.


  Bertie found a comfortable chair and threw his lean body over it in a position that a professional contortionist might have envied. His brother had turned back to his desk, his head bent close to the ancient parchment. He only changed his position to turn the pages of a huge leather bound book resting on the desk beside him.


  Bertie gazed about at the book lined walls and sighed. It didn’t hardly seem decent to give a million dollars to a buzzard who spent his waking hours digging into the remains of obscure authors.


  He was disturbed by an exultant exclamation from his brother.


  “Got a nibble?” he asked companionably.


  His brother’s thin frame was trembling with excitement.


  “If,” he muttered tensely, “I can prove a relationship between the recurrence of this symbol and the recurrence of the letter V in the Phoenician alphabet, I may have something.”


  “Probably alphabet soup,” Bertie said brightly. “Get it! Letter ‘e’ mixed up with something else and you get alphabet soup. It’s a joke, what?”


  His brother turned to him, the scientific zeal in his eyes fading slowly.


  “Bertie,” he said slowly, “you are a blithering moron. On top of that—”


  “Tut! Tut!” Bertie said hastily. “Mustn’t forget the old brotherly affection.”


  “You make it easy to,” his brother said sadly.


  “It’s nice of you to say so,” Bertie beamed. “Now I’ve a surprise for you. I’m getting married. Congratulate me.”


  “Married?” his brother said sharply.


  “Right ho! It’s a blow, but you must be strong. You’re not losing a brother, you know, you’re gaining a sister.”


  HIS brother lighted a pipe carefully and peered over the flame at Bertie as one might at an amiable nit wit.


  “What are you going to live on?” he asked.


  “Glad you brought that up, old bean,” Bertie said. “We’ll be needing a spot of assistance and I thought that you might bless the union with a hearty hunk of the old necessary.”


  “Translated, that means I am to finance your marriage?”


  “Crudely put, but accurate,” Bertie admitted.


  “I shall do no such thing. In my opinion you are about as competent to handle money as a two-months-old baby. The bulk of the family estate will revert to you when I think you are capable of handling it intelligently. That date, I regret to say, does not seem imminent.”


  “You mean,” Bertie said glumly, “that it’s no soap.”


  “I mean precisely that.”


  “But I’m a new man,” Bertie said frantically. “Old salt of the earth, backbone of the Nation. No more of the cup that cheers, no more of the gay race tracks. All over, all done with.”


  His brother looked at him skeptically.


  “In the vernacular, I am from the state of Missouri. If you are actually the paragon of masculine virtue that you claim, I might reconsider.”


  “A chance is all I ask,” Bertie said dramatically. “Tell me,” he said in a more conventional tone, “does the family estate mount up to a tidy bit?”


  “Very tidy,” his brother answered. “Several millions at least.”


  Bertie had no conception of amounts over ten, but he knew a million to be a hefty lot of money. He wondered if it would be enough to pay off his debts and set him and Ann up in a cozy fiat?


  His brother disrupted his thoughts by rising to his feet and picking up the parchment from the desk with a gesture of disgust.


  “Money is the most helpless thing in the world,” he said scathingly. “It is nothing in itself. Men’s cupidity lends it value. The real and lasting things of this world are the things that can be locked away in the vaults of the mind. I would trade all the riches of the world for the translation of this parchment I hold in my hand.”


  Bertie looked at the parchment with new respect.


  “What is it?” he asked. “A new system on the ponies?”


  His brother sighed and placed the parchment carefully in the drawer of the desk. There was a despairing gleam in his eye.


  “Make yourself at home,” he said. “I am going out. In the park the birds are chattering and the loons are on the lake, so I will be thinking of you, Bertrand.”


  AFTER his brother had left Bertie prowled about the library, glancing vaguely at the grimly titled books on the shelves, and musing darkly on his own troubles.


  Things did look pretty blackish, he decided with a sigh. It was apparent that his brother’s opinion concerning him had not undergone any changes for the better in the past months. And if his brother didn’t change his mind, Lohengrin was a long way off.


  Saddened, Bertie slumped into the chair before his brother’s desk. But Bertie’s mind, such as it was, was incapable of dwelling for more than two consecutive minutes on any problem. Even his own feeling of frustration and disappointment faded away, leaving him again his vacantly cheerful self.


  Whistling, he picked up the massive, black leather bound book from his brother’s desk. In the back of his mind was the vague idea that since his brother practically burned incense before these crypts of entombed learning, it would do him no harm to dip into their musty depths and see what was what.


  The first yellowed page of the book bore, in archaic lettering, the ominous inscription,


  Black Arts of the


  Nether Cosmos.


  Interested, Bertie turned another page. There, he learned after glancing down a few paragraphs, the proper technique for summoning forth the demons from the sixth pit of the fourth lower world.


  “Well, well,” muttered Bertie. “It’s darned simple at that. If anybody wanted a demon it shouldn’t be hard to arrange things.”


  Thoroughly entranced, he browsed on, until he came to a tattered page which was headed in solid black letters,


  FORMULA FOR MYSTIC


  CLARIFICATION


  There he paused. As nearly as he could figure it out one had simply to mutter a bit of mumbo-jumbo and—presto! everything became as clear as crystal. He thought wistfully of the excellent use he could have put this device in his college days.


  It was typical of Bertie that a book of mysterious incantations, designed to call up demons and impart superhuman knowledge, would cause him no surprise. He had a naive confidence in the printed word; to the extent that anything on paper was automatically true.


  As he was about to turn the page a wonderful thought popped into his head. It was so beautifully simple that it took his breath away.


  QUICKLY he re-read the directions on the Mystic Clarification page. They weren’t difficult. In fact it only took him a few minutes to repeat aloud the incantation that was part of the ritual. He waited a moment then, expecting something in the way of a blazing ball to explode in his head, but nothing happened.


  Undaunted he pulled open the drawer of his brother’s desk and removed the heavy parchment which his brother had been vainly attempting to translate.


  After a quick glance over the symbols inscribed on its ancient surface he chuckled heartily.


  “It works,” he cried gleefully.


  Picking up a pencil from the desk he scribbled down the translation on the back of a piece of scratch paper. This would certainly set him in solid with his brother. It was wonderfully simple. Why, it was just as easy as reading something written in English.


  This idea had hardly grazed his mind, when a dampening thought occurred to him. Glancing at the writing on the parchment paper again was enough to clinch his suspicions. The thing was written in English. Even Bertie possessed sufficient intelligence to realize that it was this that made the translation so simple.


  The pencil slipped from his disappointed fingers. He obviously had the wrong parchment. A hurried search of the desk drawer and the shelves over the desk disclosed no other untranslatable parchments, so he assumed, with one of his unusual flashes of brilliance, that his brother must have put the document somewhere else.


  “Oh well,” he sighed, “his loss after all.”


  With a shrug he turned back to the fascinating book. For the rest of the afternoon he amused himself by reciting aloud a number of the euphonious incantations, all of which applied to various types of goblins, witches and demons. He had reached voodooism when the sport began to pall on him. After all even the creatures of the Nether Cosmos grow tiresome if taken in too large doses.


  With a yawn he tossed the heavy book back to the desk and sauntered from the library. The house was dark. No cheery bustling from the region of the kitchen indicated that toothsome meals were being prepared for him, so, with a martyred sigh, he ascended the stairs to the guest bed room.


  He wasn’t really hungry, for he had eaten on the train, so he decided to hit the hay and thus convince his brother that he was really the soul of virtuous respectability. Ordinarily the eve of the traditional game between State and Mosswood college would find Bertie carousing about the bright spots of the town, wassailing with boon and beery companions until the wee sma’. When his brother returned and found him tucked peacefully away in bed and sleeping the sleep of the innocent and the just, perhaps it would soften his heart a bit.


  So with these cheerful speculations buzzing about in his head Bertie turned off the dark hallway and groped his way into the bed room he intended to occupy.


  PPOSSIBLY it was because of this preoccupation that he did not notice the acrid odor of sulphurous smoke which was drifting through the room. That is, he didn’t notice it right away.


  It wasn’t until he was in the middle of the room that he paused and sniffed the air.


  “What ho!” he said, startled. “Something burning I’ll bet.”


  Bertie was generally not so swift with his deductions. Now, possibly as a result of his studious afternoon, he was unusually sharp.


  “Where there’s smoke there’s fire,” he reasoned shrewdly.


  He was just moving to the window to let in a little fresh air when he noticed a peculiar thing.


  Circling him on all sides and silhouetted against the blackness of the room were several dozen pairs of gleaming white eyes.


  Bertie glanced carefully about to be sure he was not imagining things. His scrutiny convinced him that he was not imagining anything at all. The eyes were there, round and white, and they all seemed to be staring directly at him.


  Now the average young man stumbling into a room full of staring white eyes would probably do his thinking with his legs and dash from the room at top speed.


  This would have been the sensible thing to do, which is probably why Bertie did nothing of the sort.


  He peered at the circle of eyes with interest.


  As his eyes became accustomed to the semi-darkness of the room he made out several dark shapes perched about. They appeared only as vague outlines and their shadowy forms were unlike anything Bertie had ever seen. Of their faces he could see nothing. Only the white staring eyes and the lumpy black shapes were visible. There must have been at least eight or ten of them, perched on the furniture of the room. “Well, well,” Bertie muttered.


  He was not frightened, but he had the strange feeling that he should have been. The situation was rapidly developing into an impasse. After all he couldn’t just stand there and stare at these strange things which had chosen his bedroom as a roosting place.


  He cleared his throat, while he tried to think of something that would more or less break the ice.


  “Well, well,” he said finally. “Warm for May, isn’t it?”


  THERE was a sound like the rustle of dead leaves as one of the vague, formless shapes seemed to stir slightly. A soft, strangely toneless voice said, “We have come to do your bidding, Oh Master. From the haunts of the nether cosmos we have traveled. By the unseen powers that bind us, what Is your wish?”


  Bertie listened to the sepulchral voice with mingled emotions. He was touched by the fact that these things—whatever they were—seemed to be anxious to help him. That, however, did not alter the fact that there was something deuced peculiar about the whole matter.


  “Well,” he said uncertainly, “it’s nice of you to—to stop in like this. But just who are you, anyway?”


  “I am Xanthos,” the toneless voice replied softly.


  Peering about Bertie couldn’t tell which of the shadowy beings was speaking. Not that it made a great deal of difference.


  “I’m Crimmins, Bertie Crimmins,”


  Bertie said companionably, “Class of ’39. Are you boys here for the game tomorrow?”


  “We are here,” the toneless voice replied, “to do your bidding.”


  “Very nice of you,” Bertie said warmly, “but I don’t need anything just now. If I do I’ll be glad to throw the business your way.”


  There was no answer from the darkness. Peering about Bertie saw that the circle of eyes had disappeared and that the formless dark shapes had likewise vanished. He also noticed that the annoying odor of brimstone and sulphur had faded away.


  “Well, well,” he said. “Neat trick, what?”


  He stepped over and flicked on the light switch. Everything in the room seemed quite normal. It was unoccupied and the covers of the bed were turned down invitingly.


  So Bertie undressed and went to bed.


  He was just dozing off when a hazy fragment of thought brushed his mind, driving sleep away. Where had those strange dark creatures come from? Who and what were they?


  These were the thoughts that buzzed about in his head like gadflies. They obviously weren’t college students or star boarders. The more he toyed with the problem the more interesting it became.


  He tossed from one side to the other, tangling the covers about his neck. It must have been fully five minutes before the light dawned on Bertie.


  When it did he almost chuckled out loud in relief.


  The things—the vague black shapes—were obviously creatures such as described in the ancient leather bound book he had found on his brother’s desk. That was the first step of his reasoning. The second was simplicity itself. In his reading from the leather-bound book he had apparently called these creatures to his side. One of the mysterious incantations must have done the trick.


  “Kind of a nasty stunt to pull on them,” he said thoughtfully. “But,” he decided philosophically, “it can’t be helped now. Whatever they are—demons, ghosts or ghouls—they’re here and they’ll just have to make the best of it.”


  With a relieved sigh he snuggled down into the covers. Now he could sleep. With his little mystery logically explained he could close his eyes peacefully. He even felt somewhat superior about the matter. It wasn’t everyone who could whistle up a roomful of demons. No sir!


  He slept like a babe.


  THE next morning he awoke, cheerful and refreshed and after a brisk shower trotted downstairs whistling enthusiastically.


  His brother’s housekeeper met him at the foot of the stairs.


  “Morning,” Bertie said brightly. “What’s sizzling for breakfast?”


  “Breakfast was over two hours ago,” the housekeeper answered. It was apparent that this fact gave her a good deal of satisfaction.


  “Oh,” Bertie said, his spirit wilting at the prospect of a breakfastless morning. “Well, is the big brain up yet?”


  “If you are referring to your brother, he left some time ago. I believe he intended to meet the president of the college on a very important matter.”


  “Oh,” Bertie said again.


  Looking at his brother’s housekeeper’s grim jaw he decided that the prospects of wangling a spot of breakfast from her were extremely slim.


  So, he decided to take his famished frame off to the local hotel, where he could also arrange for tickets for the day’s game between Mosswood and State and phone Ann.


  With a stiff bow to the housekeeper he wrapped his injured dignity about him like a cloak and left the house.


  The hotel lobby was a swarming mass of pennant-waving alumni and sharp looking bookmakers who were taking and giving bets on the game.


  Bertie made for the hotel dining room and he was halfway through a plate of bacon and eggs when a disquieting thought struck him.


  He signaled a waiter.


  “I say,” he said, “I just remembered that I haven’t got tickets for today’s game yet. Can’t imagine how it slipped my mind. Will you pick me up a couple and bring them here like a fine fellow.” The waiter looked at him in slight astonishment.


  “You can’t be serious, sir. Surely you must know that this game has been sold out for weeks. Why yesterday the scalpers were getting sixty dollars a pair for tickets. But now there are none available at any price.”


  “Hmmmmm,” Bertie said thoughtfully. This was a pretty kettle of fish. Ann had her heart set on seeing the game. So, as a matter of fact, had Bertie. It would be more than tragic to miss it.


  “Nothing you can do at all?” he asked the waiter.


  “Not a thing, sir.”


  “Very good. Thank you.”


  “Yes sir.” The waiter moved away, leaving Bertie to his solitary gloom.


  He speared a piece of bacon with unwonted savagery.


  “I wish I had a ticket,” he muttered. “No, I wish I had two. There’s Ann to think of. I wish I had a hundred, a thousand of them.”


  THERE was a faint rustle beside him. It was a sound like dry leaves scraping over hard, cold earth. Bertie hardly noticed it. He was so engrossed in his own misery that he didn’t hear the soft, toneless voice whisper,


  “As you wish, Master!”


  He went on eating, wondering what he could possibly use as an explanation to Ann. At last he was forced to the realization that nothing he could tell her would help things. She would consider this just another cotton-headed lapse on his part.


  He was walking away from the table when the waiter’s voice called after him.


  “Just a moment, sir. You’re forgetting your package.”


  Bertie turned and saw that the waiter was lifting a small package from the table he had just left. The package was wrapped in brown paper and was about eight inches square.


  “Is that mine?” he asked blankly.


  “It must be,” the waiter said. “I know it wasn’t here when you arrived. I had just cleared the table and I remember distinctly.”


  Bertie took the package in his hand. It wasn’t very heavy. He tried to remember whether or not he had had a package with him when he entered the hotel. The effort was a failure. He couldn’t. It might be his at that.”


  “Thanks,” he said, “silly of me to forget it.”


  He sauntered toward the lobby carelessly removing the outside wrappings from the package. After all if it belonged to him he had a right to know what it was, didn’t he?


  As he reached the entrance of the lobby he had finished ripping the paper from the object. Only then did he glance down to see what it was he had been carrying about with him.


  His knees almost failed him at the sight.


  For the package contained three neat stacks of tickets to the game between Mosswood and State. There must have been at least a thousand tickets and all of them were for locations from the forty to the forty yard line.


  He was still standing, staring dumbly at the stacks of ducats when a heavy set, florid faced man bumped into him.


  “Watch where you’re going,” the man growled. He started to pass on, but then his eye dropped to the bundle of tickets Bertie was holding in his hands. His eyes lighted excitedly.


  “Are those for today’s game?” he demanded tensely.


  “Why, yes,” Bertie said. “I guess they are.”


  “For sale?” the man snapped.


  The idea hadn’t occurred to Bertie, but now he examined it and found it an excellent one.


  “All but two,” he answered.


  The florid-faced man pulled out a well-padded wallet.


  “I’ll give you fifty for a pair,” he said. “Okay?”


  “That seems a fair price,” Bertie said thoughtfully.


  THE man paid him and Bertie gave him two tickets on the fifty yard line.


  “Tell your friends,” Bertie said genially. “Plenty left.”


  He pocketed the money with a pleased smile and strolled on. This was excellent. Very fine, indeed.


  Before he reached the center of the lobby he was receiving quite a bit of attention. Men stared unbelievingly at the thick stacks of tickets in his hands, then edged closer to him.


  In no time at all Bertie made two more sales and now he had one hundred and fifty dollars in his pocket.


  As the word flashed about the lobby that tickets were being sold, something in the nature of a mild stampede resulted.


  “Don’t crowd, don’t crowd,” Bertie said affably. “There’s plenty here for everybody.”


  To facilitate things he climbed onto a table in the center of the lobby. There he was able to pass out the tickets to the crowd below him with little difficulty. From their extended hands he plucked the green bills and the feeling of happiness within him grew deeper with each additional purchase.


  “Thank you, thank you,” he said. “It’s really dirt cheap, you know. It’s practically a steal. Thank you, and you too. Who else? There you are. Fifty dollars to see Mosswood beat State is practically a robbery.”


  Bertie became aware of a sharp featured, nattily dressed chap standing directly in front of the table, glancing up at him with unwinking gray eyes.


  “Yes sir,” he said genially, “how many?”


  “I got tickets,” the sharp featured little man answered, “I just heard you say Mosswood’s goin’ to beat State. Would you care to back that up With a little cash?”


  “My dear fellow,” Bertie said in a kind voice, “do you actually mean to tell me that you have money to throw away? State does not have a chance, that’s all there is to it. Save your lettuce, my good chap. Invest it in annuities or life insurance, but don’t bet on State.”


  The nattily dressed fellow pulled a roll of bills from his pocket.


  “I’m not worrying. If you’re on Mosswood, put up or shut up.”


  Bertie’s pride was touched to the quick.


  “Sir,” he said, “name the amount and make it light on yourself.”


  It took only a few moments to arrange the bet. The money was held by the hotel desk clerk. Bertie bet every cent he had made on the tickets and felt stoutly virtuous about it. After all, it wasn’t really gambling. It was just a quick pleasant manner of doubling his stakes.


  THE bet made, the sharp featured little gambler smirked unpleasantly at him and swaggered away.


  “Who is he?” Bertie asked the clerk “Him? Oh he’s one of the bookmakers who comes down to this game every year. They call him Sure Thing Lindsay.”


  “Hmmmm,” Bertie said.


  “That’s because he never bets on anything but a sure thing.”


  “Hmmmm,” Bertie said again. “Sure Thing Lindsay, eh?”


  It was while he was musing upon the unpleasant things that Mr. Lindsay’s nickname suggested that he felt a firm tap on his shoulder.


  Turning, he was confronted by two solidly built gentlemen, dressed in gray overcoats and gray fedoras and wearing large black shoes.


  “You the guy who’s scalping the tickets?” one of them asked.


  Bertie’s spirits rose. Here was fresh fish.


  “I’m the one, boys,” he said cheerfully. “Better get ’em now before the price goes up. How many?”


  “Probably one to ten,” one of the gray overcoated men said grimly. He pulled a badge from his pocket and shoved it under Bertie’s nose. “We’ve been warning you scalpers all week and now I think we’re goin’ to make an example out of you. We didn’t think we’d find any of you dumb enough to scalp tickets right in the lobby of the leading hotel.”


  “Now just a minute, gentlemen,” Bertie said feebly. “This is all some terrible mistake.”


  “You said it. And you’re the one that made it. Come on.”


  Bertie heard a metallic click and felt cold steel on his wrists. Handcuffed, and with a burly plainclothes man on either side of him, he was led across the lobby, protesting weakly and vainly-


  Things looked very black. Gloomy thoughts bobbed through his head. What kind of a country was this turning into, anyway? A man tried to pick up an honest penny and he found himself bundled off to the bastille for possessing a little initiative.


  He would certainly miss the game now. And so would Ann. Worse, he couldn’t get in touch with her and tell her he was in jail. That definitely would not be wise.


  It was a terrible mess. He didn’t see how things could possibly be worse.


  In this dark mood he was hustled across the lobby to the revolving doors that led to the street. There, to his intense humiliation, he was forced to stand like a culprit in the dock, while a steady flow of morbidly curious people surged past him.


  Feeling as hounded and persecuted as Jean Valjean in Les Miserables, he nevertheless affected a blandly nonchalant pose. He even hummed a popular ditty and kept time with his feet. He’d show ’em. Let them try and break his spirit. So absorbed was he in this role that he didn’t notice the last two people to enter the revolving door.


  He had no idea that disaster was practically nipping at his heels until a smooth, icily cold voice inquired,


  “Is this your rehabilitated self?”


  BERTIE jerked himself around, the breath left his lungs in a gust as he recognized the cold, stern features of his brother.


  With his brother was a short, thin, scholarly looking gentleman whom Bertie also recognized. This was Professor Overton, president of Mosswood college.


  He was peering near-sightedly at Bertie through his horn-rimmed spectacles.


  “I say, Professor,” he said to Bertie’s brother, “this chap with the handcuffs on reminds me of your brother.”


  “He is my brother,” Bertie’s brother said bitterly. “What’s the charge, officer?” he asked, turning to one of the plain-clothes men.


  “Scalping football tickets, peddling without a license, disturbing the peace and probably grand larceny.”,


  “Grand larceny!” Bertie gasped in outraged indignation. “I haven’t stolen anything.”


  “Where’d you get them tickets?”


  “I found them,” Bertie said stoutly. Bertie’s brother shook his head grimly.


  “This,” he said, “is only a concrete example of what I told you yesterday. You are still mentally and physically incompetent. Anything which I can do to prevent your marrying some unsuspecting girl I most certainly will do. You have disgraced me completely, Bertrand. Continue with your duty, officers.”


  Bertie was shoved through the revolving door, his protests and promises flowing back over his shoulder. Outside, one more calamitous experience was awaiting him.


  Alighting from a cab at the entrance of the hotel was a slim, lovely blonde girl. As she turned to enter the hotel, Bertie staggered through the revolving door, his handcuffed hands extended before him to keep his balance.


  The lovely blonde girl paused for an instant, then with a sob she turned and stepped back into the cab.


  Only then did Bertie recognize her.


  “Ann!” he cried frantically. “Ann! Things aren’t as bad as they look. This is all a joke. I lost a bet. Ann! Come back.”


  But his words were practically smothered in the roar of the cab as it shot away from the curb and into the traffic.


  Bertie was left quite alone. Not quite, because the two gray-overcoated officers were still with him. But in spirit he was bleakly and desolately alone.


  “Madame Guillotine,” he said blackly, “I embrace you.”


  “He’s nuts,” one copper said.


  The other nodded.


  THE American jailing system, in Bertie’s opinion, had not been noticeably improved since last he had favored the institution with his presence.


  The cell was small, the doors and windows barred. This last was the worst feature. It gave everything such a definite look.


  He had been pacing the floor for five hours and now he gave up and slumped down on the cell’s narrow cot. With a touch of Yogi fatalism he had stopped worrying about Ann and his brother. For all practical purposes they were out of his life forever from henceforth onward. In later years when time had mellowed them, they might begin speaking to him again, but as for the present, he was a dead duck.


  It was late afternoon, he decided by glancing up at the window. The Homeric struggle between Mosswood and State was probably in its final period by now. Soon it would be history.


  He began pacing again. Of course losing the esteem and affection of his girl and his brother was a disastrous blow, but missing the annual game with State was no light matter in itself.


  The fact that almost a thousand dollars of his money was on Mosswood only increased his feeling of frustration.


  Overcome by anxiety he grabbed the bars and jerked at them foolishly.


  “I want to get out of here,” he shouted. “Let me out, do you hear?” There was a rustle behind him.


  “I hear you, Master!” a soft, toneless voice whispered.


  “What’s that?” Bertie said, startled. He peered through the bars into the empty corridor. “Who said that?”


  “I, Xanthos, have heard you and am here to do your bidding, Master.”


  This time Bertie turned around and saw a vague crouching shape in one dark comer of the cell. At the same time he remembered his experience with the demons the night before. Another thing dawned on him. He suddenly realized from where the football tickets had come. Xanthos, or one of his ghoul apprentices, had obviously been responsible for that. He was surprised that he hadn’t thought of this before.


  “Well, Xanthos,” he said sternly. “It seems that everything you do gets me into trouble. I can’t say as I like it either.”


  “I am sorry,” the cold lifeless voice said, “but I cannot help that. I must obey your commands.”


  “Supposing I give you a command right now,” Bertie asked cautiously. “What then?”


  “I would obey.”


  “Supposing I would tell you to get me out of this blasted jail?”


  “It would be accomplished.”


  “Then,” Bertie said contentedly, “your days of unemployment are over. Get to work.”


  “As you wish, Master.”


  THE dark shape in the corner flitted out of the range of his vision and the next instant he felt a pair of sharp claws resting on his shoulder.


  “Do not be alarmed,” Xanthos’ voice was almost in his ear. “I am on your shoulder. We will leave together.” Bertie started to turn his head but Xanthos’ voice, suddenly as chilling as ice, stopped him.


  “Do not look as you value your sanity!”


  “Why?” Bertie asked stubbornly. “Do not look,” Xanthos repeated. “You would not—like what you would see. I am not—pleasing to the eye.”


  “Sorry, old chap,” Bertie said, touched. “I know just how you feel. I was self-conscious when I had pimples on my face. All in the mind, though, all in the mind. Just forget about how you look and people won’t notice you.”


  “Let us leave,” Xanthos said.


  “Sure thing,” Bertie said eagerly. “Just how do we go about it? Ride away on a broom?”


  “Certainly not,” Xanthos answered. “My method is less involved.”


  Bertie heard a sharp metallic click, then the barred door of the cell swung open.


  “Well, well,” he exclaimed delightedly. “That is simple.”


  He stepped jauntily from the cell. With the confidence that Xanthos could handle any situation that might arise, he strode cheerfully down the corridor. The heavy steel door that separated the cell block from the jailer’s office looked impregnable. But before he reached it, it swung ponderously open.


  The warden was dozing comfortably before a pot-bellied stove when he heard the hinges of the massive door creak warningly. He opened his eyes and struggled to his feet just as Bertie sauntered nonchalantly into his office.


  His hand speared for the gun at his hip.


  Bertie felt an uncomfortable sensation at the pit of his stomach.


  “Now don’t do anything rash,” he said nervously.


  His admonition was unnecessary. For the warden’s bulging, incredulous gaze was riveted in horror at a point about five inches above Bertie’s left shoulder.


  His lips twisted and the gun slid from his limp fingers. Then with a soft moan he pitched forward to the floor.


  “That is fortunate,” Xanthos said drily. “When he comes to he will think this was just a nightmare. Had he remained conscious any longer he would spend the rest of his life in a strait jacket.”


  “You can’t be that bad,” Bertie scoffed. “You’ve got a touch of an inferiority complex, that’s all. You ought to read Dale Carnegie. He’d straighten you out.”


  “Nevertheless,” Xanthos said, “I shall make myself invisible for the rest of our trip. You may look now with safety.”


  Bertie turned his head and saw nothing. But he could still feel the grip of the claws on his shoulder.


  “What is your wish now?” Xanthos inquired.


  “I’ll let you know when we get to the game,” Bertie said, glancing through the window at the setting sun. “That is if we get there on time.”


  WHEN they arrived at the jam-packed stadium the minutes of the fourth quarter were ticking away and Mosswood College was trailing by six points.


  Bertie squirmed his way through the crowd to the middle of the field. One anguished glance told him that State was threatening to score again.


  They had the ball on the Mosswood’s thirty yard line. And on their first play from scrimmage a fleet-footed State back broke loose and streaked for the Mosswood goal.


  “Xanthos!” Bertie cried. “Do something!”


  “This seems beyond my ken,” Xanthos answered. There was a bewildered note in the demon’s voice. “Everything is so confused and upset. What is it you want me to do?”


  “Stop that man!” Bertie shrieked. “That man that the others are chasing. “Don’t let him get away.”


  “As you wish,” Xanthos muttered.


  Bertie felt the claws on his shoulders tighten. But his eyes were riveted on the sprinting State back. He was racing down the field, yards ahead of the nearest Mosswood player . . . Past the fifteen . . . the ten . . . the five


  “Xanthos!” Bertie screamed. “You’re a washout. You’re fired. You—”


  The words froze on his lips. For an incredible, unimaginable thing had happened on the field. Along the end of the gridiron, just before the goal line, a huge yawning pit had miraculously opened.


  From this black pit flames shot forth, forking their way through the belching waves of sulphur laden smoke which poured out with them.


  The touchdown-bound State back wheeled from this trench of hideous fire and brimstone and, with a wild bellow of fright, raced in the opposite direction.


  A solid roar of incredulous sound burst from the throats of the spectators. On the field the two teams milled about in hopeless confusion and bewilderment. All, that is, except the State back who was still legging it in the opposite direction, the ball held tightly under one arm.


  In the wild, screaming crowd there was only one person who had any idea of what had happened. And that was Bertie Crimmins. He knew that Xanthos had been the agency behind this miraculous demonstration-The knowledge brought him a warm glow of contentment. How could he lose with such forces backing him?


  Listening to the excited comments about him he realized that no one had an accurate idea of what had happened. There was a different and conflicting story on every pair of lips.


  Then a new roar broke from the crowd.


  The frantically fleeing State back was racing for the Mosswood College goal line! Those of his teammates who had recovered their senses started after him, shouting desperately.


  But the roar of the crowd drowned out their voices and amid a deafening volume of noise the State back galloped over the wrong goal line giving Mosswood six points and tying up the game.


  BERTIE relaxed, sighing happily.


  The game was tied up now and with a bit of assistance from Xanthos it would soon be in the bag. At least from the wreckage of his life he could salvage his bets and start anew.


  “Well done, Xanthos,” he said complacently. “Now just arrange things for a Mosswood touchdown and everything will be jake.”


  There was no answer.


  “Xanthos!” he said sharply. “Do you hear me?”


  Silence.


  A bead of perspiration stood out on Bertie’s forehead. There was a cold empty feeling in the pit of his stomach.


  “Xanthos!” he said pleadingly. “Don’t get in a sulk now. I really need you.”


  There was no answer. And when the game ended a few moments later, a tie twelve to twelve, there was still no evidence of Xanthos.


  Bertie’s head sagged forward against his chest. The crowd surged past his lonely figure but he hardly noticed. Time passed. It was almost dark before Bertie stood up and left the stadium.


  He realized with bitter clarity that his thoughtless dismissal of Xanthos had been final and definite. He had fired Xanthos. And Xanthos evidently meant to stay fired.


  There was only one bright spot in the otherwise gray scheme of things. He hadn’t lost all of his money. In the case of a tie all bets were off, but this was somehow negative compensation in the face of all he had lost.


  He hailed a cab dispiritedly and gave his brother’s address. With a moody sigh he decided to leave town and lose himself to society. Years later he might emerge from the Australian bush, calm and kindly, forgetting the slings and arrows that had driven him there. Now they pressed on his soul like a drab pall. Life was very sad.


  IN this same cheerless state of mind he entered his brother’s home. The light was on in the library and he could hear the low murmur of voices from the room. His hopes of slipping by unnoticed were blasted sky high as his brother suddenly appeared in the doorway, his face flaming with excitement.


  “Bertie!” he shouted in a most unscholarly voice. “Come in here.”


  With a fatalistic sigh Bertie entered the library. What devil’s brew was being hatched for him now he had no idea. Nor did he care. Nothing could ever bother him again.


  Professor Overton, president of Mosswood, was standing beside his brother’s desk.


  “It is absolutely incredible,” Bertie heard him murmur.


  “What is, sir?” Bertie asked blankly.


  “Bertie,” his brother said imploringly, “for once in your life think carefully. Did you write this?”


  He thrust an envelope before Bertie, on which was scrawled—in Bertie’s handwriting—the words he had copied from the parchment.


  “Why, I guess I did,” Bertie said.


  “You guess?” his brother shouted. “Don’t you know?”


  “Why yes,” Bertie said, a little startled by his brother’s vehemence, “I did write it. I copied it from the parchment that I found in the drawer of your desk.”


  “This parchment?” his brother asked, extending the ancient papyrus toward him.


  Bertie looked at it closely. Yes, it was the same one. Same paper, same ink—No! It wasn’t written in English as the other had been. It couldn’t be the same paper. The heiroglyphic scrawls on this parchment looked like the tracks of an inebriated chicken.


  “Bertie,” his brother said weakly, “This writing on the back of the envelope which you claim to have written is a perfect translation of this parchment document which the entire university has been working on for two years. How did you do it?”


  Bertie blinked as his brother’s words seeped into his brain. It didn’t really make sense even then. As far as he could gather he was being accused of having done something rather clever. This was so surprising that it rendered him speechless.


  He was sure he hadn’t translated the abstruse and unintelligible document. The parchment from which he had copied had been as easy to read as English. He was opening his mouth to deny any connection with the translation when a staggering thought struck him.


  Maybe he had actually translated it. At the time he had been under the influence of the Mystic Clarification formula and maybe the hieroglyphic symbols had only seemed to be English. That, undoubtedly, was it!


  HE PAUSED and lighted a cigarette nonchalantly.


  “How did I do it?” he repeated his brother’s question casually. “Well I hardly see how I can explain it to you. The principle involved is rather intricate. Tell me: Have you ever heard of the reverse double wing system?” His brother and Professor Overton shook their heads humbly.


  Bertie smiled patronizingly.


  “You see?” he said. “We just don’t have any common basis for discussion.”


  “Bertie,” his brother said in a strangled voice, “when did you take up the study of philology?”


  “Always liked the stuff,” Bertie said genially. “Sort of a hobby. Fine way to spend winter evenings.”


  The front door bell rang then, saving Bertie from more embarrassing and penetrating questions.


  A second later and Ann walked into the room, looking more blonde and more lovely than he had ever seen her. She stopped abruptly when she saw him.


  “I didn’t come to see you,” she said stiffly. “I only came to leave a message for you that I was leaving.”


  “Can’t all this wait a moment,” Professor Overton broke in testily. “Young man,” he said to Bertie, “I would be honored if you would consider joining the faculty staff of Mosswood College. Men of your erudition and intelligence are all too few in this troubled world. Mosswood needs you.”


  Bertie’s brother laid a hand on his shoulder.


  “I’ve wronged you, Bertie. I can see that now. It makes me feel ashamed of myself. You can expect my blessing on anything you intend doing. Particularly if you are figuring on setting up a partnership.”


  Bertie turned toward Ann, and in three seconds flat she was in his arms.


  “Darling,” she murmured against his coat, “I don’t understand any of it, but you seem like a new person. I’m sure that there is a perfectly reasonable explanation for your having been arrested and everything.”


  “There certainly is,” Bertie said happily. “Fact is, they caught me with the goods. No! I mean it was all a case of mistaken identity.”


  He put his arms about the girl of his dreams and sighed happily. One minute he had been hopelessly crushed and the next thing he’d been transported to the clouds.


  He was conscious that his brother was beaming fondly upon him and that even Professor Overton was bestowing admiring glances in his direction. Everything was excellent. Except—“By the way,” he said casually, “there’s a leather bound book on your desk that kind of interested me. All about—demons and such. Anything to that stuff, you suppose?”


  His brother laughed heartily.’


  “I know the book,” he said. “It would take someone with the mind of a child to believe in the existence of such creatures. Demons. The very idea is ridiculous.”


  “So it is,” Bertie said. “So it is.” He laughed at the absurdity of it all and then he kissed Ann very soundly. Later, however, he couldn’t get the idea out of his head that as he was kissing her a toneless voice whispered, “Very excellent effort, Master.”


  DAUGHTER OF THE SNAKE GOD


  First published in the May 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Allan Curtis and Jo Matthews faced deadly danger even before they reached Peru; a murder, Nazi tanks—and Sacha!


  CHAPTER I


  “ALLAN! Do you hear me? AlIan!”


  The voice finally penetrated the fog of concentration that surrounded Allan Curtis and he looked up to see his secretary standing in the doorway of the stockroom.


  “Ah, oh, yes, Miss Matthews,” he said abstractedly. He checked the last of a long list of supply cases on the typewritten sheet in his hand.


  Jo Matthews, the young lady in question, moved back quickly to avert


  a collision as he stepped toward her.


  “Allan,” she repeated sharply, “I’ve sent the check list to the docks.”


  Allan Curtis halted, then.


  “Good, Miss Matthews,” he said abstractedly. When lost in his fogs he always addressed her formally. “That’s fine. I’ve just finished making a final check on our crates. The list seems in order.”


  He handed her the typewritten sheets he’d been holding. Sighing, Jo Matthews took them. Her lovely features wore the affectionately despairing look of a mother worrying over an idiot offspring.


  “Have you made certain your luggage is in order, Allan?” Jo asked.


  Allan Curtis nodded, standing toward his private office.


  “Yes. Yes, I’ve done that. How about your stuff? Got it ready?”


  Jo’s blue eyes were amused. She’d told him her luggage was packed on at least four occasions this morning. She followed after him, into his office.


  “Yes, Allan. My bags are ready. I’ve had them sent to the dock hours ago.”


  “Hmmmm,” Curtis muttered, scarcely hearing, “that’s fine. Just fine. Rather early to send them, wasn’t it?” He sat down behind his rich mahogany desk and began shuffling through papers.


  “I’ve told you that there’s a war going on,” Jo said. “It takes plenty of time to get things through inspection these days.”


  “Hmmmm,” Curtis agreed. “That’s right. The war makes it difficult, doesn’t it?”


  Jo’s eyes went suddenly impatient with annoyance.


  “Difficult? Really, Allan,” her tone was one of exasperated bewilderment, “doesn’t anything bother you? I really don’t believe the fact that our nation is facing one of the most gigantic struggles in its history, has yet penetrated your mind. You probably haven’t a thought in your head but those stuffy Peruvian ruins and rotting fossil bones.”


  “Just ruins,” Curtis corrected her. “We aren’t out after bones this trip.” He looked up, his eyes suddenly twinkling. “Really, Jo, I don’t think you’re the least bit pleased about this first chance to come along on an expedition.”


  “Well,” said the girl in mock elation, “he called me ‘Jo.’ He must have emerged from the Peruvian jungles long enough to remember I had a first name.”


  Curtis grinned.


  “It was a long time before I called you anything but Miss Matthews, Jo. I got into a habit that I still fall back on now and then, when I’m thinking of something else.”


  Jo Matthews sighed. Then her voice became imperceptibly softer.


  “I’m really excited over this trip, Allan. And I’m terribly grateful to be going along. I know that you went to a lot of unnecessary trouble with the museum people to persuade them to let me come as your assistant. But even so, Allan, I can’t help thinking sometimes that now, I mean since December, the importance of things like this have dimmed a great deal.”


  ALLAN CURTIS lighted a cigarette.


  He blew out the match and flicked it unerringly into a priceless Inca jug that stood in the corner.


  He inhaled deeply, then spoke smilingly through a swirl of blue smoke.


  “The importance of anything is only relative, Jo,” Curtis said. “What might seem to be important to the world of today is, after all, only measured by the countless centuries in time that went before it, and will undoubtedly follow it. Just because this world goes mad, I see no reason to let my intelligence be swept away in the emotional turmoil of others.”


  Jo Matthew’s lovely mouth was set. “No,” she snapped, “I don’t believe you are capable of reacting emotionally.”


  Curtis was still smiling, tolerantly. “Do you think the wheels of science, research, progress and discovery should stop while the world goes mad?”


  “There will be an end to progress and civilization, science and research—of the decent democratic way—if we lose this war, Allan. I think certain things can be set aside until the objective is accomplished, otherwise we’ll ultimately lose those things.”


  Allan Curtis shrugged.


  “I’ve spent most of my rather young life prowling about the ruins of ancient civilizations, Jo. Those were civilizations as great, in their time, as our own is now. They died. But the world didn’t die. Progress didn’t die.”


  Jo’s eyes were moist.


  “But don’t you see what I mean, Allan? You could turn your knowledge, your mind, to the accomplishment of far more important tasks for the duration. I know that your career has been and will always be your very life. But the careers, the lives, the futures of all of us are menaced beyond realization.”


  “Then you think this expedition of ours will be of no real consequence?” Curtis asked.


  “I didn’t say exactly that,” Jo declared in exasperation. “It has its place, I’ll admit, and it is important in the normal scheme of things. But now the normal scheme of life has been abandoned. There are relatively more important missions for all of us.”


  “Ahhh,” Curtis grinned irritatingly, “now we get to the crux of the matter. You think I should be putting my shoulder to another wheel, right?”


  Jo’s eyes flashed defensively. “Yes, Allan. You have one of the finest young minds in this nation. You’re capable, strong, with a tremendous amount of valuable knowledge of almost every god-forsaken jungle in the world. I’m certain there are things other than puttering in decayed ruins which you could do to serve. Things that would utilize your knowledge, your youth, your ability for our country’s effort.”


  “You make me blush, Jo. I never thought secretaries thought so highly of their employers.”


  Jo turned angrily toward the door. “Sometimes I think quite the opposite, Allen. If I didn’t think you talk as you do merely because you’re blinded to actuality, I wouldn’t be your secretary.”


  CURTIS looked at the tip of his cigarette. His eyes were still amused. “Then your unswerving loyalty still persists because you hope to make me see the light, eh?”


  Jo paused. The anger left her lovely face. Her eyes were serious.


  “Your attitude might be blind for the present, Allan, but I’m sure your mind will rouse you to your responsibilities fairly soon. And when it does, well,” Jo colored, “you’ll have a secretary who is as proud of her boss as she is loyal.”


  Curtis seemed suddenly embarrassed. He returned his scrutiny to the lighted end of his cigarette. Then suddenly, clearing his throat, he changed the subject.


  “Our tickets are all arranged for, Jo?”


  “Passports, visas, tickets, all in order,” she smiled. “And please, please, don’t get lost in one of your fogs and miss the boat. It leaves at four o’clock. I’ll meet you on the ship’s end of the gangplank.”


  Curtis grinned.


  “No,” he promised, “I won’t be late. I’ve never missed a sailing time yet.”


  “What about the Tahitian trip?” Jo reminded him accusingly.


  Curtis reddened.


  “Well, I might amend that by saying I almost never miss a sailing time. Four o’clock. Top of the gangplank. I’ll see you then, Jo. You’d better run along now. I know the female of the species is always beset by a thousand last-minute details before going anywhere.”


  Jo raised one eyebrow.


  “Really, Allan, sometimes I think you aren’t completely hopeless.”


  Curtis looked up.


  “Eh, what d’you mean?”


  “Sometimes you actually seem aware that there is such a thing as a female of the species. Your remark about details almost indicates that you observe the species occasionally.” Jo’s voice was mockingly analytical, but her eyes held another emotion not quite completely masked.


  Curtis, however, had turned his attention back to the papers on the desk before him. He answered without looking up.


  “Is that so? Guess I must have read it somewhere in a book.”


  Jo gave him a long glance and sighed in despair.


  “See you at the ship,” she said. “Right.”


  CURTIS didn’t look up as Jo Matthews left the office. He heard the door shut behind her and continued his scrutiny of the papers before him for another full minute before he raised his head.


  He crushed out his cigarette, rose, and stepped to the door of his own office. He closed it, flicking the lock switch. Then he went back to his desk and, still standing, leaned over it to an ancient shield which hung on the wall.


  Carefully, Curtis took down the shield. There was a wall safe on the surface it had been covering. Expertly he flicked the dial until the combination clicked the tumblers. Then he swung it open. He brought forth a thick manila envelope, then sat down at his desk as he opened it.


  There were at least a dozen papers inside, but Curtis sheafed through the stack until he’d found the three he sought. On the top of each there was the letterhead reading: “Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs.”


  He hastily read through each of these letters, as if making one last check on instruction data he had already committed to memory. Then, apparently satisfied, he placed them in his large ashtray. He found a match.


  Moments later, Curtis watched the letters burn to blackened ashes in the tray. Then, after carefully powdering the ashes with his thumb, he emptied the tray into the wastebasket at his feet. He put the remaining papers back in the envelope, stood up and returned them to the wall safe, closed the safe and twisted the dial right and left.


  After Curtis had replaced the ancient shield in its position on the wall, he stepped over to the door, unlocked it, and moved out into the reception office.


  His luggage was there, five traveling bags. His trunks, he recalled, were already aboard the ship.


  Curtis stepped to the window of his office, a window looking from Telegraph Hill toward San Francisco Bay.


  Lighting another cigarette, Curtis stood there a moment, gazing idly down into the street beneath him.


  Against the building on the other side of the street, standing half in the concealment of the doorway, were two men. One wore a camel’s hair topcoat, the other merely a blue serge suit. Both had gray fedoras.


  The one with the camel’s hair topcoat was apparently reading a newspaper, while the chap in the serge suit passed idle conversation with him.


  Curtis stood at the window watching this, waiting to see if either would look up at him. Then, smiling grimly, he drew the Venetian blinds.


  Crossing the reception room, he went to his luggage, selected a bag, placed it on a desk and opened it. Inside, atop some shirts and papers, was an automatic pistol. Next to it lay a leather shoulder holster. Curtis removed the gun and the holster and restrapped the bag.


  He slipped out of his coat, arranged the holster, and placed the gun in it. Then he put his coat on once again, buttoned it, and looked down, satisfied that the weapon was well enough concealed.


  He glanced at his wrist watch. Three-fifteen. He stepped to the telephone to call for a taxi . . .


  CHAPTER II


  Rendezvous with a Killer


  THE small, dingy waterfront cafe was typical of the dozens that lined the narrow streets of San Francisco’s harbor district. A few small tables covered with dirty red-checkered cloths were set up in the middle of the floor. Dark, and curtained booths lined three of the walls.


  At a small bar a sleepy looking bartender presided. Two unsavory waiters leaned negligently against the wall.


  The only distinctive feature of this particular cafe was the couple that occupied the booth closest to the door.


  They sat quietly, not talking, and only occasionally sipping from the small glasses of brandy before them.


  The man was tall, with heavy sloping shoulders that bulged slightly against his smoothly-fitting, conservative suit. His hair was blond and combed straight back from his high shining forehead. In contrast to his square, almost cruel jaw, his eyes were a soft blue, surprisingly out of place in his hard face.


  The woman could have been twenty-five or she could have been forty-five. She was immaculately groomed and dressed, and her complexion was as flawless and as smooth as a child’s.


  But her eyes were strangely lacking in warmth. They were like two perfect diamonds, hard, cold and ageless. Hair the color of new wheat fell in rippling waves-to her shoulders, but she was not beautiful, although she should have been. If there had been more expression in her face, or warmth in her eyes, she would have possessed an ethereal allure. As it was, her very frigidity and aloofness seemed to encase her in a shell of icy mystery that had the effect of repelling rather than attracting.


  She raised her glass slowly and over the rim her eyes met those of her companion.


  “Our friend is late,” she murmured.


  The man glanced at his watch and a faint expression of annoyance touched his features.


  “There is plenty of time,” he muttered. “The ship does not leave until four. Are you sure, my dear Maria, of your role?”


  THE woman sipped her drink slowly.


  “Perfectly sure. As your devoted sister, Maria von Wessel, I have a simple part to play. Yours is by far the more difficult, my dear Kurt.”


  A faint mocking undertone colored the woman’s soft voice, as she added, “Your role demands that you display a certain amount of brotherly affection toward your dear ‘sister.’ That will be a difficult part for you to play.”


  The man shrugged irritably.


  “You must keep your emotions out of your work, Maria. If there was ever anything between us, we must forget it.”


  “You have, of course, my dear Kurt.”


  Kurt von Wessel’s deceptively soft eyes frosted slightly.


  “Maria, my dear, your beauty has made you extremely useful to the Cause. When your attractiveness is past, your usefulness is over. Remember that one fact and control your feelings.”


  He toyed idly with his glass and his smile was delicately cruel.


  “It would be a pity,” he said, “if I were forced to report that your allure was dimming. Even now, in this highly unflattering light, I can see a faint wrinkle at the corner of your mouth.”


  The woman’s hand moved instinctively toward her cheek. Kurt smiled as he saw the gesture. Maria checked herself and folded her hands calmly in her lap.


  “You are a beast,” she said softly.


  Kurt von Wessel lifted his glass and smiled.


  “But, of course,” he said.


  THEY were silent for a while, both occupied with thinking. It was the sudden opening of the cafe’s door that brought them to life.


  “Is it he?” Kurt asked quietly.


  Maria raised herself slightly from the seat. When she settled back her face was suddenly pale. Her slim white fingers trembled as she pulled the brim of her hat over her eye, concealing the side of her face.


  “What is it?” Kurt asked sharply.


  A tall, slim, olive-skinned young man strode past their booth before she could answer. He didn’t look at them but continued on to the bar, where he ordered a double whiskey in a loud voice.


  He was elegantly dressed and quite handsome in the dark Latin manner. His flashing white teeth stood out sharply against his dark skin, and his luminous brown eyes were good-naturedly rakish.


  “Who is he?” Kurt demanded. “What are you afraid of?”


  “Quiet,” Maria hissed. “Do you want him to hear every word you say? He is a young fool I met in Peru a year or so ago. His name is Carlos Benevadas. I think his father is a diplomatic official. It wouldn’t do for him to see me now. He knew me as Sonya Karlstad, a Norwegian refugee.”


  “Was your business with him official?” Kurt asked, a tight smile playing about his lips.


  “Yes. Of course there were several unofficial interludes. The fool thought he was madly in love with me.”


  “I see,” Kurt nodded. “I see you were able to forget me long enough to indulge in—ah—unofficial interludes with this hot-blooded young Latin. Very touching example of your constant devotion to me.”


  Maria’s cheeks flamed angrily.


  “I have thrown myself at many men,” she said hoarsely. “It has never bothered you. And it has meant nothing to me.”


  “Let us not become hysterical,” Kurt suggested quietly, “I will draw the shades of the booth. Your young admirer will soon be gone.”


  He stood up and jerked the dark curtains over the entrance of the booth. Maria turned her hat back from her eyes.


  FOR several moments they waited in silence, their drinks untouched.


  Then they heard quick footsteps crossing the floor, a careless laugh and an instant later the sound of the cafe door slamming.


  “Ah,” said Kurt, “the coast is again clear.”


  He glanced at his watch and frowned. He fingered his glass impatiently.


  “Has the fool forgotten,” he growled.


  “Maybe he didn’t receive the instructions,” Maria suggested. “In America now it is becoming increasingly difficult to continue our contacts. The federal agents of this country are very efficient.”


  “They are a lot of fools,” Kurt snapped. “In Germany we shoot traitors and spies. Here, until only a few months ago, they allowed them the use of the press and radio to spread their doctrines. Well, their complacent carelessness has been our strongest ally.”


  He drummed his fingers nervously on the table. Finally they heard the sound of the cafe door opening. Kurt stood up and cautiously drew back the curtain of the booth.


  An almost imperceptible sigh of relief escaped him.


  Standing inside the doorway was a chunky, red-faced man, with closely cropped light hair, and a thin scar running along his jaw line.


  When the man’s small, cold-blue eyes met Kurt’s they glinted with recognition. With a rolling stride he advanced to the booth and bowed from the waist.


  “I have the tickets for the gentleman and his sister,” he said softly. He glanced over his shoulder at the sleepy bartender and the indifferent waiters. “Everything is arranged.”


  “Sit down,” Kurt said.


  The chunky red-faced man drew a chair to the table and seated himself.


  “You know the man?” Kurt asked.


  “Yes.”


  “You are sure?”


  “I am positive. I have studied his pictures. I have a complete physical description of him. There can be no chance of a mistake.”


  “Excellent. He must not leave the Ventura alive.”


  “Everything has been arranged,” the red-faced man said stolidly.


  “How long have you been a steward on the Ventura?” Kurt asked the man suddenly.


  “Three years,” the man answered. “But this is my last trip. It is no longer safe.”


  “This is the most important trip you will ever make,” Kurt said slowly. “Remember that. And remember too, not to indicate by so much as a raised eyebrow that you have ever seen me or my ‘sister’ before, when we come on the boat. This man is no fool. We can take no chances. Do not speak to us. Do not look at us. Do nothing to invite suspicion.”


  “I understand my job,” the red-faced man said impassively.


  “Good. Now, leave us. Good luck to you.”


  “Thank you sir.”


  The man stood up and the pale light of the cafe threw a silvery edge on the long scar on his chin. His blue eyes were coldly expressionless as he bowed formally and left.


  Maria shuddered slightly as the door closed.


  “Cold, my dear?” Kurt asked.


  Maria finished her drink quickly and set the glass down.


  “No. It was that man. He—he is a killer.”


  Kurt von Wessel looked at her for an instant with a thoughtful expression on his face. Finally he smiled ironically and his soft blue eyes were amused.


  “Precisely, my dear,” he said.


  CHAPTER III


  An “Accident”


  ON the passenger deck of the South American Steamship Ventura, Jo Matthews leaned against the railing and gazed out at the scene of crowded activity on the dock below.


  Passengers, stevedores, inspectors, ship stewards hustled back and forth in the shouting commotion, brushing past lines of well-wishers gathered to bid bon voyage to departing friends and relatives.


  Thronging up the gangplank, singly and in groups of four and five, other passengers, late arrivals and their retinues of well-wishing friends, came noisily aboard.


  There were uniformed men, in naval and army attire—some whose high rank was indicated by the gold and silver braid that bedecked them—also dotting the embarking swarms in more profusion than Jo had seen since war began.


  Nervously, now, Jo glanced at her watch.


  “Twenty of four,” she murmured anxiously. “Oh, I do hope the lanky lout will remember he’s a boat to catch.”


  “You are waiting for someone, Senorita?”


  The voice, low, polite and definitely Latin came to Jo’s ears suddenly, causing her to turn sharply in surprise.


  A tall, olive-complexioned, smiling young man with wavy dark hair faced her.


  Jo raised an eyebrow.


  “Well, really,” she began.


  The tall young Latin grinned in a manner meant to be apologetically friendly. There was something assuringly nice about the twinkle in his brown eyes.


  “I do not intend to intrude, Senorita.


  Especially if I am unwelcome. Excuse me, if you feel I have affronted you.” He was still grinning.


  In spite of herself, Jo smiled.


  “My name, Senorita,” the Latin declared, “is Carlos Benevedas.”


  “And mine,” said Jo, “is Jo Matthews. I’m glad to meet you, Senor Benevedas, even though this is slightly out of my usual insistence on formal introductions.”


  Carlos Benevedas laughed.


  “It is so, Senorita. I knew it instantly I spoke. But permit me to assure you that this is a usual fashion of introduction aboard shipboard. People are never so rigidly formal at sea, especially when bound for South American ports.”


  “I needn’t be bright,” Jo smiled, “to hazard, then, that you are South American?”


  Benevedas’ white teeth flashed in another smile.


  “More exactly, I am Peruvian. We in South America are often touchy about being so generally classed.”


  “You are returning home?” Jo asked.


  Carlos Benevedas nodded.


  “After a short stay in your most delightful country.”


  “I’m glad you like it here,” Jo said. And then she added: “I hope most of you feel the same about this country.”


  “I am sure your country will be publicly assured of that fact within the next several weeks,” Benevadas replied.


  “You mean the South American Solidarity movement, of course?” Jo asked.


  The young Peruvian nodded.


  “Precisely.”


  “That’s reassuring,” said Jo. “I’d like to pass that information on to our State Department.”


  BENEVADAS laughed appreciatively.


  “But tell me, Senorita,” he said after a moment, “you are waiting for someone, are you not? I know I noticed you glancing at your watch with much anxiety. Perhaps a fellow passenger?”


  “An excellent guess, Senor,” Jo said. “I’m just praying that my boss, who has one of the most fuzzy memories of any man on earth, won’t forget he has a sailing appointment.”


  “You are going to South America on business?” Benevedas asked.


  “Yes,” Jo nodded. “This is my first long trip, and I’m still dizzy from the thought of it. We’re going to your native Peru. My employer, Allan Curtis, is an archaeological curator and part-time explorer.”


  “Curtis, Curtis?” Carlos Benevedas put a slim finger to his cheek in recollection. “I do believe I have heard of Professor Curtis.”


  “Quite possibly,” Jo said with unconscious pride. “He has done some of the most notable discovery work on Inca ruins. He’s extremely well known in his field.”


  “But of course!” Carlos Benevedas exclaimed. “My father—he is in the Peruvian Department of State—once gave a banquet in Lima to honor several noted American archaeologists who were working in our country. I believe your Professor Curtis was one of them.” They both grinned in the warm enthusiasm of those who have found mutual friends.


  “Then Professor Curtis must be planning another such expedition?” Carlos Benevedas asked.


  Jo nodded.


  “And he moved heaven and high water, as a favor to his long-suffering secretary, to get permission from the museum people for me to go along.”


  “It will be an experience you shall never forget,” the young Latin promised her. “My country is beautiful beyond imagination. And the interior—you will see much of that I presume—offers such splendor as few men have ever seen.”


  “It sounds thrilling,” Jo declared. “Will it be dangerous?”


  Benevedas shook his head.


  “Not so dangerous that your life would be risked in such an expedition. And with the famed Professor Curtis, who knows our deepest jungles the way an ordinary man knows his own back yard, the expedition would be foolproof. No, it will not be dangerous.”


  “I’m slightly disappointed,” she declared. “Allan isn’t very imaginative, but I had a hunch when he told me something about the expedition, and others he’d been on before, that I might get a chance to see something exciting.” Benevedas laughed.


  “Exciting things you will see,” he promised. “But danger, I am sure, Professor Curtis will keep from you.”


  THE trip should be exciting,” Jo said. “The menace of submarines is supposed to be frightful.”


  Benevedas nodded soberly.


  “Yes, the menace is all you say. But I will warrant that this ship will be more than well protected. Besides, the submarine devils are more concerned with ships carrying valuable cargo than they are passenger vessels. The small cargo this vessel carries would not be worth the price of a torpedo.”


  “Are the submarines so well informed as to cargo values and sailing schedules?” Jo asked.


  Benevedas waved his hand expressively.


  “Senorita, when you have seen as much espionage at work as I have in my own native land, nothing the enemy learns would surprise you. Yes, it is unfortunate that leakages of information very often occur. But I do not think we have too much to fear for the safe journey of this ship.”


  Jo suddenly looked down at her watch. It was ten minutes to four. She looked anxiously down at the dock.


  “Do not fear, Senorita,” said Benevedas, “a competent man never hurries. Your Senor Curtis should arrive at any moment.”


  And then Jo saw the familiar brown fedora of the lanky Allan Curtis bobbing through the crowds on the dockside. Beside him moved several porters with his luggage.


  “There he is,” Jo cried in relief.


  Benevedas smiled.


  “I told you not to be alarmed,” he said. Then: “Would you mind if I waited with you to meet Professor Curtis?”


  Jo looked at the tropical handsomeness of Carlos Benevedas, his extravagantly-tailored American attire. She grinned. If anything could bring a twinge to Allan Curtis, it would be the well-meaning attentions of a handsome Latin.


  “Not at all,” Jo said. “I’m sure Allan would love to meet you.”


  Then Curtis was coming up the gangplank, porters still carrying his grips behind him. He saw Jo, and his generous mouth and long face crinkled in a grin of salute. His eyes, behind the thick horn rims of his glasses, matched the friendly crinkle of his smile.


  Jo moved over to the front of the gangplank. Carlos Benevedas was at her side.


  “You kept me in terrible suspense,” Jo smiled, as Curtis came up to them.


  Curtis grinned.


  “The best thing to do with a lady,” he answered.


  “Did you read that out of a book, too?” Jo demanded.


  CURTIS saw Benevedas, then, and looked questioningly at him.


  Jo turned slightly.


  “Allan, this is Señor Carlos Benevedas, he’s a Peruvian returning to his beloved country. Senor Benevedas, Mr. Allan Curtis.”


  “I am charmed,” Benevedas flashed a white grin.


  “Glad to meet you,” Curtis declared, shaking hands warmly. “You aren’t related by any chance to Alvardo Benevedas, the Peruvian statesman?”


  “He is my father,” Benevedas said proudly. “I was telling Senorita Matthews, just a moment ago, that I recall my father once having had you and another American explorer as his guests at a banquet in Lima.”


  “Right you are,” Curtis grinned warmly. “A distinguished and brilliant man, your father.”


  “Muy, muy gracias, Señor,” Benevedas smiled, flattered.


  A uniformed steward suddenly appeared at Curtis’ elbow. He was a short, chunky, red-faced man. His blond hair was closely cropped, it was apparent even though he wore his uniform cap, and there was a thin scar cleaving the jaw line on the left side of his face.


  The steward’s small, cold-blue eyes studied Curtis inquisitively an instant before he spoke.


  “You are Mr. Allan Curtis?” he asked.


  Curtis nodded.


  “That’s correct.”


  “If you will pardon the inconvenience, sir, I wish you would have your porters take your luggage over there,” he indicated an open space of deck close to the yawning cargo hatches into which loading cranes were yet dropping crates, “for a last minute inspection.”


  Curtis frowned.


  “Isn’t that rather irregular? Can’t you go through my stuff in my stateroom?”


  The steward smiled.


  “I am sorry, sir, and I realize it is somewhat irregular. But there was an anonymous report turned in, undoubtedly a crank call, to the effect that contraband material has been smuggled aboard ship. We were told to check the luggage of any male passengers arriving within ten minutes of sailing time. You are the only one to arrive within that time so far. It is troublesome, but you must understand our necessity to check on any and all such reports in times such as these.”


  “Very well,” Curtis said. He turned to his porters. “Follow the steward with the baggage. Put it where he tells you.”


  “I’d prefer you to be with me during the inspection,” the steward smiled. “It will be the one courtesy I can extend.”


  Curtis nodded, following after the porters and the steward. At the place he’d indicated previously, the steward had the porters drop the luggage. They left, then, and Curtis watched the chunky fellow begin his inspection of the bags.


  ABOVE them, huge loading cranes still swung large packing crates up from the dock, over the deck, and lowered them into the yawning cargo hold.


  Curiously, Curtis continued to watch the steward as he opened the first bag. Then the steward suddenly straightened erect. He smiled at Curtis.


  “If you will excuse me an instant, sir,” he said above the noise of the loading crane winches.


  Curtis nodded, and the steward moved off toward a deck cabin door. He turned, as the fellow disappeared inside, and looked back to where Jo still stood talking to Carlos Benevedas.


  Jo caught his eye, that instant, and smilingly said something. Curtis didn’t hear it, due to the noise of the winches.


  He frowned, moving slightly toward her, cupping his hand to his ear half humorously.


  Jo started to repeat what she’d said, raising her voice, and Curtis took four more steps toward her, when he noticed that her words were suddenly frozen in a sharp exclamation of terror.


  Bewildered, Curtis started toward her.


  It was then that the huge packing case, loaded with small machinery parts, slipped from the loading crane and crashed loudly to the deck, a scant ten feet behind him.


  Curtis wheeled, saw the broken case coverings, the scattered iron parts. The complete wreckage of his luggage. The case had fallen exactly on the spot where he’d been standing less than four seconds ago.


  Something chill swept the spine of Allan Curtis as he stood there in horrified astonishment, gazing at the shattered packing case that might easily have crushed him lifeless to the deck.


  His luggage, buried beneath the parts of the broken case, was almost unrecognizable. But as Curtis ran his tongue momentarily over suddenly dry lips, he realized that he’d made a life-saving trade.


  WHEN Jo was at his side, eyes wide with terror and relief, and Benevedas was behind her, his face white in horrified shock. Others who’d been moving around the deck were now crowding around, babbling in shrill excitement.


  “Oh, thank God, Allan, thank God!” Jo said again and again.


  “What good fortune, Senor,” Benevedas exclaimed in relief and astonishment.


  “It’s all right,” Curtis found himself saying calmly. “What might have been a fatal accident was fortunately avoided. That’s all that matters. I can replace the luggage.”


  Then the steward, wide-eyed and crimson with surprise, was before him, apologizing profusely, begging to be of any possible service, assuring him of replacement of all baggage.


  “It was terrible, sir. Ghastly. I saw the crane starting to lose hold on the crate as I came from the deck cabin. I tried to shout to you. The words choked in my throat. Please forgive the frightful occurrence, sir. I beg of you.”


  “It’s all right,” Curtis repeated. “I’ll turn in a statement of the value of the luggage. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’d like a drink. A rather stiff one.”


  On the way to the ship’s bar, Benevedas was still muttering excitedly, breaking into Spanish now and then under the stress of his concern.


  Jo had her hand lightly on Curtis’ arm. And though she meant thus to calm him, it was she who trembled.


  “What a hideous accident, what a horrible tragedy that almost was,” she declared somewhat shakenly,


  “Yes,” Curtis answered. “It was almost the last, ah, er, accident in my life.”


  CHAPTER IV


  A Rebuke for Carlos


  WHEN Allan Curtis sauntered into the Ventura’s main dining salon, some hours later, he saw that Jo Matthews was already seated at a corner table, chatting with the charming and debonair Carlos Benevedas.


  The young Latin-American sprang to his feet with a flourish as Curtis approached.


  “Greetings Senor,” he smiled. “The lovely Senorita and I were at the moment discussing your very fortunate escape this afternoon. It was truly remarkable.”


  “Yes, wasn’t it,” Curtis said. He sat down and glanced at Jo. “You look nice tonight. I’ve always liked you in that dress. What’s good on the menu?” Jo made a face at him.


  “I suppose I should swoon over the fact that you’ve even noticed that I had a dress on,” she said tartly. “And I’m glad you’ve always liked me in this dress because this is the first time I’ve worn it. As to the food tonight, the steak looks good.”


  Curtis grinned at her.


  “Thanks! I’ll try it. And I still like the dress.”


  Carlos sighed heavily.


  “Ah! You Americans are so very, very casual about the beauty of your women. In my country we sing songs, we write poems, we compose glorious music to their charms.”


  “Sounds like a darn swell country,” Jo said.


  “And so it is, Senorita,” Carlos said fervently.


  Curtis looked up at the ardent Peruvian, a glint of interest in his eyes.


  “How’s the situation with Ecuador these days, Carlos? I don’t keep up with the international situation as I should.”


  The young Peruvian shrugged hopelessly.


  “The people of Ecuador and the people of Peru desire peace and harmony. Their leaders desire it. But always something happens to prevent the happy union of the two nations. That ‘something’ is the one thing that keeps the political situation of all South America disturbed and unsettled. Imagine what your own great country would be like if two of your States were quarreling among themselves. If Arizona and California had disputes for which there was no amicable settlement, it would affect the tranquillity of the entire nation. The happy settlement of the problems of Peru and Ecuador is the key to domestic tranquillity in South America.”


  “And that means that North and South America could present a united front against their common enemy,” Jo said earnestly. She turned impulsively to Curtis. “Wouldn’t that be a wonderful thing, Allan?”


  CURTIS looked up from the menu.


  “What, Jo?”


  “Oh, Allan,” Jo said disgustedly, “you weren’t even listening! Here you are, heading right into one of the most important sections of the world today, and all you’ve got on your mind is a lot of old relics and ruins.”


  “Well,” Curtis said practically, “somebody’s got to collect the relics. Might as well be me as the next person. Are you having the steak, too?”


  Jo sighed despairingly.


  “Yes, I suppose I’m having the steak.”


  “Good idea. By the way Carlos what is this ‘something’ that keeps Peru and Ecuador at each other’s throat? You see, I was listening after all.”


  “I do not know, Senor. But always it is something. Just when the gods are beginning to smile, ‘something’ happens to prevent a happy settlement. Trouble will break out unexpectedly. A Peruvian minister will be assassinated in Ecuador, or a band of Peruvian soldiers will be set on by Ecuadorian troops. Then there will be rioting and killing and more hatred is stored up in hearts of the people of both countries.”


  “It sounds very much to me,” Jo said emphatically, “as if the whole thing might, be Axis espionage. Don’t you think so, Carlos?”


  “It is difficult to prove, Senorita,”


  Carlos replied gravely. “What do you think, Senor Curtis?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Curtis said. “I never gave it much thought, I guess. Espionage has always seemed to me something that occurred in books for the most part.”


  “That,” Jo said, “is a typical statement coming from you, Mr. Curtis. You can’t see the storm signs until you’re up to your neck in trouble.”


  “You’re mixing your metaphors, Jo,” Curtis said with a grin. “Let’s mix something else for a change. How about a drink?”


  “You’re hopeless, I’m afraid,” Jo said a little angrily. “So we might as—”


  She let the sentence trail off uncompleted.


  “What’s the matter?” Curtis asked.


  JO WAS looking over his shoulder to the main door of the dining room. Curtis twisted around curiously in his chair.


  “It’s nothing,” Jo laughed. “My attention was distracted by that distinguished couple who’ve just entered. Do you know them?”


  Curtis easily located the couple Jo referred to. The man was tall and blond with a hard, impassive face. The woman was also blonde, but her complexion was as clear and fine as a young girl’s. There seemed to be something curiously detached about her, as if she wore an invisible cloak of enchanted mystery.


  They stood under the archway of the door, seemingly oblivious to the comment their entrance had occasioned. The woman wore a black satin evening gown that revealed the shimmering grace of her lithe body, and the man was immaculately attired in formal evening clothes.


  The woman murmured something to her companion and then she took his arm as they started into the dining salon.


  “Dios!” Carlos said unexpectedly. “She is the one. It is impossible that I am mistaken!”


  “Oh, do you know her?” Jo asked. “I was hoping there was some way to meet her. She looks very interesting.”


  “Why, of course I know her,” Carlos said eagerly. “I met her in my own country a year ago. Would you like me to invite them over to our table?”


  Curtis was leaning forward slightly and his lidded gaze was centered on the couple, who were being seated at a table on the opposite side of the room.


  “Yes,” he said softly, “bring them over, by all means.”


  Jo looked at him queerly.


  “Don’t tell me,” she laughed, “that you’ve fallen for the mysterious blonde? It would serve you right to have your heart broken with a shipboard romance.”


  Curtis had settled back in his chair. The momentarily tense lines had faded from his face and he was smiling casually again.


  “Nothing like that,” he said. “I just thought it’d be fun to have a drink with them.”


  “It shall be done,” Carlos said promptly.


  He stood up, bowed charmingly to Jo and then marched across the floor to the distinguished couple’s table.


  Curtis was in a position to watch their faces as Carlos stepped to their table and bowed smilingly to the lady.


  Not a flicker of recognition touched their features as they regarded the young Latin-American.


  Curtis glanced at Jo. She, too, was watching the scene absorbedly.


  CARLOS was speaking to them now, a bewildered expression on his face.


  The pale, blonde woman stared coldly at him for an instant, then turned and murmured something to her escort.


  The man stood up and said something to Carlos.


  Curtis was too far away to hear the remark, but he saw the dull flush of anger that stained the neck and face of the young Carlos Benevedas.


  “What’s up?” Jo asked.


  Curtis didn’t answer. Every atom of his attention was focused on the scene that was taking place at the other table.


  Carlos was speaking now, directly to the woman, and Curtis could see that his hands were clenched into angry fists.


  The woman’s thick-shouldered, blond companion spoke sharply to Carlos, then imperiously summoned the head waiter.


  His implication was obvious. With one last hot. exclamation, Carlos wheeled and marched away from their table. He didn’t return to Curtis and Jo, but strode out of the dining salon.


  “Well!” Jo said. “Did you ever see anything like that?”


  Curtis was absorbed in the menu again.


  “Like what?” he inquired blandly.


  “Why,” Jo said indignantly, “those people cut poor Carlos dead. They acted as if they’d never seen him before.”


  “Maybe they hadn’t,” Curtis suggested. “Now, how about ordering our dinner?”


  “I don’t feel like eating now,” Jo said. “Let’s get some air.”


  Outside in the soft velvet of the Pacific night, Jo rested her arms moodily on the rail of the steamer and stared up into the starred heavens.


  “That scene upset me,” she said. “I’m sorry if I spoiled your dinner Curtis. It wasn’t very considerate of me, was it?”


  “Not a bit,” Curtis said promptly.


  “I wonder who those people are?” Jo said.


  “It doesn’t matter, does it?”


  Jo swung about to face him, her face a pale blur in the darkness.


  “Honestly, Allan, you can be the most exasperating person in the world. This is a terrible way for a secretary to talk to her boss, but I feel it’s for your own good. You don’t notice anything that’s going on, because you’re so terribly wrapped up in your work. Even the international situation is just a big joke to you.”


  “It isn’t always funny,” Curtis said. He glanced up and down the dark deck and moved slightly away from the girl so that his back was protected by the converging corners of the companionway.


  “I won’t bite you,” Jo said peevishly, as Curtis moved. “I’m going to my cabin. You won’t have to worry about me anymore.”


  Curtis grinned at her.


  “I wasn’t thinking of the danger you hold.”


  CHAPTER V


  The Corpse in Curtis’ Cabin


  HALF an hour later Allan Curtis was still standing in the shadows of the deck, his mind sorting and shuffling the events of the past six hours. Particularly his thoughts centered on the scene he had just witnessed between Carlos and the distinguished couple.


  His contemplative smile was without humor as he flipped his cigarette into the air and watched its glowing tip fall through the darkness to the water.


  In the game he was playing, a participant was generally allowed only one mistake. And Curtis had reason to believe that someone in the game had already made that mistake.


  He turned slowly from the shadow of the companionway and, after a careful, yet casual glance in both directions, he sauntered back toward the passenger cabin section of the ship.


  There was one young man he was very anxious to talk with. Carlos Benevedas should have something very interesting to say . . .


  He descended the broad carpeted stairway that led to the lower cabin decks and stopped before the door of his own stateroom.


  The lighted corridor was deserted.


  Curtis started to insert his key in the door, but it wasn’t necessary. The door was ajar. Curtis frowned and glanced carefully up and down the empty corridor. He was certain that he had locked the door before leaving.


  For an imperceptible instant he hesitated. If anyone were in his cabin, Curtis would provide a choice target for him when he opened the door and silhouetted himself against the glaring light of the corridor.


  Cautiously he swung the door open about ten inches. Then, with a swift lithe motion, he slipped through the narrow aperture and slammed the door shut.


  Back against the wall, hand in his coat pocket, he waited tensely. There was no sound in the cabin other than the heavy pumping of his own heart.


  There was no sound, no sudden shot, no rustle of stealthy movement, but Curtis’ keen senses perceived that something was radically wrong.


  For a moment he remained motionless in the darkened cabin. Then he snapped on the light.


  In the sudden illumination that flooded the room, Curtis saw the body of a man lying face downward on the floor, a long-handled knife protruding from his back.


  Grimly Curtis knelt beside the twisted figure. He turned the man over gently and his face hardened as he recognized the death-distorted features of the handsome young Peruvian, Carlos Benevedas!


  IN THE deathly silence of the cabin, Curtis stared at the body of the young Peruvian. His thoughts were churning swiftly, but his long, angular face was expressionlessly blank.


  How long he knelt beside the dead man he had no way of knowing, but he was finally aroused by a footstep in the corridor.


  He looked up just as the cabin door swung inward and a uniformed figure appeared. Curtis recognized the chunky, red-faced steward who’s insistence on baggage inspection earlier that day had almost caused his accidental death.


  The cold blue eyes of the steward took in the scene carefully. His scarred chin moved as he said,


  “Accident, sir?”


  Curtis didn’t answer immediately. He stood up slowly, giving himself time to think. This was the” man who had been the indirect means of his almost losing his life when the packing crate had crashed to the deck that afternoon. It had been this steward who had led him to that particular spot of the deck. Now he was on hand again, miraculously materializing at another serious occurrence.


  “I don’t think it was an accident,” Curtis answered at last. “It isn’t possible to stab a man in the back by accident.”


  “Isn’t it, sir?”


  Curtis said, “Get the captain and the ship’s doctor.”


  The steward hesitated.


  “I’ll ring for them from here,” he said. “I don’t think it would be right for me to leave.”


  Curtis smiled grimly. He knew what the man was getting at, but he determined to force his hand.


  “Why?” he snapped.


  The steward faced him stolidly, not a flicker of emotion on his face.


  “I must see that you do not leave, sir,” he said.


  “Are you accusing me of this murder?” Curtis demanded.


  “I am doing nothing but my duty,” the steward replied. “You must realize that the circumstances are suspicious.”


  Curtis relaxed then. He had learned what he wanted. He let a helpless look spread over his face.


  “Oh my God,” he said. “I see what you mean. But this is so silly! I didn’t kill the man, By all means ring for the captain.”


  THE captain arrived a few moments later. Curtis was seated in a chair smoking nervously. The steward was standing carefully beside the body, his expression impassive as stone.


  The captain was a tall, florid-faced sea dog, with tufts of white hair sticking up ludicrously from his pink scalp.


  He took in the scene with one sweeping glance and listened in silence while the steward told him what had happened.


  Then he turned to Curtis.


  “Mr. Curtis,” he said, folding his arms and squinting down at him. “What do you have to say?”


  “Not much,” Curtis said. “I came to my cabin a few moments ago and found this man lying here on the floor with a knife sticking out of his back. While I was kneeling beside the body, the door opened and this steward walked in. That’s all there is to tell.”


  The captain stroked his chin and frowned.


  “Did you know young Benevedas?”


  “Not well,” Curtis said. “I met him for the first time today.”


  “Did you dislike him?”


  “I told you I hardly knew the man. He seemed very charming and agreeable. I can’t understand who would want to kill him.”


  He glanced helplessly at his clenched hands and then said suddenly.


  “Steward, how did you happen to come to my cabin tonight? What prompted you to stop in here?”


  He looked up and saw the faint shine of perspiration that beaded the stocky steward’s brow. His sudden shot had caught him off balance.


  “I—I was walking through the corridor. I thought I heard a noise. I stopped to investigate.”


  “Oh, I see,” Curtis said. “That explains it.”


  The steward, Curtis knew, was lying. Somehow, he was mixed in this affair. The captain said,


  “Mr. Curtis this is a serious affair. Until we definitely discover the murderer of young Benevedas, I shall be forced to insist that you remain in cabin custody.”


  Curtis was silent as the captain talked on about the necessity of taking every precaution to apprehend the killer. He was thinking of what it would mean if he were delayed at docking by Peruvian officials, if he were forced to kill time while the routine of a police investigation were carried through.


  It would mean—


  “I UNDERSTAND your position, Captain,” he smiled suddenly. “I won’t make things any more difficult. You can depend on me to stick to my cabin.”


  “We’ll have to post a guard, you understand,” the captain said. “It’s a formality, but a necessary one. The Line is not accusing you nor anyone else. That’s not our job. We’re just following orders. You’ll have your meals here. I’ll send for the doctor now and get—ah—things cleaned up here.”


  “I would appreciate it,” Curtis said, “if you would notify Miss Matthews, my secretary, about the state of affairs. If possible, I would like to talk to her about our work.”


  “I think that can be arranged,” the captain said. “I’ll inform her myself of this—ahem—accident.”


  “Pardon me, sir,” the steward said, “but I feel it my duty to report that Senor Benevedas dined with Mr. Curtis’ secretary tonight. Also that he left suddenly shortly after Mr. Curtis arrived. Senor Benevedas seemed quite angry as he left the dining salon.”


  “Just what are you implying?” Curtis demanded. “That Carlos Benevedas and I were fighting over Miss Matthews’ affections?”


  “I do not imply anything,” the steward said respectfully. “I only tell what happened.”


  “What about this, Curtis?” the captain asked. “Any bad blood between you and Benevedas?”


  “None at all,” Curtis said.


  He realized he was in an uncomfortable spot, but he now knew definitely the steward’s role in the situation. The steward’s anxiety to add to the evidence against him, was definite proof that he was involved.


  He smiled at the man as he moved with the captain to the door.


  “Thanks,” he said, grinning. “You’ve told me just what I wanted to know.” The steward’s face was gloatingly triumphant as he closed the door.


  CHAPTER VI


  An “Escape”


  IT WAS almost an hour later when Jo Matthews, breathless and whitefaced, arrived at the cabin to which her employer had been confined.


  She found a guard posted outside the stateroom and, inside, Allan Curtis striding nervously back and forth before his bunk, taking deep and frequent draughts from a cigarette.


  “Oh, Allan,” she exclaimed, distraught. “Is it really true? They told me Carlos Bene—”


  “Yes,” Curtis cut in quietly. “Yes, Carlos was murdered. I found him in my room, stabbed in the back. A steward, the same one who started to inspect my luggage before the almost-accident this afternoon, burst into my cabin while I was kneeling over the body.”


  Jo’s face was bewildered, frightened.


  “That’s horrible,” she gasped. “But surely they can’t think that you—”


  Again Curtis cut in, pausing in his pacing.


  “My friend the steward summoned the captain immediately. Then, before I knew it, he was implying to the captain that I had a quarrel with Carlos over his attentions to you, and that young Benevedas left the dining salon in a rage.”


  “But surely the captain didn’t belie—”


  Once more Curtis interrupted her.


  “I don’t know what the captain believed,” he said. “I don’t think he took what the steward said with any too much consideration. But I was found with a man who was slain in my cabin stateroom. Any further investigation of the matter until we reach port is beyond possibility. The Peruvian authorities will take charge when we dock. In the meantime, being the solitary suspect of any sort, they feel obliged to keep me in a sort of semi-gracious custody.”


  “Oh, Allan,” Jo cried, dropping to a lounge chair and putting a slim hand on her forehead. “This is simply frightful! Poor, poor Carlos—they can’t think that you’d have reason to kill him. You only met him for the first time less than ten hours ago!”


  “All that will be proved,” Allan said. “I’m not worried about my ability to prove I had nothing to do with it.” Relief shone on Jo’s face.


  “Then you’re sure they won’t try to embroil you in it?”


  Curtis crushed out his cigarette. “No,” he said assuredly, “they’ll merely have a brief investigation and release me.”


  Jo rose.


  “Then why,” she asked, “do you seem so visibly agitated? Why were you pacing the stateroom like a furious bear when I entered?”


  Curtis looked at her wordlessly for an instant, as if debating his answer. Then he removed his horn-rimmed spectacles, placed them in his pocket, and took out a handkerchief with which he mopped his brow.


  “I am anxious,” he said, “over the costly delay this will mean to our expedition.”


  JO LOOKED at him with what almost amounted to incredulity. She shook her head slowly from side to side, as if refusing to believe what she’d heard.


  “Allan,” she declared, “I don’t think you’ll ever fall out of character, even for an instant. Murder occurs, you are involved, placed in custody—and yet your only worry, your only apparent concern, is the delay it will cause your precious prowling about in dusty, ancient ruins!”


  Curtis grinned at this biting characterization of himself. He shrugged.


  “As I told you not so long ago, Jo,” he declared, “the real importance of things is merely relative—depending on how you view them.”


  Jo Matthews sighed.


  “Sometimes I think I know you better than anyone on earth, Allan. And then—” she left the sentence trailing, almost despairingly.


  Curtis moved to her side, placed his hand reassuringly on her shoulder.


  “Don’t worry about anything more, Jo,” he said gently. “This will all be merely routine.” Again, on his face there was the momentary suggestion that he was deliberating if he should say anything further. And again, he seemed to decide against his emotion with his answer.


  “Good night, Jo,” he said lamely. “Don’t worry. I wish you’d drop in here tomorrow morning after breakfast. I’m turning in for some rest now. This day has been much more full than I’d expected it to.”


  Jo looked up at him, the perfume of her auburn hair coming suddenly to his nostrils. In her eyes there was bewilderment. On her lovely lips a halfformed question.


  “Good night, Jo,” Curtis repeated.


  Jo Matthew’s white young shoulders suddenly slumped.


  “Good night, Allan,” she murmured. Only his eyes betraying the conflict of emotions within him, Curtis Allan watched the girl leave the stateroom. He sighed, then, and walking to the portholes, quietly shaded them. Then he removed his coat.


  With a half smile of dry amusement at the fact that no one had bothered to search him before he was confined to the cabin stateroom, Curtis removed his shoulder holster, took the automatic pistol from its leather sheath, and carefully placed it under his pillow.


  Then he continued disrobing . . .


  IT WAS almost noon of the following morning when Allan Curtis woke.


  The sunlight streamed into his cabin stateroom, giving it a warm cheerfulness that for the first brief moments of waking awareness almost obliterated the danger he knew lay ahead.


  Half an hour later, Curtis breakfasted, and after that talked once again to Jo Matthews. Later, at his own request, he had no more visitors in his “prison,” and spent the time until dinner perusing navigational volumes he found beside his berth.


  Jo Matthews dined with him in his cabin, and their conversation was sparsely sprinkled through the course of the meal and the moments they spent together after that. On more than one occasion, sensing the mood of bewildered disappointment that had fallen over Jo, Curtis was forced to hold back any information he might have wanted to proffer.


  And when Jo left that night, it was wordlessly, almost dejectedly. Curtis, however, shortly after her departure, stepped to the door of his cabin and had a brief, urgent conversation with the sailor who stood on guard outside.


  It was the second such conversation that Curtis had had with the lean, cleareyed sailor that day. They made certain they were not overheard, and were unobserved.


  When darkness blanketed the skies and water that surrounded the ship, Curtis observed with satisfaction that this would be a moonless night. Then he retired, fully dressed, and slept three hours . . .


  THE hand and voice of the sailor who had been on guard outside his cabin, awakened Allan Curtis.


  “It’s almost time,” the sailor declared in a voice reminiscent of Brooklyn. “We’re off the coastal regions already.”


  Curtis opened his eyes, focusing them in the darkness of the cabin. Then he rose, making certain his automatic was still holstered at his shoulder.


  “You have the Jacob’s ladder ready?” Curtis whispered.


  The sailor nodded.


  “All set. It will approach from starboard.”


  “How about the watch?” Curtis demanded.


  “Pheno-barbital in their coffees. Toured the watches. All sound asleep,” the sailor answered.


  “Good,” Curtis said. “And the bridge?”


  “First and third officers on duty. Helmsman too. They won’t catch the approach of the launch.”


  Curtis moved toward the door. The sailor followed him. Out on the deserted deck, under the heavy blanket of the starless night, Curtis drew his automatic pistol. He turned to the sailor.


  “Excellent work. I didn’t know you chaps were quite so efficient. Hope this doesn’t end your usefulness.”


  The “sailor” grinned. “I’m due to be sent to the east coast to work pretty soon. The Chief’ll probably make my transfer after this.”


  Curtis grinned back at him.


  “You look nothing like an intelligence operative,” he observed.


  “If I looked like one, I wouldn’t be a useful one for long,” the “sailor” smiled.


  Curtis started along the darkened deck. At the railing, twenty feet later, he paused beside the shipboard end of a hemp ladder. It was knotted securely to a brace of rail davits.


  Looking over the side, Curtis saw the length of the ladder trailing far down the steel sides of the vessel, almost to water edge.


  “Long climb,” the “sailor” observed dryly.


  Curtis nodded grimly, his eyes searching the darkened reaches of the waters out there.


  “I think I hear them faintly,” he said.


  The “sailor” stopped to listen. Then he nodded. “Keen ears, Curtis. That’s the launch.”


  He pulled forth a tiny flashlight, and covering it with his hand, he flicked it on. A tiny pinpoint of light flickered several times as the “sailor” signaled. He stopped, waiting.


  The faint muffled throb of a small motored boat was more audible now. And from the blackened reaches of the water off there, an answering pinpoint of light flashed twice.


  “Everything ready,” said the “sailor.” He held out his hand. “The best of luck.”


  Curtis smiled.


  “Thanks, and to you, also.”


  “I’LL HEAD up to the bridge now to create your diversion,” the “sailor” said. “For God’s sake, make it speedy. Don’t tarry. I won’t be able to carry the bluff long.”


  “I won’t,” Curtis promised. The “sailor” turned, disappearing up a companionway. Curtis watched until he was gone. Then he turned his gaze back out over the railing to that darkened stretch of water. He could tell, now, that the motor power of the launch-out there had been cut, and that the pilot was playing the skillful, though dangerous, game of drifting his tiny craft at angle to the huge ship’s forward motion.


  Curtis could barely make out the outlines of the tiny motor launch on the moonless waters. It was a roofed cabin craft, no more than twenty feet long.


  And suddenly Curtis heard the muffled exclamation behind him.


  “Allan!”


  Curtis wheeled, automatic in hand. He faced Jo Matthews!


  Her eyes widened as she saw the gun in his hand, the rope ladder tied to the rail davits. Her lovely lips parted in fear.


  “Allan,” she whispered huskily, “have you lost your mind? What are you doing?”


  “Get back to your cabin, Jo, for God’s sakes,” Curtis whispered fiercely. “Quickly!”


  “But, Allan,” Jo protested whitely, bewilderedly, “you mustn’t try to run from them. They’ll never implicate you in that murder. Don’t you see how foolish this is? Please, Allan, listen to—”


  Curtis looked sharply over his shoulder and over the rail. The small launch was drifting to the side of the ship rapidly as the Ventura moved ahead through the tranquil waters.


  He made his next decision in a split second, as swiftly as he realized there was no other alternative. He holstered his gun.


  Stepping toward Jo with amazing alacrity, Curtis swept her up off her feet and into his arms. Then grabbing the davit lines for support, he swung up on the railing of the ship, teetering there for an instant, finding footing on the first rung of the hemp ladder which swung sickeningly down to the water below. He saw the tiny launch swinging closer now.


  Precariously, then, Curtis started slowly down the swaying ladder of hemp. Dizzily bobbing at the bottom, far below, was the drifting motor launch.


  Rung by rung, Curtis inched down the ladder, his body streaked with sweat, his arm cable-like around Jo Matthews.


  And then, at last, he was at the bottom, while the wash from the prow of the ship frothed inches below his feet.


  A grappling gaff, held in a sinewy black arm, extended from the launch and caught the hooks fast in the hemp ladder. Slowly, and with tremendous strength, the arm pulled the tiny craft in toward the ladder until it was at last only three scant feet away.


  Curtis released his hold on the ladder, springing toward the bobbing deck of the small motor launch. He landed on his feet, Jo still in his arms.


  A massive, powerfully-muscled negro stood there in the small roofed space of the launch deck, one hand on the helm, the other still clinging to the gaff hook. He smiled briefly, whitely, at Allan.


  And then Allan let Jo gently down to the deck. Springing to the side of the gigantic negro, he grabbed the gaff hook, freed it from the hemp ladder, and fended the tiny launch away from the side of the huge steamer.


  UNDER the expert hands of the negro, the motor of the launch snarled to life. Swiftly, he spun the wheel, turning the craft about. Then the motor launch, under full power, was surging away from the steamship.


  Curtis turned to the huge negro, extending his hand.


  “Well done, Juan,” he declared.


  The giant negro, wearing only an oily pair of white sailor’s dungaree pants, cuff legs rolled slightly, revealing bare feet, grinned. He wore a gun and cartridge belt on his lean hips.


  “Welcome back, Amigo Curtis. It been long time since I guide you.”


  Jo Matthews had taken a place in the stern of the craft, her eyes filled with wonder as she gazed at Curtis and the negro. There was a curiously pleased, almost awe-inspired look in her eyes.


  “Thanks, Juan,” Curtis said. Then, glancing about, he asked: “Where is the pilot of this launch, the little Scot, McAndrews?”


  Juan shook his head. His expression was suddenly grim.


  “He come in at beachhead, for pick up Juan. Then we to meet you. But my expedition party, twent’ boys, run into ambush there, just as launch come in. McAndrews among those dead.” Curtis cursed under his breath. “Ambush?” he asked. “Who ambushed your party?”


  Juan shrugged.


  “We no know. Not expect it. But see strange signs on way to jungle from Lima.”


  “How many boys have you left for our trek?” Curtis asked.


  “Four,” said Juan. “Five with me.” Again Curtis cursed, desperately. “And McAndrews, too,” he muttered savagely. He turned and went back to the stern where Jo sat silently.


  “I had intended originally to keep you out of this mess, Jo,” he said. “You were just a front, to make my so-called expedition look more realistic. I was to meet this boat no matter what happened aboard the Ventura. I never intended to dock at port. But at least I’d thought you’d be safe.”


  Jo started to speak, but Curtis cut her off.


  “Even a few minutes ago, when you blundered on me making my exit over the rail, I had no choice but to take you along to keep you from delaying me and possibly unwittingly spreading an alarm. But I’d thought that the pilot of this launch, a McAndrews, would take you back to Lima once he’d landed me on the beachhead. I figured poorly, Jo. McAndrews has been killed. There’ll be no one to take this launch back to Lima. We’ll have to scuttle it.” He paused gravely. “I don’t know what I’ll have to do with you.”


  “You haven’t told me what this is about, Allan,” Jo said quietly. “But I won’t stand in your way. Do as you please. I . . . I’m sorry I had to . . . to interfere as much as I must have. Can’t I make it back to Lima alone?” Curtis laughed humorlessly. “Through countless miles of trackless jungle?” He shook his head. “Natives could hardly make it afoot, let alone a white girl unaided.”


  “I’m sorry Allan,” Jo said softly. “Forget it,” Curtis said briefly. Then he turned away to rejoin Juan at the helm. Over his shoulder, he paused to say, “I’ll think of something, some way. I have to.”


  “We no go back to beachhead,” Juan said to Curtis. “Ambush party maybe there yet. Me leave four boys in cove, two mile up coast. We took cover in cove. Then I took boat, met you like plan.”


  Curtis nodded grimly.


  “Thank God we’ve still four of them left, at any rate,” he said. “How long did it take you to reach the beachhead from Lima?”


  “Four day,” Juan said proudly. “Travel like los diablos.”


  Curtis fished for a cigarette, eyes grimly knifing the darkness at the approaching jungle coastline. A verdant, tropical smell was already in the warm sea air. . .


  CHAPTER VII


  A Jungle Trap


  THE motor faded away into silence as the launch coasted into a narrow, small-beached cove. Ahead of them, the shore line was an uninviting bulk in the deep blackness of the night. Except for the occasional, marrow-chilling scream of a soaring bird, not a sound welcomed their arrival.


  When the bottom of the boat scraped against the sandy beach. Curtis jumped ashore and fastened the painter line to the bole of a tree.


  Sloshing back through the warm, gently swelling water, he held out his arms for Jo.


  “Come on, Kid,” he said. “You’re in for a tough enough time as it is, without starting things off thoroughly soaked.”


  “All right,” Jo said meekly.


  Curtis put one arm around her waist and lifted her over the gunwale of the boat and carried her ashore. Juan splashed after them.


  Curtis set Jo down and turned to Juan.


  “How many of the expedition did you say escaped with you?” he asked.


  “Four, Amigo,” Juan answered. “They are very much afraid. Now they are hiding in the bush.”


  “Get them,” Curtis ordered. “We’ve got to get moving as soon as possible.” Juan nodded and moved off, his oily dungarees a white blur in the darkness. Soon he disappeared into the forebodingly dark bush that grew in a tangled mass up to the beach.


  “Allan,” Jo said in a small voice, “I know now I haven’t been much help to you. I still don’t understand what’s going on, but I realize I’ve been completely blind in judging you. You’re not at all the person I thought you were and I’m—I’m glad.”


  “Thanks for the endorsement,” Curtis said. “But this is a mighty tough spot I’ve landed you in. I can’t send you back to Lima now because my pilot, McAndrews, is dead. You’ve got to stick with me, and the things I’m heading for aren’t exactly pleasant. Are you game?”


  “I’ll go anywhere with you, Allan,” Jo said instantly, “but the suspense is absolutely killing me. Isn’t there anything you can tell me that will set my female curiosity at ease?”


  “Not a great deal,” Curtis said. “I’m here because I know this country, as you once pointed out, like my own backyard. The government sent me here to do a very special job, but I can’t give you any of the details. If we find what I’m looking for, you’ll know the whole story immediately. That enough?”


  JO’S eyes were shining in the darkness.


  “That’s perfect, Allan. I know that what you’re doing is necessary and important and I know you can do the job better than any man in the world.”


  “That’s a large statement,” Curtis said. “Especially when you don’t know how tough this job is liable to be. I don’t mind for myself, but I feel guilty about dragging you into this hell-hole of danger. We’ve got a long trek ahead of us and there are some very nasty obstacles in the way of our objective. Then there’s the highly important problem of getting back alive. I’m not trying to scare you, but I’d feel a little better knowing that you’re going into this thing with your eyes open.”


  Jo looked at him steadily.


  “I’m seeing things more clearly than I ever remember,” she said softly.


  Juan returned then driving four small, wizened, dark natives ahead of him. The four men were completely terrified.


  Curtis saw the rolling whites of their eyes, the desperate glances they flung about, and he knew that they were not likely to prove of much use.


  “What’s the matter with them?” he demanded of Juan.


  Juan shrugged his massive shoulders. The glance he directed at the four cringing natives was full of scorn.


  “Amigo,” he said, “they are from the bush and they are very much afraid. They do not want to go into the jungle and if they don’t, I break their heads open like a rotten fruit.”


  Curtis looked from the terrified natives to Juan.


  “I told you to get men who weren’t afraid of bullets,” he said sharply. “If a few rifle volleys did this to them, how do you think they’d react if they ran into a machine gun?”


  “It is not the bullets,” Juan said quickly. “Those they do not mind.”


  “Then what’s the matter?” Curtis demanded.


  “It is the foolish old men’s tales they have been listening to,” Juan said with great indignation. “I have told them it is only the nonsense, but they will not listen. I knock them to the ground, but it does not help. They are still afraid of the snake god, Sacha, and her daughter. It is much foolishness.”


  CURTIS sighed despairingly. The four natives had crouched close to the ground when Juan had mentioned the word, “Sacha,” and their terrified moans sounded like the wind in the tree tops.


  “Allan,” Jo whispered, “what’s it all about?”


  Curtis looked disgustedly at the frightened natives.


  “A lot of superstitious stupidity,” he said savagely. “I’ve heard a thousand variations of the snake god legend, none of which make sense. These are the first natives I’ve ever encountered who paid any attention to the story. It seems there’s supposed to be a huge snake in the Peruvian jungles who rescued the people from the Spaniards centuries ago. The natives call the snake Sacha. There’s another part of the legend that gives Sacha a daughter, a girl who rides the beast and answers the entreaty of her countrymen who are in need. It’s been years since I’ve even heard a mention of the silly story. Who’s been pouring tales into their ears, Juan?”


  “No one, amigo,” Juan answered. “They are big fools all by themselves. Not far from here they have seen the tracks of the snake god and they are afraid.”


  “The tracks of the snake god!” Curtis repeated sharply. “What are you talking about, Juan? Do you believe in this story?”


  “Me?” Juan said indignantly. “Very much not. But Juan has seen the tracks also.”


  “So you’ve seen the tracks,” Curtis said grimly. “Where?”


  “Deep in the jungle. For many miles the tracks twist and turn through the jungle. Trees are knocked down, bushes are torn up by the roots. The tracks you cannot miss. It is all very foolish,” Juan finished somewhat uneasily.


  “Tracks or not,” Curtis said, “we head into the jungle at sun-up. Now try and talk some sense into your boys.”


  IN THE pale light of breaking dawn the results of Juan’s efforts were apparent. The four natives had disappeared completely.


  Juan roved up and down the shore line seeking their trail, but it was hopeless search. He came back to Curtis shaking his big head like an angry dog.


  “When I find them,” he said wrathfully, “I break their afraid heads in my hands like a twig.”


  “We’ll be better off without them,” Curtis said. “Get the gear from the launch. We’re ready to go.”


  Juan passed the knapsacks of provisions from the compartments of the launch to Curtis who carried them to the beach. When the supplies were removed, Juan asked:


  “What we do with the boat?”


  “Scuttle it,” Curtis said. “Jerk the stops before you leave. If someone stumbled on it here it’d be like an arrow pointing to the path we took.”


  In twenty minutes the small launch had drifted from the cove and was settling. Curtis and Juan slung heavy packs to their shoulders and, with Jo in the middle, they filed into the dark jungle.


  They trudged through the thick bush, Juan in the lead, hacking at the clinging trailers, until the sun had moved high in the heavens.


  It was during their first rest halt that they heard the airplane.


  The noise of its motor was like the droning of a giant fly high in the heavens. Curtis shaded his eyes with his hand and searched the sky until he located the plane, a gleaming white speck against the white backdrop of a cloud.


  Flying high, it swung over them in several long crisscrosses before it finally disappeared into the sun.


  Curtis glanced briefly at Juan.


  “We’d better be moving,” he said.


  Jo stood up quickly.


  “I’m ready,” she announced.


  Her dress was torn in several places and smudges of dust streaked her cheeks, but her smile was bright.


  “Good kid,” Curtis said.


  AGAIN they marched on. That afternoon two more planes flew over them at an altitude of only a few hundred feet.


  Curtis followed their flight with his eyes, a worried line furrowing his forehead.


  “Allan,” Jo asked suddenly. “What planes are those?”


  “Can’t tell,” Curtis answered. “Their insignia has been painted over. Let’s keep moving.”


  In another hour they came to a fork in the narrow trail and Juan cried suddenly:


  “See, amigo! Ahead of us is the track of the snake god. Where the trees are knocked aside and the bush tom up is the track of Sacha.”


  The face of the big black native oddly strained and his hand was clenched around the butt of his hip-holstered automatic. With his other hand he pointed, half-fearfully, half-triumphantly, down the trail.


  Without speaking Curtis moved down the trail toward the section of the jungle that had been ripped apart, as if by the passing of a giant monster.


  Curtis studied the shattered trees and crushed underbrush carefully. The swath cut across the trail they were following at right angles, and wound away into the dense fastness of the jungle.


  Something had passed here, knocking trees aside and tearing up the matted jungle floor—but it hadn’t been a mythical snake god!


  Curtis’ eyes narrowed and a worried frown tugged at his lips.


  Juan was looking uneasily at the sundered jungle path.


  “You see,” he said, “it is as I have said.”


  “Have you seen many of these tracks?” Curtis asked.


  “Very many,” Juan answered. “All through the jungle. Sacha is everywhere.”


  Curtis smiled tightly.


  “Don’t blame this on your snake god, Juan. These tracks were made by armored tanks.”


  “Tanks?” Jo said incredulously, “are you sure, Allan?”


  “Certainly. It’s as plain as the nose on Juan’s face. Look at the way the bark has been scraped clean from the trees. And look at the imprint of the treads on the ground. These tracks were made by tanks, about twenty-five tonners, I’d guess.”


  Juan looked dubiously at the tracks, but there was an expression of relief in his eyes.


  “Ah, yes,” he said. “It is so easy to see.”


  “Then let’s be moving,” Curtis said. “We’ve got a long trek ahead of us.”


  THEY continued on until the swiftly falling jungle night made further travel impossible. Then they made a swift camp, ate their frugal rations and turned in.


  In the morning before the first slanting lances of the sun cut through the dusky dawn, they were on their way again, driving deeper and deeper into the mysterious, foreboding fastness of the tangled jungle.


  Again they heard the distant droning of planes and soon they could see four slim fighters lazily circling overhead. As they watched, one of the planes banked slowly and started down in a long glide. At a hundred feet the plane pulled out of the dive and flashed over them, so close that they could see details of the camouflaged fuselage.


  The three remaining planes banked and dove after the leader. Curtis swore softly.


  It was impossible to tell whether they had been seen. The leafy roof of the tall jungle shrouded the trail completely, and at the speed the planes were traveling it would have been nearly impossible for their pilots to see the trail or the small party.


  Still—


  Watching with narrowed eyes Curtis saw the planes pull out of their steep dives and climb again into the sky. The wings of the leader plane waggled slowly and the small formation banked and thundered away.


  “What does it mean?” Jo asked worriedly. “It seems almost like they’re looking for us.”


  Curtis swung his pack to his shoulder without answering.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  In silence the small party continued their march. Throughout the rest of the morning the sky was empty of planes, but after their brief stop for lunch, they saw one single plane, flying thousands of feet above them, heading west.


  Curtis studied the terrain over which they passed carefully now. A queer uneasiness disturbed him, as his eyes probed the still, silent forests.


  Juan noticed something too, for his glance swung restlessly from side to side.


  THE deep depths of the jungle were quiet now, as the small party fought their way along the ever-narrowing trail. Ahead of them the path they were following converged with another trail that branched off at right angles.


  Juan, in the lead, hacked savagely at the trailing creepers and the thick underbrush that tore at their clothing.


  “How much longer?” Jo panted. “I feel like I’ve been walking for ages.”


  “Keep your chin up for a while longer,” Curtis said.


  When they reached the right-angling branch of the trail, Curtis stopped and looked about. The convergence of the two trails formed a small natural clearing about fifty yards in diameter.


  Here Curtis stopped.


  “We’re rather close to our objective,” he said, “so we can rest here for a while.”


  They moved ahead to the center of the clearing. Curtis felt the peculiar prickling premonition again, as he unslung his pack and dropped it to the ground.


  Nervously he glanced about the clearing. It was late afternoon and the shadows of the dense trees threw flickering areas of darkness over the shrublike bushes. Everything was quiet.


  He noticed for the first time then that the shrill, almost incessant screams of the birds had ceased, and that the silence that had settled over the jungle was frighteningly unnatural.


  His hand dropped instinctively to his gun.


  “Juan,” he said softly, “I think we had better start back. I don’t like the looks of things.”


  “Allan,” Jo said anxiously, “what’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know,” he said, in a low voice, “but I think I’ve found out all I need to know. We haven’t any time to waste. Hurry!”


  He was bending down for his pack, when he heard the sudden cracking, rustling noise in the bushes.


  On one knee, he froze. His eyes flicked swiftly about the circle formed by the clearing, and he drew his gun slowly.


  Suddenly through the dark depths of the underbrush he saw the flash of metal, and the vague shadows of moving shapes.


  Jo crouched close to him, and he put his free arm about her shoulders.


  “Don’t be afraid, Honey,” he whispered.


  He raised his gun and backed carefully toward the narrow trail that had led them to this clearing.


  Juan was at his side, crouched low, his big hand closed over his gun.


  “Don’t be fools!” a harsh voice behind them said suddenly. “You are covered from every side.”


  AT the sound of the strident, commanding voice, there was a sudden threshing sound from the underbrush that circled the clearing, and from the tangled depths of the jungles a dozen uniformed soldiers suddenly emerged, their rifles pointed unwaveringly at them.


  “Be sensible,” the harsh voice continued. “Throw your weapons into the center of the clearing. If you delay I will order my men to fire.”


  Curtis felt Jo trembling in his arms.


  “Chin up,” he said.


  His eyes swung over the semi-circle of tough, hard-bitten soldiers who covered them so completely with their weapons. Resistance was not only futile, it was impossible. The soldiers were obviously Nazi, and they looked anxious to use the rifles they held so grimly in their hands.


  “Throw down your weapons!” the harsh voice snapped. “I give you but one more chance.”


  Slowly Curtis lowered his gun and tossed it into the center of the clearing.


  “Drop your gun, Juan,” he told the big native.


  With a contemptuous flip Juan tossed the gun after Curtis’.


  “I do not need the gun,” he said grimly. “If I get these hands of mine on their necks.”


  Curtis stood motionless as a slim, arrogant German officer stepped around him and regarded him with mocking eyes.


  “May I ask the meaning of this attack?” Curtis said calmly. “We are a legally licensed archeological expedition and as such, have the right to explore this territory.”


  “Have you?” the German officer said coldly.


  He waved his hand and a tall thickset blond fellow stepped from a place of concealment in the tangled shrubbery, and advanced.


  Curtis stiffened slightly.


  This man’s eyes raked mockingly over Curtis and Jo, before he turned to the German officer.


  “This is the man,” he said. “I do not know about the girl. She traveled as his secretary.”


  “Good,” the officer snapped. “So?” he wheeled to Curtis, “It is just an exploring expedition, is it?”


  The heavy-set blond with the soft amused blue eyes checked the officer with an upraised hand.


  “I will handle this, Captain Brach. I believe that Mr. Curtiss will more fully appreciate the situation if I explain it to him. After all we both speak the same language. We can speak as one foreign agent to another, can we not, Mr. Curtiss?”


  CURTIS regarded the man thoughtfully. This man, he knew, was the same whom he had seen on board the Ventura, in company with the mysteriously beautiful woman.


  “Permit me to introduce myself,” the German agent said politely. “I am Kurt von Wessel. My job was to prevent your arriving here, Mr. Curtis. Happily, I have succeeded, though you did manage to give me the slip from the Ventura. That was very clever of you, I must say.”


  “Thank you,” Curtis said quietly. “I imagine it was especially annoying after you had gone to the trouble of murdering Carlos Benevedas and implicating me as the guilty party. That was to give you time to slip away from me at Lima, was it not?”


  “Yes,” von Wessel admitted, smiling. “I didn’t think that you were planning to jump ship so unobtrusively. You forced me to alter my plans a bit. I was forced to fly here and warn the garrison of your whereabouts. Our planes located your party early this morning. Since then we have been expecting you quite patiently.”


  Curtis shrugged wearily.


  “Since you’ve won the little game we were playing, would it hurt to tell me just what the whole program is? After all, I don’t imagine I’ll be taking the information back with me.”


  “No,” von Wessel smiled, “you won’t be taking anything back with you. There is no harm in telling you that for several months Germany has been infiltrating troops into this country. We have the nucleus of a complete armored division gathered here in the abandoned ruins of an ancient Incan city. At the proper moment these forces, together with a band of Peruvian renegades, will strike at the capital of the country, Lima. Imagine, if you can, the effect on Hemispheric Solidarity, when the government of Peru is controlled from Berlin.”


  “Very neat,” Curtis said grimly. “It was what the American state department feared.”


  Captain Brach stepped forward.


  “We must return to our encampment,” he said. “If you are through with the prisoners, Herr von Wessel, I will have them escorted to their cells.” Von Wessel smiled coldly.


  “I am through with them,” he said softly.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Maria Again


  THE improvised cell to which Curtis, Jo, and the massive Juan were taken, was little more than a small, dank cave, situated in what had once been the heart of the ancient Inca city.


  Through a small square aperture in the ceiling, and a similar foot-square slot in the right wall, a scant supply of sticky tropical air was admitted.


  The only entrance and exit to the narrow little cave was covered by a thick-slabbed stone door, which the uniformed soldiers of Captain Brach slid into place.


  Then the three heard the footsteps outside moving away until there was no more sound.


  In the murky darkness of the cave, Curtis struck a match. Then, holding it aloft, he moved slowly about their confinement. His sharp exclamation was punctuated by sudden darkness as the match flickered out.


  “It’s all right,” his voice came through the darkness to Jo and Juan. “I’ve found an old candle stub in a wall niche here.”


  There was the scraping of another match. Then illumination. Curtis lighted the candle, which sputtered at first, then flamed to a steady glow that drove the darkness from all save the smallest corners of the tiny cave.


  “Not exactly what Edison had in mind when he first began puttering around,” Curtis observed, “but it’s something.”


  Juan was busy at the stone door that barred their exit, his huge muscles knotting as he searched for leverage on its worn surface.


  Jo crossed to Curtis.


  “It’s just about all over, isn’t it, Allan?” she asked softly. There was no trace of fear in her voice.


  Curtis shook his head.


  “Perhaps,” he admitted, “but it won’t actually be over until we admit we’re licked. I’m not conceding anything yet.”


  “This ancient Inca city, Allan,” Jo asked, “have you been here before?” Curtis shook his head.


  “I’ve been in this territory, Jo, but never found the city until now. Several expeditions had tried to find it, unsuccessfully, of course. A few of us knew it was here. In the ancient Inca civilization this was called Sacha.”


  “And that’s the basis of the snake god legend?” Jo asked.


  Curtis nodded.


  “Part of it. The queen who ruled this city was supposed to have escaped with the great snake Sacha when it was sacked and razed by a maurading band of conquistadors. The snake and the queen were supposed to have taken refuge in the jungles, returning to dwell alone in the city after the Spaniards had left it in ruins.”


  Jo shuddered.


  “Well, you’ve found it full of minor snakes now,” she observed.


  Curtis nodded soberly.


  “And somehow, Jo, these snakes have to be crushed before they have a chance to touch off the revolt that will crush all South America under the coils of the Axis.”


  JUAN came back from the door. His black brow was shiny with sweat. He shook his head.


  “The door no move, amigo,” he declared.


  Curtis shook his head.


  “I didn’t think it would. It probably can only be opened from the other side. Undoubtedly it operates on Inca lever theory. Clever people, those ancients.”


  Juan looked patiently at Curtis. There was complete faith in his expression, as though he were certain his amigo would inevitably bring forth a solution to their troubles.


  Curtis interpreted this glance for what it was. He smiled ruefully.


  “No ideas as yet, Juan. We’re in a tight one, this time.”


  Juan grinned confidently, shrugged, and went over into a comer where he sat down on the dank stones of the floor.


  “Juan has the right idea,” Curtis said to Joe. “Standing up, pacing back and forth, will only wear us out. Let’s relax. We’ll need all our strength.”


  He moved over to the side of the wall and sat down, leaning his back against the stones. Jo sat down beside him.


  “You can tell me, Allan,” Jo said.


  “Eh?” Curtis looked at her, eyebrows raised.


  “We aren’t being held here as prisoners, Allan. I know that much,” Jo answered. “We’ve just been sealed in here to be left to die. An easy method of eliminating us. Isn’t that so?”


  Curtis was silent, and when he finally answered his voice was husky.


  “You’re a stout fella, Jo. And discerning.”


  “I’m not afraid, Allan,” Jo whispered. “I’d always kind of hoped that we’d live to be a ripe old age tog—” She suddenly broke off, flushing.


  “Together, Jo?” Allan asked. “Is that what you were going to say?”


  Jo didn’t look at him. She nodded her head quietly.


  Allan Curtis found her hand, and covered it with his own.


  “Maybe we will, kid,” he said huskily. “Maybe we will at that.”


  Jo didn’t answer. But the look in her lovely eyes was answer enough. She moved closer to Curtis, until her auburn head touched his shoulder.


  DAWN was rising in the jungle. The faint gray light of it poured through the two tiny apertures in the cell. Curtis rose and moved to the candle in the wall niche, snuffing it out with thumb and forefinger, then came back to take his place beside Jo.


  In his corner, Juan dozed, his magnificently handsome head slumped forward on his cable-muscled arms.


  Quite suddenly, Jo turned to Curtis.


  “Allan,” she whispered sharply. Her hand was on his arm, her head tilted to the side.


  Curtis frowned.


  “What’s up?”


  “Listen,” Jo entreated.


  In the silence, Allan Curtis suddenly heard the faintly scraping sounds outside the barred doorway. They were growing more audible with every moment.


  “Footsteps,” Allan whispered. “Someone’s coming!”


  The footsteps were definitely louder now.


  “Von Wessel, or Captain Barch,” Jo hazarded.


  Curtis, swiftly on his feet, shook his head.


  “Those are a woman’s steps,” he whispered.


  Curtis moved to the small aperture in the wall, peering out. He turned back to face Jo, his expression one of mixed emotions.


  “Von Wessel’s accomplice, the girl, Maria,” he declared. “She’s coming here!”


  Jo scrambled hastily to her feet, eyes alight with hope and excitement.


  “I had no idea she was here,” Jo began.


  Curtis cut her off.


  “Neither did I.” He placed his finger to his lips. Then he stepped back to the small aperture. Jo moved up beside him.


  “She’s frightened, looking wildly around as she walks,” Curtis reported. “Cross your fingers, kid. Something is in the air.”


  Then Curtis stepped back from the wall opening. He stepped to the stone door, placing his ear against it.


  “She’s experimenting with the mechanism,” he whispered excitedly. “She’s going to open this!”


  Juan opened his eyes, caught the situation at a glance, and rose to stand beside Curtis and Jo at the door. There was the sudden scraping of stone against stone, then the door began to swing outward!


  Curtis pulled Joe back to one side with him. Juan stepped swiftly back to the other side. And then gray light streamed into the cave, and Maria von


  Wessel stepped inside.


  JUAN grabbed one of her arms, Curtis the other. Juan had a hand across her mouth. She didn’t struggle. Her cold-blue eyes flicked from Juan to Curtis, to Jo, trying to convey a message.


  At Curtis’ command, Juan removed his hand from her mouth.


  “I’m here to help you,” Maria von Wessel said swiftly, urgently. “Please release me. I am unarmed. I would not have come here this way had I meant harm to you.”


  For an instant Curtis hesitated, then he released the blonde girl, signaling Juan to do the same.


  “All right,” Curtis demanded, “what’s this all about?”


  Maria von Wessel’s shapely body was trembling visibly. There was no mistaking the strain she was under. When she spoke, her sensuous red underlip quivered.


  “Kurt von Wessel brought me here with him to kill me. He figured it would be much more easily accomplished in, the jungle. He was acting on orders from our High Command, which considered my usefulness to the fatherland at an end. Kurt didn’t tell me. Three hours ago, unable to sleep, I rose and started from my tent. I overheard Kurt instructing the captain to have one of his soldiers put a bullet through my skull within the next ten hours.” Looking carefully at the girl, Curtis knew instantly that she spoke the truth.


  “I went back to my tent,” Maria von Wessel continued, her voice strained. “I could not sleep. I racked my brain for means of escape. I realized the futility of any attempt on my own to escape through these horrible jungles. At last I realized that only through you people could I bargain for my life.” Maria von Wessel shuddered visibly. “I have freed you,” she said. “I beg of you, now, to take me with you in your flight.”


  Curtis hesitated for but an instant.


  “Very well,” he said, “the bargain is made. But I can’t promise you anything after we reach Lima.”


  “I am asking only safe guidance through the jungles,” Maria von Wessel answered.


  “There are no sentries out there?” Curtis demanded, indicating the courtyard that lay some eighty yards from the cave entrance.


  Maria shook her head.


  “There was no need for posting them,” she said. “The entire group still sleeps.”


  “You know where we can obtain supplies?” Curtis asked. “We’ll need guns, food.”


  Maria nodded, her blonde hair shimmering in the growing dawn.


  “Yes. But we will have to be swift. Follow me.”


  JUAN moved beside Maria, and Curtis walked with Jo as they started cautiously down the slope from the cave that led to the crumbling ruins below them.


  Less than a minute later, the four were moving through the crumbling, weed-tangled ruins of the courtyard. Decaying, vine-webbed walls of ancient stone encircled them on all four sides. And against one of these walls, on the far end of the courtyard, there were six or eight tents pitched.


  Beyond the walls, and in the outskirts of the ancient city, Curtis knew, were the rest of the German troops. Their tanks, perhaps from twelve to fifteen of them, and armored motorized equipment had also been stationed out there. Against the wall to their left was a tall stone platform, similar to an altar. A series of steps, twenty or thirty, led up to that crumbling edifice.


  They were halfway across the courtyard, when Maria paused.


  “One of those tents contains officers’ supplies,” she whispered. “Food and guns and ammunition you will find in there. We must not all advance at once. They might be roused. Kurt, the captain, and several lieutenants are in those other tents.”


  Juan turned to Curtis.


  “I go, amigo. I move as silent as the cat.”


  Curtis debated this an instant.


  “Guns first, Juan. Then we’ll be able to cover any possible awakening on the Hun’s part.”


  Juan nodded, starting off with incredibly swift stealth. They watched him moving noiselessly, running lightly, toward the tent Maria had indicated as containing supplies. Juan moved not the tiniest pebble in his approach. Then they saw him cautiously entering the supply tent. He reappeared moments later, his arms stacked with three revolvers, a submachine gun, and boxes of cartridge rounds. Then he was back at their side, breathing easily, grinning broadly.


  Curtis swiftly strapped one of the revolvers to his side, holstering it on a cartridge belt. He gave the other to Jo, while Juan donned the third.


  Then Curtis took the submachine gun, and nodding to Juan, said:


  “Now for the food we’ll need.”


  JO and Maria remained behind, this time, while Curtis, four steps behind the swiftly moving Juan, backed the giant negro’s advance with the protection of the submachine gun.


  Curtis took a position some ten yards before the line of tents, holding the tommy gun in sweeping command of the scene. Juan reentered the supply tent. When he emerged, moments later, laden with four small crates.


  “Concentrates,” Curtis observed, as Juan came up to him. “Splendid. They won’t take room, and will provide all the nourishment we’ll need.”


  Curtis took two of the oblong crates under one arm.


  “Give the other two to Jo until we reach the outside of these walls safely,” he ordered Juan. “I’ll remain here and keep the tents covered. Go with the senoritas as far as the wall. See they are covered well, then return.”


  Juan started off toward Jo and Maria. From the corner of his eye, Curtis saw Juan escorting the two women toward the wall gate. And then Curtis heard the shot ring out, felt the stinging flash of pain in the soft flesh of his shoulder, and saw Kurt von Wessel, smoking automatic in hand, moving from the farthest tent toward him.


  And even as Curtis realized he was hit, even as he dropped to one knee and trained the submachine gun on Kurt von Wessel, he realized that this shot had spelled their doom. The camp would come alive, and it would be impossible to escape from the walled courtyard.


  Then the tommy gun was rattling in Curtis’ arms, spitting flame and death at the figure of Kurt von Wessel.


  The Nazi agent had time to fire twice more before the flame from the tommy gun cut him down. Curtis felt the spat of stone flicking at his feet, and thanked God that von Wessel’s last shots had missed.


  Kurt von Wessel was sprawled face forward in the dust. But in seconds later, Curtis knew, the occupants of the other tents would be spewing forth, weapons in hand. He rose, wheeling, to see Juan, already aware of what had happened, dashing with Jo and Maria away from the wall gate and toward the tall stone platform at the other side of the courtyard.


  Mentally Curtis thanked God for


  Juan’s presence of mind. The massive negro had known, the instant Kurt von Wessel’s shots rang out, that it would be suicidal to attempt an exit through the wall gate. He had immediately sized up the situation and decided swiftly that the only vantage point in the courtyard would be that stone platform. There were buttresses along its edge that would be protection.


  Curtis set out across the courtyard toward the same objective as Juan, Jo, and Maria dashed for. He’d traveled less than a hundred yards when the first shots sounded behind him.


  HE wheeled, then, dropping to his knees, training the tommy gun on figures of German officers emerging from the tent line. His fire caught two of them instantly, and sent the third to cover.


  Then Curtis was on his feet again, dashing once more toward the high stone platform against that far wall.


  And now two soldiers dashed through the wall gate, rifles in hand. They sighted Juan and the two girls instantly. And even as they raised their rifles to their shoulders, Juan turned, stopped, and whipped out his revolver.


  The huge negro dropped to one knee, steadying his aim, and with incredible nerve drew careful bead. He dropped the first of the soldiers with his first shot.


  But the second German had fired, now. And Curtis saw Maria sprawl headlong as his rifle barked. She didn’t move, even though Jo had stopped and was trying to help her to rise.


  Then Juan’s second shot dropped the second rifleman before he could fire again. Juan was on his feet then, dashing to where Jo bent over Maria. He paused an instant, then grabbed Jo’s arm and hurried her up to the first of the stone platform steps.


  Curtis turned again now, sweeping his tommy gun back and forth to cover Jo and Juan’s ascent to the platform. He moved backward as rapidly as he could, finally gaining the first steps himself. Then he turned and dashed up the crumbling flagstones.


  Jo and Juan had gained the stone platform, and were covering his ascent. And then Curtis was beside them, helping Juan drag a tripod-mounted machine gun from its position overlooking the other side of the wall. They speedily turned the gun about, so that now it covered the courtyard.


  “They must have had this posted to cover any outside approach,” Curtis grunted thankfully, as they tugged the gun into position. He found a crate with sufficient ammunition rounds, then.


  Jo, revolver almost concealing the tiny hand in which she held it, looked grimly beautiful, and deadly determined.


  “Maria caught the shot in the back,” she said briefly. “It went through her heart.”


  Curtis was breathing more easily for the moment. They were now in a position that would be costly to attack. The buttressing of the stone boulders on the platform’s edge gave them protection enough, with luck. And Juan, behind the machine gun, was a coolly efficient marksman.


  “Get into concealment,” Curtis ordered Jo. She took a position behind a boulder three times her size.


  And then, through the wall gate to their right, more than a dozen German soldiers swarmed.


  GRINNING at the opportunity, Juan swung the machine gun muzzle on them. And as Curtis dropped beside him to feed the belt through the gun, Juan opened fire.


  The attackers wilted under the deadly chatter of the gun, sprawling backward as the bullets scythed through their numbers like a harvester through wheat. Only three lived to flee back through the gate entrance.


  “Nice work,” Curtis commended.


  Juan grinned. He was a first class fighting man in paradise.


  “Thank you, amigo,” he said.


  Moments passed, while outside the wall gate there was the sound of voices raised excitedly. But no one reappeared in the courtyard. The moments crawled into fifteen, then thirty minutes.


  “Wonder what they’re up to?” Jo asked quietly.


  And then, through the wall gate and out into the courtyard toward them, strode the slim, uniformed arrogant figure of the German captain, Brach. He held one hand aloft, with a white handkerchief in it.


  “Keep a bead on him, Juan,” Curtis ordered. Then he rose into view behind his boulder.


  Captain Brach halted some fifty yards away from their position.


  “Curtis,” he shouted, “do not be a fool. You cannot hold that position more than a few hours, even though it be momentarily advantageous. I guarantee the safety of the girl if you surrender instantly.”


  Curtis looked grimly to Jo. She grinned.


  “I don’t believe the liar,” Jo said coolly.


  “Start running, Brach!” Curtis shouted. “You’ll take this position, undoubtedly, but you’ll pay the price it’ll cost.”


  “Curtis,” Brach snapped, “you are a fool. Consider. The gir—”


  “Make him dance,” Curtis ordered Juan.


  The machine gun chattered briefly. Almost at Brach’s feet, bullets kicked up dust. The arrogant little captain retreated in undignified haste.


  Juan, grin wide on his ebon features, opened fire again, following the racing little captain from a distance of four feet with bullets. He broke into laughter as Brach scurried through the wall gate.


  Curtis smiled grimly.


  “They’ll be back,” he promised. “Plenty soon, and with plenty of trouble.”


  And then, as if to confirm his words, they heard the sudden thrumming of motors snarling to life. Juan looked up, the smile gone from his face.


  “That noise, amigo, come from many tanks!”


  Curtis picked up the submachine gun he’d discarded when he’d started feeding ammunition to Juan’s larger gun. His lips were tight . . .


  CHAPTER IX


  A Panzer Attack I


  JO was suddenly beside Allan, then, her hand lightly on his arm, her eyes answering his own swift glance with equal fearless resolution.


  “They’re coming this time meaning business,” Allan said tautly. “Our argument with a brace of tanks can’t be more than a short one, a very short one, Jo.”


  The sound of the tank motors was steady and menacing, now. It seemed, moments later, as if they were moving into action, approaching the wall gate down the courtyard.


  Juan’s grin was unflinching.


  “Must shoot plenty damn sharp now, eh amigo?” he grunted.


  Curtis nodded.


  “And sharper still, Juan. Unfortunately we’ve nothing even looking like an anti-tank gun here on the platform.


  We’ll have to make the best of a very bad bargain.”


  Jo’s sharp exclamation of discovery knifed the air, even before Curtis had finished speaking.


  “Allan, look!” Jo was pointing to a hitherto unnoticed concealment under one of the boulder buttresses.


  Following her pointing finger, Curtis saw a small crate concealed there under the rock. He stepped swiftly over to it, dragging the crate forth.


  His own exclamation was one of rekindled hope.


  “Good God, luck is still with us.” He rose, pointing down at the crate. “Grenades, a dozen of them. The old potato masher style. They aren’t the same as anti-tank guns, but they’ll be more than what we have!”


  “Madre de Dios!” Juan said softly. “It is fate!”


  And suddenly the thundering of the tank motors came to them with definitely increased vibration.[1]


  Curtis dragged the crate swiftly behind their boulder buttresses, and picked up his submachine gun once again. Jo returned to her place of safety, at Curtis’ urgent signal to do so.


  And then the first of the tanks nosed through the wall gate into the courtyard, and rumbling directly behind it in a single file formation followed three more!


  “Brach is taking no chances,” Curtis said bitterly. “A tank for each of us and one to spare!”


  The four tanks were of the light panzer action type, Curtis saw, that had been used so successfully in action against France and in Poland.


  Now they continued single file, straight across the courtyard at right angles to the platform, until all four were inside the courtyard.


  “Ready!” Curtis said grimly.


  An instant later, the tanks all wheeled sharply, swinging directly toward the platform, lined four across, and started bearing toward them.


  “Give it sharply, Juan!” Curtis shouted.


  JUAN’S gun chattered to life, sweeping a hail of fire against the steel sheaths that covered their approaching enemy. It was impossible to tell if any of his fire was penetrating the chinks and apertures through which the tank guns peered. They kept coming forward.


  “They’re not wasting fire until they get closer,” Curtis declared. “Which is just what I’d hoped for!”


  Curtis bent swiftly, brought forth a grenade from the crate. He pulled the pin, counted briefly, and then hurled it out from the platform at the approaching line of tanks.


  It exploded squarely between the center pair of tanks, which had been less than five feet apart from one another. The tank on the right of the center was knocked up and over on its side, while the one on the left center was blasted completely around by the force of the explosion until it was facing in the opposite direction.


  But the tanks on each extreme end were both still coming doggedly down on them now, and suddenly there was a sharp exclamation of elation from Juan.


  Curtis wheeled to see the tank on the left end of the line veered wildly off at a sharp right angle. One of Juan’s machine gun bursts had penetrated a chink and caught the driver!


  And then Curtis had the second grenade in his hand, and Juan had left the machine gun to get a grenade himself. Both pulled pins at the same time, and both hurled their grenades with grim accuracy at the remaining tank that still bore down on them from the right.


  Juan’s grenade caught the tank flush on the tower, and Allan’s hit directly below the stomach of the metal monster. With tremendous force they exploded simultaneously.


  And when the haze and smoke and dust had cleared, the tank lay completely over on its back, tractors still moving, like some gigantic beetle!


  But the left center tank, the one that had been knocked around in the opposite direction by the explosive force of Allan’s first grenade, was now turned about and starting toward them again!


  And as Juan leaped back to his gun position, and Curtis tore another grenade from the crate at his feet, the fore gun of that tank blasted forth!


  There was a shrill whining as the shell, misdirected, went above their heads and back into the jungle.


  JUAN was firing again with the machine gun, trying to work toward another lucky demolition of the approaching monster. But the hail of his bullets ricochetting off the steel belly of the tank told what little effect his fire was having.


  Curtis pulled pin again on the grenade he held, just as the second tank gun blazed forth at their position. The second shot was closer, blasting into the wall high above and behind them, showering the platform with a rain of stone and dirt.


  Then Curtis hurled again, his grenade exploding directly beneath the belly of the oncoming tank. It went over and back in a geyser of flame and dirt and noise.


  The tank Juan had gotten with his lucky through-chink hail of machine gun fire, now having replaced the driver, was limping back away from the courtyard platform, heading toward the wall gate.


  Juan rose, leaving his gun position, and stepped to the grenade crate. He was grinning widely.


  “I stop that beetle from get away, amigo!” Juan exclaimed, seizing a grenade.


  Curtis started to protest that the distance was all of a hundred yards, that the accuracy of such a throw, not to mention the distance, was next to impossible. And then he saw the ripple of ebon shoulder muscle through Juan’s magnificent torso, and clamped his jaw shut.


  Juan pulled the pin with his white, even, tough teeth.


  Then he drew back his massive arm, counting briefly, his huge chest leaning far out over their buttresses of boulders. He grunted, hurling the grenade with every last atom of his superb strength.


  And even as the grenade sailed high across the courtyard, straight toward the tank making for the wall gate, the staccato chatter of machine gun fire burst forth from the side of the disabled tank lying half-over some fifty yards from their platform.


  Juan’s mouth opened in swift pain as the bullets ripped across his massive chest. Then his white teeth were flashing against his ebon face, belying the pain in his dark eyes. He’d exposed himself as far too vulnerable a target.


  Juan slumped down behind the boulder buttresses on the platform, just as his grenade landed beneath the caterpillars of the tank heading for the wall gate. The explosion was violent, definite, as the tank bounced crazily over on its tower and stopped.


  Then Curtis was beside him, holding his massive handsome black head in his arms, looking sickly, grimly, at the blood that burbled from Juan’s pierced chest.


  “It . . . is . . . over . . . for Juan, amigo,” the massive negro gasped.


  JO WAS hovering solicitously beside Curtis and his fallen comrade. Her lovely face was white, her eyes welled with unshed tears.


  Then the thunderous clamor of many tank motors took up anew outside the walled courtyard. And the girl and the white man, and the dying Juan all knew that another tank attack was starting, and that there would be many more than four to face in this fresh onslaught.


  “They come in . . . greater . . . numbers, amigo,” Juan said weakly.


  Curtis said nothing. His own eyes were as misted as Jo’s.


  “Peru,” Juan mumbled. “Not fall . . . under heel . . . conqueror.” He coughed, blood reddening his white, strong teeth. “Great God Sacha . . . come aid . . . in hour . . . Peru’s need . . . as always . . . before.”[2]


  Juan’s brown eyes were glazing, staring almost sightlessly up at Curtis and the girl. A reddish foam flecked the corners of his handsome mouth.


  “Sacha . . . Great God Snake . . . Great Daughter of Sacha . . . Paswulg neh . . . como . . . salendar istu zes,” Juan mumbled thickly.


  Jo looked at Curtis.


  “What does he say?”


  Curtis shook his head, bewilderedly.


  “I’m not certain, It’s an ancient incantation, Inca origin. Prayer to the daughter of the snake god, Sacha.”


  The noise of the rumbling tanks was very much louder now, and Curtis looked up sharply. At any instant they would rumble through the wall gate.


  And suddenly there was another noise. Thunder rumbled menacingly in the distance, and the sky seemed to take a darker tint. The jungle creatures chattered nervously above all this.


  “Sacha,” Juan gasped, “Rusmach sensamol . . . inshani yegreda zes.” Again he coughed, weakly.


  Against the darkening sky there came the sudden flashing flame of lightning!


  And then the thunder broke forth like a million rolling kettle drums furiously crashing cadence one against the other. Huge drops of rain began to splatter down, while the red sky became dusty-amber, then gray-black.


  “Sacha!” Juan gasped, “eresuch zes istu! Klabon . . . urinti . . . moll.”


  Again the lighting flashed across the gray black sky. The jungle creatures were silent now, and there was no sound against the growing storm save the rumbling snarl of the tank motors approaching the wall gate entrance to the courtyard.


  Juan’s eyes suddenly lidded, his head rolled limply. Curtis looked up at Jo.


  Juan gasped one more sentence before his huge body went completely limp in Curtis’ arms.


  “Sacha, wunphy zes constuiduo!”


  Curtis lowered him to the platform.


  “He’s dead,” he told Jo.


  AND then the thunder and the lightning crackled and spat above them in the darkened heavens, while through the wall gate crawled the first ominous line of tanks!


  The rain was increasing from scattered huge drops to a growing tattoo that rose in intensity with every passing instant. Curtis lifted Juan’s body swiftly, but gently, in his arms, moving it back against the wall at the rear of the platform.


  And as he dashed back to Jo’s side the rain was suddenly a drenching, driving deluge of jungle fury, while the sky opened in flashing flame and thundered wildly.


  And the tanks, fifteen of them, were in the courtyard, while others still crawled in!


  The courtyard was rapidly becoming a vast sea of mud and water as the torrent continued to pour down from the maddened skies. The first of the tanks wheeled to open fire with its fore gun on the platform.


  The sound of the gun was lost in the thunder above them, but its flame spat through the darkness of the storm, and its effect was told in the terrible crashing devastation it wrought on the huge wall directly behind their position on the platform.


  Curtis threw his arm about Jo’s waist, hurling her to the side as the shell smashed into the wall behind them. And then the tanks were driving through the sea of mud in the courtyard, rushing straight at the platform.


  Curtis glanced at the crate of grenades and realized the utter futility of such an effort at resistance. Their only chance now lay in a desperate dash through the rain and mud and darkness.


  It was at that moment, when Curtis debated swiftly their next action, that Jo, half turned to glance at the devastation wrought on the platform wall, screamed shrilly, horribly.


  Curtis turned, glancing swiftly at the gaping rent in the wall, and then his jaw fell slack, while horror filled his eyes.


  An incredibly huge snake, a coiling, undulating monster at least five feet thick and forty yards long, was writhing from the gaping rent in the platform wall!


  And it was Curtis who first saw the girl atop the creature’s back, the girl who rode the giant reptile and brandished a lance in one hand as her body swayed just behind its dipping, weaving head. It was Curtis who was first to see the girl, and scream in hoarse horror.


  “Good God!”


  And then he was shielding Jo with his body, backing hard against the far end of the platform wall while the giant reptile and its weird human rider slithered forth from the gap in the wall.


  “Sacha!” Curtis murmured in horrified conviction. “Sacha the Snake God, and the daughter of Sacha!”


  “Allan, Allan,” Jo was whispering in terror, “Juan was calling, summoning, that . . . that monster and its mistress!”


  Allan Curtis gripped the girl’s arm tightly. White-faced, he nodded . . .


  CHAPTER X


  Sacha


  THE scene was like something from the black depths of a horrible nightmare. The roaring growl of the thunder had intensified, and the jagged forks of lightning slashed the boiling heavens with eye-searing brilliance as the immense reptile slithered through the shattered wall.


  Stone crunched to powder under the mighty body of the monstrous beast as it slid ponderously over the smashed debris.


  As the great snake’s angrily weaving head flowed through the demolished aperture, Curtis crouched against their barricade, protecting Jo with his body.


  Logical thought or reasoning was impossible.


  This monstrous apparition was impossible, beyond the wildest flights of imagination, but still it existed before his eyes.


  Through the pelting rain he could see the figure of the girl astride the snake’s back. Her head was thrown back exultantly and her rain-darkened hair streamed gloriously behind her, like a triumphant banner.


  He had only one brief glimpse of her savagely flashing eyes, her sharply chiseled features, before she was carried from his range of vision as the mighty reptile slithered massively down the broken steps leading to the courtyard.


  The incredibly huge body of the snake flowed past them, writhing with mighty undulations that shook the very foundations of the stout stone barricade.


  Curtis scrambled to the side of the barricade where they had placed their machine gun and peered into the courtyard—where the front line of German tanks was advancing inexorably.


  Even through the torrential rain he could see the oncoming tanks, squat, invincible harbingers of destruction. There were eight of them proceeding in formation toward the barricade.


  The mighty head of the snake was weaving and swooping thirty feet in the air, and its vast coiling length was slithering toward the foremost tank.


  Curtis felt his heart hammering sickeningly in his body. His hands clenched until he could feel them numbing.


  This incredible scene was like a page torn from a madman’s view of Dante’s inferno. Its unbelievable import was physically staggering.


  THE thunder broke over the courtyard like the crashing of giant sledges, and in the wild illumination furnished by the blazing lightning, Curtis saw the massively coiling body of the snake loop slowly but inevitably about the nearest tank.


  The advance of the tank was instantly halted.


  The coils of the snake lashed another loop about the halted tank and lifted it clear of the ground.


  The forward guns of the tank swung helplessly back and forth like the feelers of a giant bug. A futile burst spat from the muzzles of the gun, but the tank was inexorably lifted—five—ten—a dozen feet from the soggy, muddy ground.


  Then the thick coils tightened with the irresistible power of a mighty vise. Dozens of feet above the suspended tank, the daughter of the snake god flung her head back and screamed a strange, chilling command into the teeth of the maddened storm.


  Curtis heard a rending, cracking sound, that carried to him, even above the banshee-howl of the wind. Through the drenching murky rain he saw the sides of the tank crumple under the tremendous pressure of the great snake’s coiled body. The steel armor of the tank cracked inexorably, and as the mighty coils continued to tighten, the tank crumpled into a twisted, shattered mass of wreckage.


  A horrible, nerve-chilling cry came from the twisted, crushed tank as the coils of the snake tightened with one final undulation.


  Curtis felt a shudder pass through him.


  From the tangled wreckage of the tank a human figure fell to the ground. Or rather something that had been a human figure. The mangled, broken thing that lay beneath the suspended tank had only the faintest resemblance to a human body.


  The crushed wreckage of the tank was raised high now by the fantastically immense snake, and at a signal from the imperious girl, the coiled body of the snake whipped the tangled wreckage to the ground with a shuddering crash.


  The crushed tank lay on its side, a broken, useless thing. The snake slithered away from it and moved with sinuous speed toward the other tanks.


  THREE of the oncoming tanks had halted and wheeled about to face the monstrous snake. It was obvious that they had witnessed the destruction of the first tank.


  A rattling burst of fire broke from the tower guns of the three tanks, and Curtis saw that concerted fire pour into the flank of the mighty snake.


  Its head was weaving high in the air, keeping the girl out of the range of fire, but its own immense body was completely unprotected before the murderous blast from the three tanks.


  Still the immense creature moved forward. There was no hesitation in its deliberate advance. Instead the fire of the three tanks seemed to infuriate it to a pitch of savage, devastating rage.


  With lashing speed its tail looped about the first of the tanks, jerking it into the air. With a sweeping movement it swung the tank in a wide arc and dashed it into the side of the second with incredible force.


  The massive steel-armored vehicle shattered completely the tank it struck, knocking it onto its side. The tower door of the tank opened and three men spilled out. In the murky darkness it was impossible to see their faces, but the congealing horror that gripped them was evident from their frozen helplessness before the spectacle that met their eyes.


  They did not attempt to run. One of them sank to his knees, his hands clasped over his eyes, but the other stood in motionless terror as the mighty head of the snake passed over them, high in the air.


  The tail of the snake, as thick as a tree trunk, whipped about the three men. Their arms and legs threshed with frantic futility as they were lifted into the air. The coils of the snake tightened once—swiftly and inevitably—and the arms and legs of the German tank crew ceased to move.


  Curtis felt Jo trembling against him. Her face was frozen in rigid horror. With a low moan she buried her face against his chest.


  Curtis held her tightly with one arm, and with the other he swung the machine gun about to cover the courtyard.


  THE remaining tanks were wheeling about and lumbering desperately for the court entrance. The mighty length of the snake coiled swiftly and slithered after them. High in the air, the slim figure of the daughter of the snake god was vaguely visible through the downpour. Lance held high she screamed into the gale, her glorious hair streaming wildly behind her. She was, at once, the most thrilling, the most savage sight Curtis had ever witnessed.


  As the tanks escaped through the court entrance, Curtis saw a small contingent of Germans pour into sight from a wall gate on the opposite side of the enclosure.


  Curtis saw that the three leading German soldiers were dragging a heavy, anti-tank gun between them. In one of the flashes of lightning he saw that they were hastily setting it for action, with its heavy blunt muzzle directed at the vulnerable flank of the huge snake.


  Swiftly, Curtis swung the machine gun around to cover the small band of Germans. With savage speed he jammed both firing buttons down, sprayed a lethal burst at the German contingent.


  His first blast was off, but as he swung the gun into more accurate position, three of the Germans staggered and fell to the muddy ground.


  The others flung themselves prone as they located the direction of Curtis’ fire.


  Curtis fired desperately at their position, but he couldn’t tell if his raking fire was hitting its objective.


  A belching burst from the anti-tank gun suddenly sounded, and Curtis saw a flash of flame spear through the muggy darkness.


  In spite of his fire the Germans had managed to get their anti-tank gun into action.


  Peering through the downpour Curtis saw the immense shadowy shape of the snake veering and slithering toward the German gun crew.


  Another blast from the anti-tank gun sounded, and the shrill staccato of machine gun fire was added to the melee, but the mighty snake continued its inexorable advance.


  Within fifty feet of the gun crew the thick bludgeoning tail of the snake lashed out with terrific speed. Sweeping over the muddy ground with tremendous force it smashed into the Germans, slamming them to the ground like toy soldiers before the sweep of a mighty fist.


  The anti-tank gun was hurled fifty feet through the air. It crashed against the wall of the enclosure, a twisted mass of useless wreckage.


  THE immense head of the snake reared in the air and Curtis saw that the slim body of the girl was lying limply across the reptile’s broad back.


  The lance had fallen from her hand and was lying on the ground. Curtis saw then, even through the blinding gusts of rain, the blood that trickled from the girl’s body and painted a red smear against the side of the monstrous snake.


  The body of the snake slowly uncoiled. The roaring fury of the storm crescendoed to a wild pitch, and in the keening maelstrom of the tempest there was a sobbing mournful note that sent a chill through Curtis.


  Through the blinding storm Curtis could see the mighty head of the snake lowering slowly to the ground. The limp figure of the daughter of the snake god was dead, and some psychic awareness of this seemed to be transmuted to the mighty snake and to the endless darkness and mystery of the Peruvian jungle.


  Then Curtis saw the mighty length of the snake coiling again and moving with deliberate purpose toward the courtyard entrance through which the German tanks had disappeared . . .


  CURTIS held Jo closely in his arms.


  “We’ve got a chance again,” he said tensely. “With luck we can make the coast. My work here is done. Rather it was done for me by—”


  “Sacha,” Jo murmured. “Oh, Allan,


  I feel as if I’m about to lose my mind. Have I dreamed all of this unimaginable horror?”


  “I don’t think so,” Allan said softly. “There are things in the depths of this country which few white people would believe, even if they saw. I think we’ve seen one of those things. At any rate the menace to the unity of South America is over, forever, I believe.”


  Jo drew a short shuddering breath. “Is there any chance for us to get out of here? Tell me the truth, Allan. I won’t mind if we can’t. We’ll be going together, at least.”


  Curtis looked carefully around the ravages of the storm, then he looked down at Jo and, for the first time in many hours, he grinned.


  “I don’t think we’ll get out,” he said, “I know it.”


  
    HEMISPHERIC SOLIDARITY WINS!


    SOUTH AMERICAN NATIONS VOTE


    CRUSHING REBUFF TO THE AXIS


    (S.P.P.) With the final ironing out of the Peruvian-Ecuadorian border disputes, the Pan American Conference at Rio de Janeiro lined up solidly to form an anti-axis bloc which will undoubtedly be reviewed in history as one of the greatest Allied victories of the century.

  


  [1] The presence of Nazi paratroop panzer units, even in South American jungle territory, might be closer to actuality than mere possibility. Certain it is that the Axis powers interested in South American control would stop at nothing to gain that objective. And equally certain, in the terms of practical military feasability, is the fact that plane carriers, operating along the vast coastal sectors of South America, could approach close enough to jungle shores to send troops with equipment over the jungle, dropping them at locations prearranged with fifth columnists.


  Scarcely a day passes in Washington military and state department circles, that there are not clouded rumors of actual filtrations in various similarly situated sectors in many of the neutral nations. One military expert recently hinted that Jap divisions were thus landed in some of the Luzon sectors as early as five days before December 7th.


  Stories have also come out of the deeper Mexican regions, hinting that entire paratroop units have been discovered lurking in desolate jungle and mountain areas, waiting for striking orders. These rumors, fortunately, have added that alert Mexican scout patrols have swiftly “mopped up” such units, adding to the fantastic status of the modem hidden lightning warfare developed by the European Mad Dog.


  [2] Legend of Sacha, the snake god, and his daughter.


  Buried deep in the fragmentary records of ancient Inca legends, is the often referred to story of the once splendid city of Sacha. Ruled by Queen Remura, who professed to be the daughter of an incredibly huge snake—after which the city was named—the ancient Inca metropolis was devastated by Spanish Conquistadors in a sudden and savage raid. Most of the citizenry were supposed to have been slain; all of the city was left in smoking ruin. The snake god Sacha, and his daughter, Queen Remura, however, were supposed to have escaped into the jungle. And it was while the Spaniards were still terrifying the smaller villages outside the city that Queen Remura returned, astride the great snake Sacha, rallying the remaining Incans, and slaying the despoilers to the last man.


  C.H. Barrington, in his two volume treatise, “Ancient Inca, Its Legends and Civilisations,” said of this particular story around the snake god legend, “True it is that the Spaniards ravaged these particular coastal regions. And also true, is the fact that the crumbling wreck of a Spanish galleon was found shattered on the shores of this region some seventy-five years after the incident is supposed to have transpired. There were no bleached bones of the Spanish crew, as is generally the case, in the waters near the beached and rotting hulk to indicate that Conquistadors had been aboard when it was washed ashore. It’s crew, whatever happened to it, undoubtedly perished somewhere in the jungle during a raiding foray. It is not beyond reason to suppose that the crew fell victims of the surviving members of the devastated city of Sacha.”


  And about the legend itself, Barrington adds, “There is evidence that some primeval monsters, tremendous snakes of the size attributed to Sacha, were in existence in the Peruvian jungles at the time this ancient Inca city was in its glory. And even as late as 1931, rumors have come from the little explored sectors of the jungle to the effect that a giant snake prowled the ruins of the little known city, always accompanied by a strangely beautiful girl.”


  As to the native attitude toward the legend, Barrington concludes, “Among the more superstitious, it is still the belief that Sacha guards the fate of Peru with his daughter, always ready to thwart another despoiling of the proud nation.”


  THE GIANT FROM JUPITER


  First published in the June 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  An incredible being stood there in the ocean; a man who was taller than a warship. He presented a problem that was very hard to solve indeed!


  CHAPTER I


  ADMIRAL RICHARD HALLET, U.S.N., retired, entered the Office of Naval Intelligence hesitantly. For a man who had spent thirty-eight years of his life in the navy, there was no reason for his feeling of bewildered embarrassment, but nevertheless he couldn’t escape the sensation of having returned to a new and strange world.


  Nothing had changed since he had walked out of the office a half dozen years ago for the last time, but now everyone seemed younger and fresher and more intent.


  The switchboard operator, a blue-jacketed yeoman, was plugging calls in and out of the office as fast as his fingers could move. The long corridors that branched off from the main reception room were thronged with serious-looking civilians, and hurrying yeomen, carrying correspondence from one department to another.


  Occasionally young ensigns, painfully conscious of their rank, strode through the reception room, grim and unsmiling, striving mightily to convince the world that they were worthy of their stripes.


  Vice Admiral Hallet smiled. It had always been like this, and he supposed it always would. Nevertheless, the bustle and the air of grim excitement made him feel a little older and little more useless.


  There wasn’t much a man of seventy years could do when his country was at war. Vice Admiral Hallet belied his three score and ten with his straight spare frame and keen, frosty blue eyes, but it was evident in his snowy hair and in the slight stiffness of his walk.


  A hurrying ensign collided with him as he turned.


  “Sorry, sir,” the ensign said automatically. “Anything I can do for you?”


  Vice Admiral Hallet was wearing his plain gray civilians, but there was something in his bearing and in his eyes that stamped him more expressively than any uniform could.


  “Is Commander Ward in?” he asked gently.


  “He’s pretty busy, sir. You may have to wait. Possibly I could help you.”


  Admiral Hallet smiled at the youngster’s earnestness.


  “I don’t doubt that you could,” he said, “but the commander and I are old friends. In fact I believe I was the first captain he served under in the last war. If you just tell him Admiral Hallet is here I think he’ll see me.”


  “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t know. I’ll tell him you’re here.”


  He turned, hesitated, then saluted smartly and strode away.


  ADMIRAL HALLET felt a warm glow around the region of his heart. The ensign’s salute seemed to strike away the years and the uselessness that burdened him. Damn it! A man was as young as he felt. Why couldn’t the navy see that? It wasn’t as if he wanted a command, or even an active post. He’d be satisfied anywhere, doing anything that was necessary and had to be done.


  How could a man putter around a farm and listen to the radio at night when his country was at war? Admiral Hallet threw back his stiff shoulders as these thoughts flitted through his mind. This was his war as much as anybody else’s and he didn’t intend to stay on the shelf for the duration.


  The ensign returned a moment later.


  “Commander Ward will see you,” he said. “Room 204 at the end of the corridor.”


  “Thank you, mister,” Admiral Hallet said.


  The ensign saluted and went on his way.


  Room 204 bore the plain legend Office of Recruiting.


  Admiral Hallet opened the door and entered. There were six or seven uniformed officers working at desks, and a clattering teletype was set up in a corner of the office.


  A door that led to a private office opened and a tall, dark haired young man with ruddy cheeks strode into the outer room. His eyes lighted as he saw Admiral Hallet.


  “This is a pleasant surprise,” he said with a smile. He strode to the admiral’s side and pumped his hand enthusiastically. “How’s the farming business? And when does that grandson of yours start at the Academy?”


  Without waiting for an answer to either question the young man took the admiral by the arm and led him into his private office.


  “Let me get my breath,” Admiral Hallet laughed, as he sank into a chair.


  Commander Ward sat down and regarded the old man affectionately.


  “Too much easy living, eh?” he grinned.


  “Hardly that, Paul,” Admiral Hallet denied vigorously. “I think it’s just the excitement of being back here, ready to step into harness again, that shoots my blood pressure momentarily skyward.”


  A swift expression of discomfort and embarrassment crossed the young face of Commander Ward.


  “Back in harness, did you say, Dick?”


  Admiral Hallet’s eyes were pained. “Yes, Paul. That’s what I said. And that’s why I’m here, seeing you. I felt certain that you wouldn’t react to my wishing to serve the way the others have.”


  Commander Ward cleared his throat. He tried to keep the deep sympathy from his voice, knowing his old chief wanted none of it.


  “But you’re well over the retirement age, Dick,” he protested kindly. “You know how Washington feels about that sort—”


  “Washington be damned,” Admiral Hallet said sharply, his eyes flashing. “Look at me, Paul. I’m an old sea dog, yes. But I’m just as sharp now as I was twenty years ago up here.” He tapped his gray temple with a firm finger.


  “But—” Commander Ward started to cut in.


  “And physically,” old Admiral Hallet went ahead, “I’m still the pride and joy of my life insurance company. Had a check-up just a week ago. Doctors admitted I was finer physically than half the fifty-year-olds they’d examined.”


  COMMANDER WARD noted those keen, frosty blue eyes, the set to those square, tough shoulders, the alert and combative way his old commander still held his head. He smiled ruefully.


  “I believe you, Dick. And for my money you’d be chief of operations tomorrow. But there’s the matter of your age on the records. You can’t lick that, Dick. Seventy is seventy. It’s navy.”


  “And I’m navy, Paul,” Admiral Hallet declared softly. “Down to the last inch of this tough old frame. I can serve. Hell, man, these young spriggens they have in blue today can’t know everything. They’re a good, stout, fine lot. But experience is the final balance in any man’s navy.”


  Commander Ward leaned back in his chair and pursed his lips thoughtfully.


  Old Admiral Hallet watched the young commander breathlessly, as the barometer-clock on the desk between them ticked loudly in the silence.


  “I don’t know if we could get you a post commensurate with your retired rank, Dick,” Commander Ward said after a moment.


  “If I were young enough to enlist as an apprentice seaman, I wouldn’t be here, Paul,” Admiral Hallet said with quiet sincerity. “Any post, doing anything. That’s all I want.”


  “We’re in the process of organizing a civilian shore patrol defense outfit on the Pacific coast,” Commander Ward said after a moment. “We were considering putting a well-known yachtsman in charge of it.”


  Admiral Hallet leaned forward eagerly.


  Commander Ward ran his hand through his close cropped dark hair. “I suppose I’ll get in hot water with any number of civilian bigwigs who want publicity from this thing; but I don’t know why it couldn’t be supervised much more efficiently by a navy man. Under the circumstances, I couldn’t appoint any navy man now in active service. But if I were to take a well-known figure from the retirement ranks—” he paused, eyes twinkling.


  “Well?” Admiral Hallet grinned.


  “Get on with it, Paul. The suspense is terrible.”


  “If I were to appoint a well-known figure from the retirement ranks,” Commander Ward repeated, “there wouldn’t be a damned thing they could do about raising a fuss. They’d have to like it. Want the post, Dick?”


  Admiral Hallet rose, standing erect, shoulders thrust back proudly, eyes twinkling a little mistily. His lean features creased in a grin of utter elation.


  The old man’s hand flashed briskly in salute.


  “Reporting for duty, Sir,” he said.


  Grinning, too, Commander Ward returned the salute from his old chief.


  “Glad to have you aboard, sir,” he said . . .


  CHAPTER II


  Blackout


  ADMIRAL RICHARD HALLET, U.S.N., retired, Commander of the United States Civilian Defense Shore Patrol, stood on the wharf of the yacht club harbor some twenty miles from Los Angeles and gazed out at the small flotilla under his command.


  Good craft, all of them. Sturdy little power launches, sleek racing sloops, heavy, seaworthy steam yachts. As varied and odd a group of vessels as he had ever commanded. Fifty of them, all told, excluding the small boats under twenty feet—a full hundred of them—that had been offered to him for whatever auxiliary duty he could find for them.


  At Admiral Hallet’s side stood tall, bronzed, blond haired, Luke Forest, President of the Billings Yacht Club in whose harbor the strange little fleet was assembled.


  Forest was lean, seawise from the yatchsman’s standpoint, and though five years over forty, still looked like a college kid at first glance. Since Admiral Hallet’s arrival, Luke Forest had been of inestimable help. He knew almost every small craft on the California coast by name and owner, and it had been he who was most helpful in spreading the call for this civilian scouting fleet. And now, in just two weeks, Admiral Hallet already looked on Luke Forest as his second in command.


  “It’s quite a different command for you, I imagine, sir,” Luke Forest observed with a friendly grin.


  Admiral Hallet returned the smile. “We won’t classify it in tonnage,” he said dryly. Then, more seriously, he added, “But just remember, Luke, that it was a flotilla such as this that turned the tide at Dunkirk.”


  “We have a good bunch of amateur skippers,” Forest declared. “I think I know most of them well enough to say there’s not a one you couldn’t depend on in a crisis.”


  “We’ve enough for a twenty-four hour coastal patrol in this area, seven days a week,” Admiral Hallet observed. “But of course, until we can equip all the craft with similar apparatus, we’ll have to depend principally at the start on those having radio sending and receiving equipment.”


  “We have twenty-five such craft,” Luke Forest said. “And the cruising range on each is great enough to cover up the lack of radio equipment in the other vessels for a few weeks at least.”


  “I’ve put in a requisition for enough equipment to cover all our patrols,” Admiral Hallet said. “I don’t think it will be long before we get it. At any rate, ten of the steam yachts are already well armed. I’m placing navy crews at their guns tomorrow morning. They’ll stay until they’ve trained the civilian crews to operate them.


  Luke Forest nodded. “And at dawn tomorrow we get into operation, eh admiral?”


  Admiral Hallet nodded. “They’ll be test patrols to begin with,” he declared, “to give us some idea of the working efficiency we’ll have to count on.”


  The two turned back down the wharf. “It’ll be good to get this finally under way,” Luke Forest commented, walking beside the Admiral.


  “It will help destroy some of the complacency that’s starting to crop up along the coast here once more,” Admiral Hallet observed.


  Forest nodded, frowning. “You’ve noticed it, too, eh, sir?”


  Admiral Hallet’s agreement was grim. “They seem to be forgetting Pearl Harbor already,” he declared.


  “Not all of us, thank God,” Forest said.


  ADMIRAL HALLET shook his head. “No, not all. But far too many. Their civilian defense organizations are beginning to take on the aspects of social teas. It isn’t good for the morale of those who are more serious.”


  “You can count on none of that in our group,” Luke Forest promised vehemently.


  Admiral Hallet nodded. “I know I can, Luke. From every indication of the calibre of the amateur yachtsmen you’ve assembled in our group, I’m confident it won’t degenerate into a social service.”


  “That’s one thing about yachting,” Luke Forest observed. “It is one sport that doesn’t breed weak timber. It takes money, but those who follow it have to be tough—or they damn soon turn in their skipper caps.”


  They were paused now beside Luke Forest’s battered roadster. Admiral Hallet gripped his hand briefly.


  “You’ll be back here later tonight to make the weather and course checks for tomorrow morning’s primary patrols?” he asked.


  Forest nodded. “You can count on it. I’ll have time to be by here about midnight.”


  Admiral Hallet grinned. “See you in the morning, then.”


  He turned away then, and moved down the parking lot to his own modest, black coupe. Moments later he was wheeling the car out of the driveway and turning off along the beach road leading to the highway that would take him into nearby Los Angeles . . .


  ADMIRAL HALLET dined that evening in a small restaurant just off Hollywood Boulevard. And as he ate, a copy of the evening newspaper spread at his elbow came in for a thorough scanning.


  Now and then the doughty old sea dog paused in his reading, while his white eyebrows raised in tufted annoyance.


  “They’re taking this whole damned thing too casually out here,” he muttered.


  A waitress, just setting his coffee on the table, thought he had spoken to her.


  “What did you say, sir?” she asked politely.


  Admiral Hallet looked up, startled. “Eh? Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. Say, do the people out here seem to realize that there’s a war on?”


  The waitress smiled. “Oh, yes, sir. Everyone is aware of that!”


  Admiral Hallet shook his head disgustedly. “They seemed aware of it for about a month or so, but now where’s the fever gone?”


  “Why,” said the waitress, her turn to be indignant, “there’s a practice blackout in town tonight. It should be so exciting—such fun!”


  Admiral Hallet held his breath and his temper until the waitress left. Excitement, was it? Such fun, was it? When in the hell were they going to learn it was a deadly serious business? His jaw went grim. If it would be at all possible for his duties to rouse them from their lethargy, by God, he’d see they soon snapped out of this!


  It was fifteen minutes later when Admiral Hallet finished his dinner and stepped out of the restaurant into the darkness of Los Angeles.


  A glance at his watch showed him that it was shortly after nine. He walked slowly to the side street where he had parked his car, idling occasionally to observe the happily laughing civilians thronging the boulevard.


  Passing the bars, he could see that they, too, were crowded to the capacity point with careless, laughing men and women. He shook his head disapprovingly. Gayety had its place, he mentally acknowledged, in this war. It was, in fact, a necessary part of morale. But there should be a limit to it, and carelessness was beyond that limit.


  Climbing into his coupe, Admiral Hallet started the machine, made a U turn, and started in the direction of Santa Monica Boulevard.


  He had driven half a block toward his hotel when, throughout the city, the sound of an air raid alert took up. And suddenly, all around him, lights were blinking, people were shouting, cars were pulling over to the curb, and darkness was settling over the great coastal city.


  The admiral pulled his car over to the curb and snapped off the headlights.


  He recalled the statement of the waitress about the practice blackout. He settled back against the cushions and prepared himself for a short stay hi that position. Unconsciously, his hand went to his pocket in search of a cigarette. Then he caught himself and smiled.


  “And I was muttering about the carelessness of others,” he grinned aloud. Then his eyes were serious again. “At any rate, I don’t believe I could be classed as complacent,” he decided.


  BESIDE him, a few yards from the curb, swinging along the sidewalk gaily, laughing loudly, were two men and two women, all four of them obviously a little drunk.


  Admiral Hallet’s face went grim again.


  “It would be a hell of a note if those were bombers up above,” he muttered, “and if our ack-acks were really raining flack all over the city.”


  He shook his head disgustedly, watching the foursome weave on along the sidewalk, pausing long enough to light two cigarettes at the corner.


  Then he settled back against the car cushions once more and relaxed.


  The minutes passed slowly. Several cars crawled snail’s-pace down the street past his own, their headlights covered with special blackout preparation.


  Admiral Hallet nodded mental approval at these.


  “Probably wardens on special patrol,” he decided. “Alert chaps, no doubt. Pity there’s so few of them.”


  He thought then of his own group, and his mind went to work busily sorting and arranging the vessels he had to chose from for the primary patrols to be made first thing in the morning.


  Then, before he was aware of it, and sooner than he had imagined, the all clear sounded. Admiral Hallet looked at the clock on his dash. Blackout had lasted half an hour.


  Across the city, the lights began to flicker on once more. The admiral threw on his headlights and started up the car. Back to the hotel for some shut eye. Had to rise early . . .


  CHAPTER III


  The Mysterious Explosion


  ADMIRAL HALLET had been asleep several hours when the sudden strident jangle of the phone awakened him. He raised himself on one elbow and switched on the night light.


  He pushed his hair from his eyes and pulled a blanket up around his thin shoulders, before picking up the phone.


  “Yes?” he said.


  Luke Forest’s excited voice came over the wire.


  “Forest speaking, admiral. I’m at the club. How soon can you get down here?”


  The admiral flicked a glance at the illuminated hands of the small clock on the night table. It was three in the morning.


  “It’ll take me a half hour,” he answered. “What’s the matter?”


  “I don’t know,” Forest’s voice was strained and breathless. “Nobody knows just what happened, but all hell is breaking loose. We’re getting calls here at the club from a dozen spots along the coast. It may be an invasion.”


  “Steady now,” Admiral Hallet snapped. “I’ll be there as soon as I possibly can. Don’t lose your head.”


  The admiral jammed the phone back to its rack and climbed out of bed in almost the same motion. In five minutes he was in a cab speeding toward the Billing’s Yacht club.


  He didn’t allow himself to speculate on what might have caused the frantic call from Luke Forest. Thirty years of command had taught him to wait until he had the facts before making decisions or guesses.


  But he couldn’t curb his impatient nervousness. The cab seemed to be crawling along.


  “Driver!” he snapped. “Can’t we make a little better time?”


  “Sorry, sir,” the driver said. He was crouched over the wheel peering into the swirling green fog that shrouded the road. “I can hardly see ten feet ahead of me with this fog.”


  The admiral inspected the billowing fog with impatient annoyance. In his years at sea he had developed a personal attitude toward the elements. The fog that was rolling in from the ocean was heavy and green, a typical West coast phenomenon, and the admiral was disgusted with it.


  Even though the windows of the cab were closed tightly, steamy wisps of fog seeped in and drifted about the admiral like vapors from a sputtering radiator.


  There was nothing to do but wait. The admiral spent the interval sulphurously damning the weather.


  WHEN the cab pulled to a stop at the yacht club, the admiral found Luke Forest waiting anxiously for him on the steps of the sprawling boat house.


  With the young clubman were several navy officers, and a half dozen of the members who had offered their boats and services for coast patrol duty.


  Admiral Hallet paid off the cab and strode up the steps of the boat house.


  “Now, gentlemen,” he said briskly, “just what’s the situation?”


  His keen eyes raked over the circle of faces, focused on Luke Forest’s pale determined features.


  “You’d better tell me, Forest,” he said.


  “There’s not a lot to tell,” Forest answered. “About an hour ago there was a tremendous explosion about three miles off shore.”


  “Explosion?” Admiral Hallet repeated. “Just how did you determine that it was an explosion?”


  “We haven’t, really,” Forest answered. “That’s just the assumption of those who heard the noise.”


  The admiral’s thin lips compressed wryly, but he only said, “Please, go on.”


  “Since that time,” Forest continued, “we have had phone calls from a number of spots along the coast asking for information about the explosion. We have checked all the calls and they are within about a six or eight mile point of the club, so we feel sure that whatever caused the noise was located somewhere offshore, within a few miles of the club. The sound of the explosion wasn’t heard in Los Angeles. I suppose it’s just as well. There’s no point in frightening the civilian population.”


  “I’m not so sure about that,” the Admiral said grimly. “Frightened people sometimes make the best fighters. And at least it would wake them up. Did you hear anything after this noise?”


  “Not a thing,” Forest said.


  “Have you taken any steps to find out just what caused the noise?”


  “Not yet, sir,” Forest said.


  The admiral turned to the two naval officers. They straightened under his gaze. The taller of them, a thin, square-jawed intelligent looking young man said,


  “Lieutenants Hawckett and Bedlow of the Second Naval District, at your service sir. We arrived here a few moments ago and we thought it best to wait for your orders, sir.”


  “I see. Were you sent here to check on this disturbance?” the admiral asked.


  “No sir,” Lieutenant Hawckett answered. “It’s merely a coincidence that we happen to be on hand. Our purpose here is the testing of a new PT boat to be put in service next month. Lieutenant Bedlow and I were instructed to give the boat a work-out here in choppy water before it is put into service.”


  “Where is the patrol boat now?” the admiral asked.


  “In the yacht club harbor,” Lieutenant Hawckett answered. “We were intending to take a trial run about seven this morning.”


  “You may make a run sooner than that,” the admiral said. He turned to Forest. “Where can I make a phone call?”


  Luke Forest said, “Follow me.”


  He led him into the boat house, and to a public phone.


  THE admiral dialed Naval Intelligence and waited impatiently for the call to go through. When a brisk voice snapped, “Office,” he said, “Admiral Hallet. There’s been a little fireworks off the coast. I’m sending a PT boat out on a reconnaissance trip. It’s fast enough to keep out of any trouble. But I’d like an observation plane to scour the area also. Can you have a plane over this district, in say, half an hour?”


  There was a slight pause. Then: “I’ll see to it, sir. But will an observation plane be of any use in this fog?”


  “Fogs have been known to lift,” the admiral said mildly, and hung up.


  He turned to the two naval lieutenants who had heard one-half of the conversation. Their faces were impassive, but the admiral smiled slightly as he saw the eager expectancy in their eyes.


  He chuckled. “Get that sea-going wasp of yours ready, boys.”


  “Yes sir,” they answered almost in unison. Saluting, they turned and marched away.


  The admiral watched their straight young backs with a smile on his face. Luke Forest asked worriedly.


  “Supposing it’s an Axis battle ship off the coast, sir?”


  The admiral looked at him with just a touch of scorn.


  “Why,” he said, “they’ll sink it, of course.”


  CHAPTER IV


  Shan Finds the New World


  IN the cabin compartment of the huge silver space ship, Shan of Jupiter tensed over the controls. Through the radii-screen on the mechanism board before him, he saw the bulk of the approaching planet growing larger and larger with every passing second.


  “It is almost at hand,” Shan thought. “Soon I shall be there!”


  And the heart in his great body pounded with excitement, for this was the moment that he had long dreamed of. This was the moment where he, greatest of all the scientists of Jupiter, would justify the theories and claims he had long held on the possibility of a voyage such as this.


  “There is life on that planet,” Shan had long insisted in the courts of science of Jupiter. “There is life and, I believe, a civilization of some advancement.”


  Now Shan’s great hand moved expertly over the delicate mechanism of the control panel. He was speeding toward the gigantically growing planet with tremendous velocity, and already it was time that he brought the degravitation instruments into play.


  He thought of the scorn with which his first theories had been greeted by the other scientists. They had been jealous of Shan.


  “A planet of water,” they had scoffed.


  “A planet of swamp and wasteland. The life there is but of the most crude animal variety. You would be mad to undertake such a voyage. What would there be to gain from it? What would it profit Jupiter?”


  But Shan had brushed away their scorn and jealousy.


  “If I, Shan, am right, if my theories are substantiated, and there is civilzation, life, on this planet, then why cannot we merge our two civilizations?” he had demanded.


  But not all those on Jupiter had been stupid, jealous. There had been many who believed in Shan’s theory. And it was with their aid that the scientist finally prepared the great space ship for his voyage to the lesser planet.


  “They will be proud,” Shan thought, “when I return.” He flicked a second degravitator device into operation. “I will justify their faith in Shan.”


  A union of Jupiter and this approaching planet!


  Shan thrilled at the thought. It would be the first merging of the interplanetary system. His was a mission greater than any creature of Jupiter had ever undertaken . . .


  HOURS had passed, and now the great space ship was plummeting down toward the silver sheen of watery fog that crusted the surface of the approaching planet. Its deceleration had been great in these last hours, and now its speed was but enough to give it necessary momentum.


  The first great fog bank was nearing, and Shan’s great hands tightened on the controls. He switched on the cabin illumination as the mists shrouded the nose of the great craft. Vainly, he tried to peer through the radii-screen.


  Some instinct made Shan cut the power completely as the ship was totally immersed in the fog layer.


  And it was well that he did. For in the next half minute Shan and the space ship in which he sat were shaken by a violent, tremendous shock. Blindly, Shan threw full degravitation power on. And then he was climbing to his feet as the ship twisted slowly over and over. Climbing to his feet and moving toward the escape hatch exit . . .


  It was later, and Shan, the giant from Jupiter, stood up to his waist in a large body of water.


  Behind him, almost covered by the water, was his huge space ship. His inspection of it, after climbing forth, had assured him that it was undamaged.


  But now the fog was around his head, and Shan peered forward through it with difficulty, barely discerning the white stretch of land far in.


  His great heart pounded furiously in his huge body. There was land in there. White sanded land, apparently, but not the desolate swampland the scoffers had said he would find.


  But where were the inhabitants? Where were the members of this civilization?


  Shan’s large eyes were beginning to focus through the heavy fog now. And then he saw the city.


  It was away. Farther off in the distance than the white sand ahead of him. But it was there, a metropolis of many structures strangely designed.


  And then Shan noticed for the first time that the dwellings in that metropolis—if it was such—were tiny, fragile things. He blinked bewilderedly. Perhaps visual distances on this strange planet were not as they were on Jupiter.


  Shan saw, then, that the water in which he stood was unlike that of Jupiter. It was greenish, almost the color of his own great body. On Jupiter water was crystal white, colorless.


  For a moment Shan wondered why his arrival—there had been a great, thunderous noise as the ship crashed nose-on into the water—had not already brought the creatures of this planet out to him.


  Slowly, he started forward through the water toward the white sand stretches in the distance. As his great legs churned the green foam, he noticed that the water dropped away from his waist as the way grew more shallow.


  And then Shan saw the small, beetlelike creature scuttling across the surface of the water toward him. He paused, blinking in amazement as he noted the small spray of foam it made nosing toward him. His amazement was even greater, however, when he saw the tiny figures, man-like figures, standing on the back of the beetle-like creature.


  Shan stood still, watching in fascination as the realization grew on him. These were creatures of this planet. Men of this planet. They were infinitesimally small, and the thing in which they rode, the thing that looked like a mechanical water bug, was undoubtedly a boat.


  Now he realized, too, that the metropolis he had seen through the fog shrouds, the city of tiny, fragile dwellings, was actually as small as it appeared. He’d been wrong in assuming that visual distances on this planet were varied.


  And now the water craft containing the tiny men of this planet was drawing closer, coming toward him at what—to them—was probably tremendous speed.


  SHAN inclined his great head slightly, the better to view the approaching delegation from the creatures of this strange planet.


  And then he saw the tiny points of fire flicking from the nose of the small craft. He frowned, suddenly aware of sharp, stinging sensations on his massive legs.


  It took Shan fully a minute to comprehend that the little creatures of this planet were hostile, and that the fire from the mechanical water bug and the stinging pain in his legs were evidences of their desire to drive him off.


  There was another, sharper pain, then, and Shan felt a small, hot projectile bury itself in the first inch of his thick calf. Instinctively, he bent down, reaching for the tiny craft with his huge hand. Then he scooped it up from the water, while the tiny man-like creatures scrambled wildly for the sides.


  They leaped before Shan could prevent it. All five tiny bodies plummeting down into the water, as Shan, unaware of the fragility of the craft in comparison to his own tremendous strength, unintentionally crushed it in his huge hand like an eggshell.


  Realizing what he’d done, Shan threw the remains of the broken vessel from his hand, and bent in search of the tiny creatures who’d leaped from it moments before. But though he ran his hand through the waters in which he stood and peered intently through the green murkiness, Shan could find no trace of them.


  He shook his head wonderingly, and started forward again toward the white sand stretches in the distance.


  “I did not wish to destroy them,” Shan thought regretfully. His massive brow was wrinkled in a frown of bewilderment, as he sought to explain the hostility the creatures of this strange planet had displayed toward him.


  But Shan took no more than four gigantic strides when a growingly audible buzzing reached his keen ears. He paused, listening, peering through the fog that shrouded him, trying to place this sound.


  He heard it directly behind him, now, even more loudly than before, Wheeling, Shan saw the cause of this new sound. Buzzing toward him like an angry bee was another incredibly small and curiously designed machine. He knew instinctively that this mechanical wasp—looking similar to a space ship with wings—was another delegation from the little people of this strange planet.


  And as if to confirm his thoughts that this, too, would be a hostile greeting, tiny spurts of flame began licking toward him from the nose of this air borne craft.


  And almost simultaneously, Shan felt the stinging burn of their impact against his huge shoulders.


  Shan cried out, and even as he did so, realized that his voice would be thunderous to the little inhabitants of this planet; and that the words he used would undoubtedly he incomprehensible.


  The tiny flying bug had shot up and beyond Shan’s reach now. And he craned his big neck as he watched it climb higher still above him. He was unprepared for the swift, lightning-like dive it made on him from its new altitude.


  THE flame points were lancing into his shoulders and neck once more, stinging and drawing blood from his thick skin. Shan threw out his hands to ward off the pinpoint fury of this new attack.


  “My mission is peace!” Shan roared out, before recalling that his words and voice would be futile and only terrifying to these tiny persons.


  But again, Shan’s attacker shot up and away from his grasp, lacing hot needles of pain across his chest in a furious burst of fire before climbing above him again.


  Shan turned, and started back through the water toward his half submerged space ship. There would be a temporary refuge in there, he reasoned. And as he churned through the green water, he heard the buzzing of the air machine coming up on him from behind.


  MORE to frighten it away long enough for him to get to his space ship, than in any effort to destroy it, Shan wheeled and slapped out at the angry mechanical gnat with his great hand. Slapped out as one might strike at a fly with a swatter.


  And before Shan could check the sweeping blow, he felt the surface of the air machine crush against his broad palm, and knew, sickly, that he had destroyed another craft belonging to the tiny peoples of this planet.


  Mutely, Shan stared down at the small, crushed wreckage of the air machine floating desolately in the water at his feet.


  “If there were but some way I could communicate with the peoples of this planet,” he thought sickly, “I might move through their tiny world as a friend rather than in this fashion.” Shan stood there, listening for the sounds of any more hostile delegations. There was nothing but fog, and silence.


  “There will be others,” Shan thought. “Others will come when it is learned what has happened to these. I do riot wish to destroy them also. To do so would be futile. Perhaps,” he reasoned, “if I take myself off and beyond their range, I will be able to return when daylight is here.”


  Having decided this, Shan turned once more, and started out toward his half submerged space craft. Out beyond it he would find deeper water. There he could remain unmolested until morning came to roll away the fog and darkness . . .


  CHAPTER V


  The Call to Action


  ADMIRAL HALLET waited with Luke Forest at the boat house as the gray, murky dawn gradually cast a pale light over the tossing waters of the Pacific.


  The two men were seated at a small table in the barroom, a bottle and two glasses between them. They had said little in the four hours that had passed since the navy PT boat and observation plane had been sent out to investigate the mysterious explosion.


  Occasionally the admiral glanced at his watch and occasionally Luke Forest sipped a bit of brandy from his glass. There was a tense, worried look on the clubman’s tanned face.


  “They should be back by now,” he said anxiously. “Don’t you think it’s about time?”


  The admiral shrugged his spare shoulders. His lean face was gray with fatigue, but his eyes were snappingly keen in the morning light. He glanced at his watch again.


  “They could have gotten back,” he said slowly, “but whether they ‘should’ be back is a different matter. If their reconnaissance isn’t completed they shouldn’t return until it is.”


  Luke Forest lighted a cigarette with a nervous hand.


  “I see what you mean,” he said, “but its seems to me they’ve had plenty of time to investigate the scene of the explosion and get back here.


  “Maybe,” the admiral said.


  Ten more minutes passed and the feeble orange light of the rising sun was beginning to tint the grayness of the dawn.


  Then the phone rang jarringly in the quietness.


  Luke Forest reached it in two quick strides and snapped the receiver to his ear.


  “Yes?” he said tensely.


  He listened for a moment and his face turned gray.


  “God!” he said weakly. “Are you sure?”


  “What is it?” the admiral snapped.


  Luke Forest replaced the phone in its cradle and stared dumbly, strickenly at the admiral.


  “The wreckage of a navy PT boat has been found,” he said dully. “A man discovered it on the beach about six miles from here. He reported it to the navy. The boat is demolished.”


  “The crew?” Admiral Hallet demanded. “What of the crew?”


  “No trace,” Forest said heavily. “No trace at all.”


  Admiral Hallet’s shoulders slumped. Dazedly he passed a tired, feeble hand over his white hair. He felt suddenly old and helpless and futile.


  Luke Forest was looking at him anxiously.


  “What shall we do now, sir?” he asked.


  Admiral Hallet stared at him unseeingly. His thoughts were on the two young lieutenants, the two eager, trusting navy men who had followed his orders, and in doing so had gone to their death.


  “What now, sir?” Forest asked again.


  ADMIRAL HALLET shook his head wearily. But he couldn’t shake off the responsibility that Forest’s question implied. What was to be done now? It was his authority, his duty to answer the question.


  He couldn’t quit now, although for the first time in his life he felt like doing so. He had asked for this, and he had to stick with it.


  “Get a car,” he said. “We’re going out to the wreck.”


  The chauffeur was only able to drive the car to the edge of the steep cliff, and the admiral and Forest had to scramble down to the beach. By the time they forced their way through the tangled brush to where the shattered wreck of the PT boat lay on the white sands, it was almost ten o’clock in the morning.


  The sun was almost completely obscured by the heavy green fog, only a few feeble, dull rays seeping through to cast their eerie illumination over the scene.


  There was a crowd about the shattered wreck of the boat. Photographers, newsmen, navy officials and a scattering of men and women who lived in the vicinity.


  The admiral shouldered his way through the throng until he could get an unobstructed view of the mangled PT boat.


  And mangled was the only word to describe the once-slim, once-graceful little boat.


  Both sides of the ship had been buckled and crushed together as if in the press of a mighty vise. Admiral Hallet shuddered as he looked at the broken, crushed ship. Its battered, demolished condition brought to mind rumors he had heard of Axis “secret weapons” capable of just such destruction as this. One rumor had it that Nazi submarines were equipped with giant pincers which could slice through the hull of a ship as easily as a hot knife through butter.


  Looking at the mangled sides of the PT boat he wondered. Was it possible that some unknown, horrible instrument of war had been perfected by the Axis powers? And was it possible that this pitifully destroyed boat was a victim of that terrible weapon?


  THE admiral spent nearly a half hour at the wreck, examining everything carefully. None of the ship’s four torpedoes had been fired. Whatever had destroyed the ship had done so before the two young lieutenants could open fire with their torpedoes.


  When Admiral Hallet finally left the scene of the disaster with Luke Forest, they drove immediately back to the yacht club’s boat house. There an ensign from Naval Intelligence was waiting for him.


  “Admiral Hallet?” he asked.


  “Yes. What is it?”


  The ensign glanced uncertainly at Luke Forest.


  “It’s all right,” the admiral said irritably. “Speak up.”


  “A navy observation plane has been reported missing since early this morning. It was operating over this area and keeping in touch with its base by radio.”


  “Yes, yes, go on,” Admiral Hallet snapped.


  “Its radio went dead and it is believed that the plane crashed into the ocean.”


  Admiral Hallet received the staggering information without a flicker of expression. The PT boat, and now the observation plane! Both destroyed while investigating the mysterious explosion of a few hours previous.


  He looked sharply at the ensign.


  “What else do you have to tell me?”


  “Nothing, sir. I am to relay your orders to GHQ. That’s all, sir.”


  Admiral Hallet’s jaw was grim.


  “There’ll be orders, all right,” he snapped. “I want every available naval unit concentrated here without a moment’s delay. Send a wire to the marine station at San Diego to stand by. Clear all private shipping out of this area, and order every available bomber and fighter plane in the coastal area into action. We’ve been sleeping, but by God, we’re awake now. Whatever it is that’s menacing this coast line is going to be destroyed I Now get moving!”


  CHAPTER VI


  Shan Fights the Metal Fish


  IT HAD been a matter of hours in which Shan, still concealed by the fog and water and darkness, kept wary vigil with his strong and unblinking eyes. By now his sight was adjusted to bring into focus the activities that went on along the shore line of the tiny metropolis and the areas around it.


  Dawn had yet to break, but there had been activity on the part of the little inhabitants of that metropolis throughout the night. And as the hours of watching slipped by, it became more and more apparent to Shan that some sort of an attacking force was being readied. And there was no doubt in his mind that his presence, unseen though it was at the moment, was the cause of all that increased activity.


  Sickly, Shan was aware that this would mean the frustration of his mission. Too, he realized that such a vast array of hostile inhabitants, tiny though they were, and small be their craft, might succeed in harming him where the two solitary efforts had failed.


  And due to this, Shan had already made several inspections of his space craft, satisfying himself as to its readiness should it become necessary to leave this planet swiftly.


  Through his solitary vigil, Shan had done much thinking. And the more he turned the problem over in his mind, the more was he aware that the chance for success in his mission was now almost gone.


  Bitterly, he realized that the very barrier which stood in the way of its successful accomplishment was the tremendous physical differences between the people of his own planet and the little creatures who inhabited this sphere.


  Their hostility, their antagonism, could only be explained by sheer fright. And though their civilization might be comparatively as advanced as that of Jupiter, there would be no common basis of exchange between this planet and his own until the first difficulty was bridged.


  Shan was not concerned with the jibes and scorn that would be his if it were necessary to return to Jupiter unsuccessful. He had accomplished much merely in the spanning of the great spatial distances that lay between Jupiter and this lesser planet. The data and information he had gathered on that alone would be of priceless value to the store of Jupiter’s scientific knowledge.


  His bitterness grew from the dawning realization that his mission was undertaken too soon in the ultimate scheme of things. Later, perhaps, many light years later, the link between this planet and his own might successfully be forged. And the sole satisfaction Shan got from this was the realization that the future linking of this planet and his own would be accomplished in some small part from his own first exploratory voyage.


  Shan’s thoughts were interrupted with increasing frequency by the buzzing sounds of grouped air machines which scoured the vicinity seeking his whereabouts. And on all such occasions, Shan crouched low in the water around him, thankful that the green of his body blended almost perfectly with the green of the water. Too, the fog was thickening perceptibly, making the chances of his being discovered by the scouting air machines even more remote.


  And it was in this manner that Shan waited out beyond the eyes and striking power of the little people of the strange planet; waited through the fog and the darkness, watching the distant shoreline yearningly, stretching out the time of his inevitable departure from this alien planet.


  And it was toward the end of his watch, that Shan first felt the brushing of the strange, sharp finned, little metal fish against his legs beneath the water. . .


  THE young U-boat commander’s face was lean and hard beneath the peak of his officer’s cap. At the moment, however, his brow was streaked with sweat, and his eyes filled with anxiety as he stood at his submarine’s periscope.


  At his elbow stood another young officer, dark haired and granite jawed, and wearing a white turtle necked sweater beneath his uniform jacket.


  “Our soundings and navigational chart checks place us fifteen miles off the California coast, Herr Commander,” said the dark haired, granite jawed young officer to his superior.


  The lean faced young U-boat commander’s eyes didn’t leave the periscope sights as he answered.


  “It is good. Do tests show the rest of our undersea squadron within formation distance agreed upon?”


  “The last check our operator made before we cut off radio communications showed formation status to be in order as agreed on, Herr Commander.”


  The lean faced young commander stepped back from the periscope and rubbed the sweat from his cold blue eyes. He glanced at the Swiss watch on his wrist.


  “Our own craft we can count on,” he said. “Our undersea formation work is standard to us. But we must make certain that the ten other undersea craft, those of our yellow skinned allies, will keep formation as agreed upon.”


  “We can make a brief code radio check,” suggested the hard jawed, dark haired second officer. “I doubt if the stupid Americans would pick it up, or recognize it in time.”


  “Ja, perhaps you are right,” agreed the young commander. “They are stupid enough to have but fragmentarily mined these coastal waters, and should not be too alert if our signals are brief.”


  The second officer grinned.


  “To see the expressions on their complacent faces when twenty undersea craft come to the surface just off their Los Angeles, and begin shelling, would be worth a year’s pay,” he said. “Ten of our craft, and ten Japanese. They will go mad with terror.”


  The commander smiled briefly, savagely.


  “Order the brief radio code check,” he said.


  The second officer returned to his young commander’s side five minutes later.


  “Check made, Herr Commander. Formation intact, all twenty craft in mile radius.”


  The commander nodded in satisfaction. “Ja, it is goo—” he began.


  His sentence was never completed. For at that instant the undersea craft jarred hard against an unknown submerged object, driving it off course and sending members of the crew sprawling from their stations to the floor.


  “Ach, gott!” the second officer shouted. “Stations!” And he was scrambling to his feet from where he’d been hurled by the shock. Then he was at the diving controls of the ship, frantically spinning the periscope wheel with one hand.


  The commander had climbed to his feet also, and was at his second officer’s side, pushing him from the periscope.


  “Take full diving command,” he ordered. “What was it that—” And he suddenly froze to the periscope wheel, his eyes widening in horror, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly.


  Words came after another frozen instant of terror. Choked, hoarse, maddened words, tumbling one on the other.


  “Ach, du lieber, gott!” the commander gurgled. “Hands, no, no NOOO!!!”


  The U-boat was suddenly twisting and turning crazily as a tremendous pressure squeezing in around its metal sides began to split the seams asunder. The confusion and terror inside the submarine was beyond imagination . . .


  SHAN held the first of the metal fish aloft, scrutinizing it carefully, as his huge fingers tightened inexorably around it, crushing it until it was a scant third of its original width. Then he tossed it from him, and bent again to search the murky green waters around his legs with both hands.


  His haul this time was two of the metallic fish. One, like the first he had scooped from the water, was curiously marked with a crooked cross on the snout. The other was marked by a blazing red circle.


  Shan shook the one with the crooked cross experimentally. Then he held it to his ear. The signs of life in it had stopped. He tossed it from him. The fish with the blazing circle on its snout was eliminated in the same way. Then Shan was groping through the water again, intrigued by this hunting game.


  He scooped up three more of the metal fish, when he was suddenly aware that others had converged on him, more than a dozen of the metal finned little monsters. And they were slashing angrily at his legs.


  And Shan suddenly recalled that on Jupiter all undersea fish life—there was little of it—was poisonous. Perhaps these fish of this strange planet were likewise.


  Shan lost no time in further contemplation. He went swiftly into action, scooping up others, crushing them with one wrench, stamping still others into the sand bed below the water as he threshed his great legs about.


  And finally there were no underwater metal creatures remaining, save for a scattered, dying few that floated off out of striking distance to him.


  Shan had been so absorbed in the metal fish that he had forgotten the preparations that had been underway along the shoreline of the city of tiny dwellings.


  And now the dawn was coming up over the horizon, and Shan could see the fleet of many hostile craft manned by little creatures turning forth to seek him and cut him down.


  Shan sighed. He did not like leaving this way. But of course there was no other alternative. Some other time, some other year, and all this would be accomplished.


  He sloughed through the water over to his great space ship. After a few minutes tinkering of valve mechanism on the side of the craft, it floated to the surface of the water.


  Minutes later Shan was in the cabin compartment, sitting before the maze of controls at the instrument panels. He turned to look into the rear radii-screen once before gunning the rockets. The hostile little people were starting out. But they wouldn’t see his departure in this extremely heavy fog.


  Shan threw the rocket compression power on full. The tubes blasted deafeningly, and the craft shot forward, lifting from the surface of the water . . .


  CHAPTER VII


  Doomed Nazis


  THE United States destroyer, Huxley, sliced through the gray Pacific waters, listing slightly with the swirling foggy winds that howled over her decks.


  On the bridge, Admiral Hallet braced himself against the pitch of the ship and swept his gaze over the choppy, cold water.


  The destroyer he was aboard was one of the units scouring the area for an explanation of the explosion heard the previous day.


  The lieutenant commander who was acting captain of the destroyer came to his side.


  “Our lookouts haven’t sighted anything as yet,” he said. “I have contacted the other ships in the patrol and they report the same story. No evidence of anything—”


  The captain’s sentence was suddenly obliterated by a thunderous explosion off the destroyer’s port bow. Before the stunning reverberations of the blast died away another sound was heard; a long, wailing, whistling shriek that grew gradually fainter and finally fading into silence.


  Admiral Hallet peered worriedly up into the dense foggy sky. The wailing shriek had seemed to pass directly above them. The sound reminded him of the banshee-wail a sixteen inch shell makes as it screams over its objective.


  The lieutenant commander was staring ahead, jaw tense.


  “What now, sir?” he asked.


  “Proceed in the direction of that sound,” the admiral snapped. “Change our course a few degrees to the port. The only way we’ll ever find out what’s going on out here, is to sail right smack into the middle of it. Radio our course and position to the other units and instruct them to proceed under full steam to this approximate location.”


  A moment later Admiral Hallet felt the ship shift slightly and ease off to the port. And it was only five minutes after they changed their course that they sighted the first U boat!


  The fog lifted slightly. Admiral Hallet, straining his eyes to the limit, was sweeping his gaze over the ship’s course, when, out of the swirling mists, he saw the slim black hull of a German submarine!


  He caught his breath sharply. Even in the fog he could make out the bulky figures on the wave-washed deck of the sub, working furiously repairing the demolished conning tower.


  “Captain!” he snapped. “Submarine off the port bow. Order the forward gun crews into immediate action.”


  The captain stared incredulously in the direction of Admiral Hallet’s pointing arm, at the deadly U-boat slowly materializing out of the greenish fog.


  “My God!” he gasped.


  He turned and leaped for the communication hose, and Admiral Hallet heard him barking crisp dynamic orders to the chief petty officer on deck.


  But the bulky figures on the sub’s deck had seen the Huxley. Admiral Hallet saw them, frozen in astonished horror, then galvanizing into action.


  TWO of them sprang toward the heavy swivel gun beside the conning tower, while the rest scrambled down the hatch below deck.


  Almost instantly orange flame belched from the mouth of the gun and rattling tokens of death blasted into the destroyer.


  The forward gun crew was stripping the tarpaulin from their deadly four pounder, swinging it around to cover the sub. The admiral saw one of the crew stagger back and fall to the deck, as the merciless fire from the U-boat sprayed across the destroyer’s bow.


  “Damn!” he grated. “We’ll pay you back for that.”


  A roar from the four pounder blasted above the rattling noise of the German gun. A split-instant later the German gun was silent.


  One of its crew lay sprawled on the sub’s wet deck and the other was crawling desperately for the conning tower.


  The first blast from the destroyer’s gun had scored a direct hit!


  The German seaman who was still alive dragged himself painfully toward the hatch, but before he could reach the opening, the cover closed with a sudden vicious bang and the sub began to submerge. A pitiful scream carried through the fog as the rising waters claimed him.


  His head was visible for an instant, a blob on the cold gray water. Then it was gone.


  “They can’t get away!” Admiral Hallet barked.


  “They won’t,” the lieutenant commander said.


  Already the destroyer’s giant steel arm that tossed the depth charges was going into action. It swung down and then up hurling its load of canned dynamite onto the back of the settling sub.


  A thunderous explosion rocked the destroyer a moment later. A geyser of air and oil boiled to the surface of the water, and a wild exultant shout broke from the throats of the destroyer crew.


  “They didn’t get away,” the lieutenant commander said grimly.


  They heard a salvo off the starboard bow then. The admiral clenched his fists anxiously.


  “We’ve run into a nest of rattlesnakes,” he said. “They must have been attempting a surprise attack.”


  The lieutenant commander’s brow was damp with sweat.


  “We haven’t enough naval strength here to stand off a flotilla of subs. If they were planning a mass attack on the West coast they have dozens of U-boats concentrated here. We’re in for a battle and the odds are heavily against us.”


  BUT it didn’t turn out that way. The only subs the American force discovered were on the surface and unable to submerge because of their battered condition. Three were sunk when they opened fire, and two others were captured, with their crew complete.


  From the German crews Admiral Hallet learned that the original Jap and German attacking force had comprised twenty ships. What had happened to the great bulk of the force the Germans would not, or could not, say. They looked at one another and dropped their eyes. And in their eyes a furtive fear lurked.


  “It would have been disastrous,” Admiral Hallet said to the lieutenant commander, “if we hadn’t intercepted this nest of snakes. They might have put our entire Pacific fleet out of commission.”


  “What do you suppose happened to the rest of the sub fleet?” the lieutenant commander asked. “If that fleet had reached this area in full strength the outcome of this battle would have been just in reverse.”


  “I know,” Admiral Hallet said quietly. He was silent a moment, staring unseeingly at the lifting fog. The sun’s rays were striking the waters like brilliant lances, and above the sky was blue. “Maybe I’m just plain old-fashioned,” he said after a while, “but I think when something happens like it did today, someone is responsible for it. Napoleon said that God was always on the side of the strongest army, but I rather think he’s on the side of the right army. If that’s an answer you’re welcome to it.”


  The lieutenant commander looked at the admiral’s stern, chiseled profile and the silvery hair that fell over his keen blue eyes. He smiled.


  “That’s a perfectly good answer,” he said.


  ALREADY on the radii-screen panel in the compartment of Shan’s great space ship, the lesser planet was fading away into a tiny, blurred ball.


  And heavy-hearted, Shan of Jupiter gave it one last farewell glance. Regretfully, he measured what he had lost, and sadly acknowledged that the union of the two planets might well have advanced the universe many millions of years ahead of the normal cycle.


  In his heart Shan held not bitterness toward the little creatures on the planet fading behind him. It was no fault of theirs that his presence affected them as it did. It was merely unfortunate that he was so many many hands larger than they.


  And yet Shan could not shake the futility of regret from his heart. One thought uppermost in his mind would not be dislodged.


  “I could have done so much for them, for their civilization,” Shan realized. “And instead, I failed.”


  Bitterly, Shan shook his great head in sorrow . . .


  THEY FORGOT TO ‘REMEMBER PEARL HARBOR’


  First published in the June 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Even a court martial and dishonorable discharge couldn’t make Ward Blackson forget Pearl Harbor!


  CHAPTER I


  THE large, well-appointed conference room was already filled when Ward Blackson arrived. Smoke curled in lazy layers over the gleaming, durametal table, around which an even dozen men lounged comfortably, enjoying good cigars.


  Several of the men wore uniforms, and the only girl present wore a severely tailored military tunic, with the insignia of the Reestablishment Corps stitched to the right sleeve.


  This girl stood up as Ward Blackson entered the room. She was tall and slender, with blue eyes and ash blonde hair. Her cheeks were slightly flushed as she moved to his side.


  “Please, Ward,” she whispered, “don’t do it.


  Everyone is saying—”


  Ward Blackson looked down at her and there was misery in his young face.


  “I’m sorry, Ann,” he said through stiff lips.


  Then he stepped by her and seated himself at the long conference table. Ann returned to her chair in silence.


  There was a nervous stir at the table then, as several of the men cleared their throats and shuffled papers awkwardly. For a full minute nothing was said, but finally the uncomfortable silence was broken by a good-humored chuckle.


  Glancing down the table, Ward saw that it was Commander Reynolds, Vice-Admiral of the United Space Navy, who had laughed. The commander was a large, heavy set man with a red, beaming face and small twinkling blue eyes, almost lost in thick rolls of fat. Wheezing slightly, he rose to his feet.


  “I realize that this is a serious occasion,” he said, in his booming voice, “but still I can’t help but smile when I look down at Ward Blackson. Why, only yesterday it seems, I was bouncing him on my knee and playing with him on the floor of my office. Now, here he is, grimmer than death, ready to raise the very devil with me for being a befuddled, thoughtless old fool. Isn’t there something funny in that?”


  A lean, black-haired, immaculately-uniformed officer seated directly opposite Ward glanced briefly at Commander Reynolds, then looked down at the papers in front of him.


  “I see nothing funny in what amounts practically to insubordination,” he said, in a cold bitter voice.


  “Now, now, Major Slade,” Commander Reynolds said placatingly, “this, after all, is an informal committee. Since Lieutenant Blackson has asked for an opportunity to express his opinions, and we, his superior officers, have granted him that wish, it is only right that we treat him with a certain respect. I feel sure that we all know what Lieutenant Blackson is going to tell us. His opinions on the subject this committee is discussing are practically a family tradition. An heirloom, you might say, handed down to him from his father and grandfather. We owe those opinions our attention.”


  Major Slade looked arrogantly at Ward and the full impact of his dislike was in the glance.


  “Allow me to apologize,” he said sarcastically. “Please proceed, Lieutenant Blackson, to amaze and enlighten us with the profound wisdom you have acquired in your six months of military experience. I, for one, will be delighted to listen.”


  Tiny muscles bunched along Ward’s clean jaw line and he clenched his hands to keep them from trembling as he rose slowly to his feet.


  HIS eyes ranged over the circle of faces at the table. They were all watching him, some with amused tolerance, some with irritation which they made no pretense at concealing.


  The blonde girl dropped her eyes, but not before he saw clearly the contempt mirrored in their depths.


  He fought his stubborn temper and managed to control it. Anger gained nothing, he forced himself to remember.


  When he spoke his voice was quiet, but there was a burning sincerity, an unmistakable emphasis to his words that commanded the reluctant attention of almost everyone at the conference table.


  “In the year 1941, almost a hundred years ago, the United States of America entered a war that eventually brought an end to tyranny and dictatorship throughout the world.”


  Ward paused for an instant and noticed that Commander Reynolds, hands folded over his protruding stomach, was nodding sleepily. Major Slade leaned back in his chair and yawned elaborately. His mocking glance brought a flush of color to Ward’s cheeks.


  “Is the history lesson over?” the Major asked ironically.


  Ward placed his fists on the table and leaned forward, his square young jaw savagely outthrust.


  “The history lesson has been forgotten,” he said bitterly. “This committee has apparently forgotten that it took the United States and her Allies almost forty terrible years to defeat the Axis powers. Until 1980 the entire world was plunged into the misery and brutality of war—war brought on by the insatiable lust of the mad dogs of Europe and Asia. That fact seems to be forgotten by everyone today, particularly the members of this committee, whose job it is not to forget it.” Major Slade rose to his feet angrily. His thin, arrogant face was white with controlled rage.


  “The members of this committee are capable of determining their jobs without your insulting reminders, Lieutenant Blackson.”


  He turned stiffly to Commander Reynolds, who was blinking in befuddled surprise at the scene.


  “I move that the hearings on the issue before the committee be officially closed and Lieutenant Blackson be officially rebuked for his presumptious attitude and remarks.”


  Commander Reynolds coughed noisily, peered up at the major.


  “Let us all,” he said drily, “make an attempt to control our emotions.”


  He turned blandly to Ward.


  “Are you through?” he asked.


  “Not quite,” Ward said grimly. “In fact, I haven’t started.”


  “Then, by all means, start,” the commander said peevishly.


  “Thank you,” Ward said.


  “ONE minute, please,” a tall, white-haired man, who had been sitting next to the girl, Ann, held up a hand for attention. When Ward turned to him, he rose slowly to his feet.


  Ward recognized him as Senator


  Evans, one of the most sincere idealists in the World Council. A man of unimpeachable integrity, incorruptible honesty and genuine kindliness, he believed seriously in Utopia for all. Ann idolized him.


  “Please accept my apologies for interrupting,” he said in a surprisingly mild voice, “but since everything has been so informal, I hope no one will mind my intrusion.”


  He turned to face Ward directly. “Lieutenant Blackson, you have reminded us of the Great War that ended in 1980. That, I might remind you, was sixty years ago. Your grandfather and I attended the diplomatic meetings that followed that war, and we were both present at the World Court when sentence was passed on the leaders of Axis nations. Your grandfather pleaded for their immediate execution. I, I am proud to say, pleaded for mercy.”


  “They should have been executed!” Ward said.


  Senator Evans drew a slow breath. “My son,” he said softly, “as intelligent, civilized, humane creatures, we couldn’t do that. Our first task was to erase from our own hearts all of the prejudice and bitterness and hatred we had accumulated during those horrible war years.”


  “Very noble,” Ward said bitterly, “but how can you permanently stop dictatorships if you are squeamish about punishing those responsible for dictatorships?”


  “There are punishments besides death,” Senator Evans said mildly. “None as permanent,” Ward said. Ann leaned forward tensely, her blue eyes flashing.


  “Ward, I’m ashamed of you. You sound like a barbarian.”


  Ward looked at her helplessly, knowing that the gap between them was widening with his every utterance.


  Senator Evans cleared his throat.


  “We are straying from the point,” he said. “The war has long been history. Punishment of a humane sort has been meted out to those adjudged guilty by the World Court. Measures to enforce that punishment have been enacted for the last half-century. That is all part of the past which we are all so happy to forget. Now we are meeting here to decide on whether certain of these measures might be abolished. It is, I am almost certain, the unanimous opinion of this investigating committee that certain measures might be discontinued. Still, we are willing to listen to any reasonable arguments against their being abolished. In all fairness, Lieutenant Blackson, I must point out that you have as yet advanced no arguments.”


  “Senator Evans is right,” Commander Reynolds said ponderously. “My boy, if you have nothing to add to what you’ve already said, I feel sure we will be able to excuse you for the remainder of the hearing.”


  WARD felt a desperate feeling of helplessness, of incompetence, of muteness sweeping over him. The burning convictions that were almost a part of his soul, the certainty that his opinions were right, were just, seemed locked in his breast, incommunicable to anyone but his own inner self.


  He believed that the power-crazed dictators responsible for the tremendous and terrible war of the last century should have paid for their crimes with their lives. Of course some of the mad dogs had died before the war was over, but they had passed their swords to brutal and eager hands that soon became as bloody as their own had been. These men should have paid the extreme penalty for their ruthless violation of the laws of God and Man. Instead they had been exiled to a comfortable planetoid and there, were allowed to live out their lives in comfortable complacence.


  In the last days of the wars—as science had worked feverishly to produce new and deadlier weapons—the miracle of space travel had been accomplished. The humanitarian element who had pleaded for the lives of the military and diplomatic clique of the Axis nations had proposed exile into the void as an alternative to death.


  A war-weary world, sick of bloodshed and brutality, had agreed. The convicted military leaders of the Axis, some eight thousand in number, had been banished from Earth. Space patrol ships made monthly visits to the planetoid, which was located half-way between Mars and Earth, to see that no armaments were being built, that no troops were being trained and that no attempts were being made to construct spacecraft.


  However, as the years passed, the patrol ships had relaxed their vigilance. Inspection trips were put on an annual, instead of a monthly schedule. Then the patrols were reduced to two small observation ships which made a perfunctory stop at the planetoid every two or three years. Finally, in response to a public demand for economy, it had been proposed that the patrols be abolished altogether.


  THESE thoughts flashed swiftly through Ward’s mind as he faced the members of the committee that had been called to discuss the proposal. The members who, he realized with sickening finality, would vote unanimously in favor of the proposal.


  His eyes swung about the table desperately.


  “Instead of discontinuing the inspections patrols,” he said angrily, we should go back to the monthly or even weekly basis. And we should send fighting ships, not observations.”


  Major Slade smiled thinly.


  “I’m afraid you’re becoming a bit hysterical,” his tone was mockingly solicitous. “After all, my young friend, what do we have to fear from the handful of humanity on Exile Planetoid? They have no arms, no metals with which to make them and no means of crossing the void to attack us.”


  “People said that about the oceans,” Ward said. “Until a way of crossing them was discovered. Even then some people continued to believe it.”


  “The situation is hardly parallel,” Slade said. “Your obsession in regard to Exile Planetoid is almost dangerous, Lieutenant Blackson. Your complex seems to spring purely from a desire to persecute these poor peoples.”


  “Another thing,” Commander Reynolds said testily, “these patrols are a damned nuisance and I ought to know. Throws off fleet maneuvers for two months to send a fighting force halfway across the universe. They’re expensive too. Cuts into my appropriation like the very devil.”


  “May I interrupt again?” Senator Evans smiled. “Most important, we only serve to keep alive the spirit of hatred and prejudice by sending fighting ships on monthly patrols to Exile Planetoid. It indicates that we do not trust these people, that we are ready on an instant’s notice to blast them out of the universe. We must conquer their distrust of us, let them realize that we not only talk, but practice tolerance and good will. Then the day may soon come when we can welcome our exiled fellow human beings back to their rightful home on Earth.”


  “So they can blow it to pieces again?” Ward demanded.


  “Ward!” Ann spoke pleadingly.


  “Must you always nourish and cherish your bitterness for those poor wretches? They have suffered and their children have suffered for their sins. Isn’t that enough? We have work enough to do here without spending time and money tormenting them further. There are still homes and hospitals to rebuild, museums to erect, fields to cultivate, all kinds of jobs to be done on Earth. Why can’t we work out our destiny, and leave them work out theirs?”


  “THAT has been tried,” Ward said stubbornly, “and it has never worked. The persons on Exile Planetoid are no different than their ancestors who plunged the world into madness a hundred years ago. They are, or will be. motivated by the same mad craving for power, the same ruthless violation of the God-given rights of others. They must be watched. We have been lenient in allowing them to live and propagate. But let us not be stupid and allow them again to strike treacherously at our backs.”


  “Your imagination is astounding,” Major Slade said icily. “On Exile Planetoid are a mere handful of people, without arms, without equipment, in short, without anything, and you have them on the point of attacking the impregnable defenses of Earth. Furthermore, Lieutenant, the case record of Exile Planetoid is a testament to the peaceable nature of the exiles. Never has there been a case of revolt or antagonism against our patrol ships or their crews. In short the conduct of the entire pitiful colony has been exemplary.”


  “Then our job is to keep it that way,” Ward said explosively. “If the Japs and the Germans on Exile Planetoid are being good, it’s only because it’s the only thing they can do.”


  Commander Reynolds cleared his throat importantly and shuffled the papers before him.


  “Lieutenant Blackson,” he said, “we aren’t getting very far, are we? This committee has listened to your remarks carefully. I might remind you that your being granted permission to testify before this hearing was highly irregular. It was in deference to your greatly respected grandfather and father that we decided to let down the bars, so to speak, and listen to you. Now you have had your say and I trust you are appreciative. If you have nothing more to add, will you excuse us while we go on with the regular business of the committee?”


  Ward felt a heavy, hopeless pain lodge in his breast. He was being told to get out, but that wasn’t important. Important, was the fact that he had failed miserably.


  “The patrols to Exile Planetoid will be discontinued,” he said almost to himself; his voice was dully bitter. He was stating a fact. A stupid, impossible, criminally careless fact. But still a fact.


  “That will be for the committee to decide,” Commander Reynolds said.


  Major Slade’s lean face twisted mockingly.


  “Not for young men with fanciful imaginations,” he added ironically.


  Ward looked at him for an instant, his fists knotting savagely. Then, with an effort, he throttled his black rage and strode from the room.


  CHAPTER II


  A Strange Attack


  WARD BLACKSON arrived at his apartment in the third level of upper metropolitan New York some two hours after he stalked from the committee room.


  He had spent the time walking blindly through the pedestrian layers of the city, his mind a seething cauldron of bitter hopelessness. Memories taunted and burned him. Memories of Ann Lear’s deep blue eyes and the contempt they held for him. Memories of Major Slade’s caustic mockery, Commander Reynolds’ patronizing smugness, blindness . . .


  Memories of Ann again. Walking together on West Point’s campus the day he received his commission as a lieutenant in the Army Space Fleet. Plans. Plans for two people, very young, very much in love. All smashed now.


  What else could he have done? That question bounced ceaselessly in his weary head. His convictions, his honor, the things he lived for, wouldn’t allow him to stand passively by while a criminally stupid committee planned to unleash the mad dogs on Exile Planetoid. Even though his action brought him into sharp conflict with his commanding officers, even though they alienated the affections of the girl he loved, even though it was a futile, helpless gesture, still it was a gesture he had to make.


  A bitter smile touched his lips as he opened the door of his dark apartment. Well, he had made the gesture. Now where was he?


  He was turning to flick the light switch when he heard the stealthy rustle of motion behind him. Almost instantly he started to wheel, but something blunt crashed into the back of his head, exploding a searing flash of pain before his eyes.


  He staggered and fell heavily to the floor. Dimly he felt rough hands turn him over. Something wet and bitter splashed in his face and doused his tunic. An instant later he heard swift footsteps, then a door slammed.


  Ward fought the darkness that was overwhelming him, but it was a losing fight. His head lolled helplessly as a smothering oblivion blanketed his senses . . .


  AN eternity later, a voice, a familiar voice, penetrated the black fog through which he was falling.


  “Ward! Get up! Try and stand on your feet.”


  Ward opened his eyes, tried desperately to bring the spinning room into focus. His head ached intolerably and there was the bitter stench of alcohol in his nostrils.


  Ann was kneeling beside him, tugging at his shoulders with both hands.


  “Stand up, Ward,” she said again. Her voice was a blend of humiliation and disgust. “You’re a disgraceful sight lying there.”


  She looked up helplessly to another figure who stood beside Ward’s inert form.


  “Please help me, Major Slade,” she said tearfully, “I can’t do a thing with him.”


  Ward focused his eyes on Major Slade’s thin expressionless face and he tried to raise himself on one elbow. Everything was horribly confused. The last he remembered was stepping into his room and being slugged from behind. Why Ann and Major Slade were here he had no idea.


  “I’m all right,” he said thickly.


  “You’re disgracefully drunk,” Ann said bitterly. “Take his other arm, Major.”


  Ward rubbed his aching head, dazedly.


  “Drunk?” he repeated. “Where’d you get that idea?”


  A wave of nausea swept over him then and he sank back to the floor, his senses reeling. He felt himself being dragged across the floor and lifted into a chair. Then a cold cloth was on his forehead and he opened his eyes again.


  Major Slade was looking down at him with well-bred disgust stamped on his thin, intelligent features.


  Glancing down Ward saw that his tunic had been soaked with some cheap alcoholic intoxicant. The stench of it was strong in the room.


  Ann changed the damp cold cloth on his head.


  Ward relaxed under the cool soothing touch of her hands. He realized that she thought he had passed out from too much strong drink. And from Major Slade’s expression, he obviously believed it too.


  “I was hit over the head,” he said wearily. “Someone was waiting for me when I returned here. I haven’t been drinking.”


  Major Slade pursed his flat lips thoughtfully.


  “I think,” he said, choosing his words with deliberate care, “that we had better leave it to the Martial Court to decide that question.”


  THE captain presiding as judge of the Martial Court was obviously reluctant to pass sentence.


  “Lieutenant Blackson,” he said, removing his glasses and leaning back in his chair, “it is my duty to pronounce sentence on you in accord with the findings of this court. Nevertheless, I hesitate to do so.”


  Ward stood before the long mahogany table, facing the six members of the Martial Court. His face was pale and set in hard, bitter lines that had appeared there in the past week. At the other end of the table sat Ann Lear and Major Slade. Ann had not looked at him once during the trial. She had given her testimony in a slow, halting voice, never lifting her eyes from the tightly crumpled handkerchief in her hands.


  The presiding officer drummed his fingers nervously on the smooth surface of the table.


  “We have examined the facts in this case with considerable thoroughness,” he said. “Your illustrious parentage and your own splendid record to date have been two factors taken into consideration. However, the ugly fact remains, supported by the unimpeachable testimony of Major Slade and Miss Lear, that you have been grossly guilty of unpardonable conduct. Miss Lear gave her testimony under considerable duress, I am afraid. But the fact that she has known you for many years, and has a natural sympathy for you, tends to make her evidence that much more conclusive.”


  The presiding officer glanced again at the sheet of paper lying before him on the table. Then he ran his hand irritably through his graying hair.


  “Lieutenant Blackson,” he said, “everyone can make a slip now and then. Youthful escapades are not altogether unusual among the officers of the fleet. Sometimes we have overlooked these peccadilloes, chalking them up to the exuberance of youth. Speaking frankly, I can say that we would be happy to take a similar view of your case, if you would admit your lapse and assure us that it would not happen again. But this story of yours about an attack by an unseen assailant strikes us as being an unmanly attempt to escape the consequences of your conduct. You have said you have no known enemies. Robbery was obviously not the motive of the attack, for nothing was taken from your person or room. Therefore we are forced to assume that the attack occurred only in your imagination. If you would admit this we might reconsider your case.”


  He paused and looked hopefully at Ward’s tightly set jaw. Then he shook his head and looked back to the paper on the table.


  “In that event,” he said slowly, “you force me to pronounce verdict. I have no other alternative.”


  HE paused again for an imperceptible instant, then moistened his lips and continued.


  “In the opinion of this court,” he read from the paper before him, “the accused, Lieutenant Blackson, has been found guilty of conduct unbecoming an officer of the United Nations Forces. The verdict of this court therefore, is that the accused shall be relieved of his commission as lieutenant in the United Space Forces, this action to take effect immediately.”


  There was a complete silence in the room as the verdict was read.


  No expression touched Ward’s face, but his eyes were as bleak as ice as he listened to the words that swept away everything in his life that was important to him.


  “Relieved of his commission . . .”


  The echo of those words were branded into his soul for all time. Broken out of the service for disgraceful conduct. A dishonorable discharge. A black mark against a name that had been carried by some of the proudest heroes of Earth.


  He had expected it. It was the inevitable conclusion to the classic frame-up against him. Still, his blood was like ice water in his veins as the horrible import of the verdict became a reality.


  Face wooden, muscles straining, he stood in silence while an officer cut the insignia bars from his tunic jacket. Each snip of the shears cut away something of himself. And when it was over there was nothing left of Ward Blackson. A stranger stood in his place. A bitter, cold, steel-hard stranger, who swept the room with one contemptuous glance, then strode in silence toward the door.


  A cry sounded behind, but he walked on, more a machine than a man.


  “Ward!” the cry sounded again and broke off in a choking sob.


  Light, swift footsteps were beside him then, and Ann’s hand was clutching his arm.


  “Ward, listen to me,” she said imploringly.


  He stopped and stared straight ahead, not looking at her.


  “Was there something you wanted?” he asked.


  “Please look at me,” she whispered.


  HE turned slowly and saw the pain in her eyes and the dampness shining on her cheeks.


  “I’m looking at you,” he said.


  “I had to do it, Ward,” she said miserably. “I would rather have died than testify against you, but it was my duty. Don’t you understand? It was my duty.”


  He shrugged. “So? What difference does it make?”


  “It makes a difference to me, Ward.”


  Ward felt the anger, the bitterness, the disgust that was in him, boiling to the surface like scum on water.


  “So it makes a difference to you,” he said softly. “Isn’t that wonderful! That makes everything all right, doesn’t it? Your idea of duty is a nice inflexible God that you bum incense to and who makes everybody happy. Did you ever consider that trust is an important part of duty?”


  He looked at her for a minute then shook his head.


  “No, you wouldn’t,” he said. “That would knock your inflexible little God for a row of loops and you wouldn’t like that. Never mind. Maybe you’ll be happier not trusting people.”


  He took her hand from his arm, bowed politely and walked away.


  As he descended the mile-height of the war administration building in the swiftly dropping elatube car, his mind was churning savagely and blindly. He wanted to strike back, to hurt the people who had hurt him, but the one part of his brain that remained cold and thoughtful insisted inevitably that revenge would be an empty accomplishment.


  When he stepped onto the gleaming pedestrian level, a half-mile above the ground, the first sight that met his eyes was a huge tubular news sign which flashed the latest bulletins to the city’s population. The dispatch which had just flicked on told of the abolition by Council vote, of the patrols to Exile Planetoid.


  He stared at the newsflash bitterly for a long moment.


  “That calls for a drink,” he said ironically.


  CHAPTER III


  Destination—Exile Planetoid!


  FOR a week Ward Blackson stayed drunk. Unkempt, unshaven, he slumped on a couch in his apartment, a glass inevitably in one unsteady hand.


  As better men than he had discovered before, there was no permanent solace in alcohol. He was trying to forget, but he found it impossible.


  One morning he awoke, staggered across the room and poured himself a drink. Half-way to his lips his hand paused. For a long interval he stared at the glass, then slowly he tipped it and splashed the contents onto the floor.


  An hour later he had shaved, showered and changed clothes. Only then did he sit down and begin thinking.


  He was on a new course, one that might eventually prove as futile as the path he was abandoning, but he was determined to make the attempt. He was going to vindicate the name of Ward Blackson.


  The nub of his problem, the solution to all the maddening questions that presented themselves, lay in the attack that had been made on him the day of the Committee hearing in regard to Exile Planetoid. If he could find some clue as to who had slugged him from behind that afternoon in the apartment . . .


  He stood up and restlessly paced the length of the room, his forehead lined with anxious thought.


  Was it possible that there was some connection between that committee meeting and what had happened to him later?


  It wasn’t logical . . .


  He paced for an hour, his mind worrying the problem. If only he could remember something about his assailant. But all he could recall was that first warning sound, then the oblivion that followed the slugging blow from behind.


  Was it mere coincidence that Major Slade and Ann had walked in while he was lying on the floor, saturated with cheap rum?


  His thoughts inevitably returned to the moment of the attack. He had been standing with his back turned, fumbling for the light switch. Without warning, without scruple, the smashing, cowardly blow had been struck.


  Who would be capable of an attack like that?


  There was only one answer, and it was so illogical, so preposterous, that he dismissed it with an impatient shrug.


  But his mind returned to it, again and again.


  For another hour he tramped the floor, a slow, burning excitement leaping to flame in his veins. The conviction came to him slowly, but it came with force. There was only one thing to do, only one course of action left to him. It was foolhardy, impossibly perilous, but he wasted no time weighing chances or considering danger.


  Having reached a decision he acted. It took him only a few minutes to make arrangements. Then he strode from the apartment. He did not intend coming back . . .


  IT was dusk when he reached the immense, sprawling rocket field on the outskirts of Metropolitan New York. Here the Space Navy docked its fighting ships and great cruising bombers. Ward knew every inch of the field, for he had received his cadet training there for four summers.


  Streamers of phosphorescent sparks drifted from the red tubes of rocket ships streaking above him, destined for the far flung reaches of outer space.


  He stood on an embarking ramp, near a long line of speedy fighters, commanding a view of the entire field. Every few seconds a ship blasted from one of the hundreds of firing tubes, visible only as a blurred orange streak, hissing briefly as it ripped through the thin film of Earth’s atmosphere. At the opposite end of the mammoth field ships were arriving.


  They came in more slowly, flying on an infinitesimally accurate electric beam that led them unerringly to the mighty mooring towers that reared upward hundreds of feet into the air.


  Ward was not interested in the arriving ships. His attention was focused on the line of fighting ships that were resting in their propulsion tubes, ready for instant blasting into space.


  His plan depended solely on whether the news of his discharge had reached the mechanics who kept these emergency ships in repair. If it had, he would be forced to abandon his plan and try something else.


  He waited on the ramp, keeping in the shadow of a buttressed pillar, until he saw a member of the maintenance crew swinging along toward him. When the man passed him and headed for the line of propulsion tubes, Ward breathed a sigh of relief.


  He knew the man and that might make his job easier.


  A moment later he saw the mechanic’s electric torch flickering over the pilot opening of the propulsion tube. With a silent prayer, he stepped from behind the pillar and strode rapidly toward the tube the mechanic was inspecting.


  “Hello, Johnny,” he called. “Is she all set to go?”


  The mechanic looked up in surprise. His face was in the shadow of the tube and Ward couldn’t discern his reaction.


  “Why, yes she is ready to travel,” the mechanic said slowly, “but I didn’t know you were going out tonight.” Ward tried to laugh easily.


  “I didn’t either,” he said, “until about a half-hour ago. Someone made up his mind in a big hurry.”


  “Yeah,” the mechanic said, “somebody sure did.”


  WARD noticed that the man was watching him closely, and that suspicion was beginning to glint in his observant eyes. A bluff was the only thing that might blunt the fellow’s skepticism.


  “Let’s go,” he said brusquely, “I haven’t got all night. I’m anxious to get back as soon as possible.”


  He stepped toward the door of the tube, but the pilot stepped quickly in front of him.


  “Just a minute, Lieutenant,” he said, “you know I’ve got to see the clearance forms on every ship that leaves this line. I’m sure everything is all right, but I must have those papers.”


  “Why, sure,” Ward said. He fumbled with the flap on his leather jacket until the mechanic’s attention wandered to the spot. He realized that there was nothing left for him to do but take the ship by force. The mechanic was definitely suspicious, and would become more so if he attempted to hand him a cock and bull story about the clearance forms.


  “Here they are!” he snapped.


  His left fist snapped up, with the complete weight of his twisting shoulders behind it. The mechanic’s jaw was a perfect target, and Ward’s steaming punch connected solidly.


  The mechanic staggered back, a ludicrous expression of amazement spreading over his face. He opened his mouth to shout a warning, but Ward’s second punch to his stomach doubled him up helplessly.


  “I’m sorry about this,” Ward said grimly, “but it seems to be necessary.” He swung again, a short chopping blow that packed all of his hard wiry muscle behind it. The mechanic grunted as it bounced off the point of his jaw, then he slumped quietly to the ground. Ward dragged him out of the light, then hurried back to the propulsion tube and dropped quickly into the pilot’s seat of the space ship.


  HIS eyes flicked swiftly over the instruments. Asteroid screen, communications, fuel, everything was in perfect shape.


  He felt a giddy excitement rushing over him as he set the accelerator and shoved home the lever which set into action the isotope of uranium that powered the ship.


  The thrill of the trackless, boundless mystery of the void was beckoning to him. Always the magical lure of space possessed him, but now he was hurling himself into its immense gulf on his most important mission. The cards were stacked against him, but nevertheless, all of his chips were staked on this one game.


  His hands were trembling as he sealed the cowl-like door of the ship. Swiveling back to the instrument, he grasped the firing lever tightly.


  Ready to go!


  Destination—Exile Planetoid!


  The small planetoid where the descendants of the banished dictators and mad dogs of Earth were isolated was Ward’s first stop. He felt fiercely certain that there, somewhere on the planetoid, was the explanation of the attack on him and his subsequent frame-up.


  Why he felt so positively that the answer to the riddle was there, he, himself, was not certain.


  There was, for one thing, the fact that the attack had occurred the same day he had protested so bitterly against the discontinuance of the patrols to Exile Planetoid.


  That was an extremely slight bit of evidence, however, to motivate this dangerous trip. But there was one additional factor that had concretized his decision.


  It was that the attack had occurred in the dark—and the blow had been struck from behind.


  Slim clue, but it was enough for Ward.


  With grimly set jaw, Ward slammed the firing lever into place.


  A hissing, crackling detonation split the air for an instant, then settled into the faint electric hum of flowing energy.


  For an instant he waited. Then with an abrupt, swift gesture he tripped the propulsion tube releases. With a thunderous roar of power the slim space craft rocketed from the tube and slashed through Earth’s atmosphere. A trail of fiery red sparks glowed with weird beauty against the blackness of the night as they settled slowly to earth.


  CHAPTER IV


  Exile Planetoid


  THE PLANETOID was a small, gleaming, irregularly shaped mass, twelve hours from Earth by the fastest ships. It lay almost directly between Mars and Earth. Astronomers had been unable to detect its presence because of a densely vaporous aura which clung to its atmosphere and rendered it photographically invisible.


  It was only when space travel became a reality that its existence was realized. When its orbit had been charted and the mineral deposits determined by spectrum analysis, exploratory trips had been made and a mass of data accumulated.


  The white vaporous gases that cloaked the planetoid had been visible on the visi-screen for several hours. Six hours before Ward Blackson had sighted his destination and he was now within an hour’s distance of it.


  On the visi-screen, directly ahead of his instrument panel, he watched the planetoid grow larger with each second. Beyond Exile Planetoid’s comparatively infinitesimal mass, he could see the blazing red bulk of the ever-mysterious planet of Mars.


  Earth space ships had never been able to reach this planet. While successful trips had been made to Uranus, Saturn, and even far-flung Jupiter, the red planet of the War God had defied the daring of pilots and the brilliance of scientists alike.[*]


  Ward had been piloting his ship almost mechanically for the last few hours, and he was yawning from sheer boredom as his eyes passed perfunctorily over the mooring instruments, then swung lazily again to the visi-screen.


  He studied the screen for an instant, but as his eyes were slipping away from it, he saw something that brought him to his feet, every nerve tensed.


  In the far comer of the visi-screen a small black oblong speck was just disappearing—In the direction of Mars.


  For a tense moment Ward studied the screen anxiously but there was no further evidence of the black oblong. He sat back in the pilot’s chair, his thoughts churning swiftly.


  THAT black oblong could have been nothing but a space ship. It must have been an Earth ship, because there were no other ships in the void. There were, however, several amazing things to consider about the appearance of that ship. First, its speed was easily twice his own, because it had pulled out of his vision almost instantly. Secondly, it was an incredibly immense ship. Nothing less than a giant cruiser would have shown on his screen at that tremendous distance.


  Ward wasn’t sure, but he knew of no ships of that size and speed from Earth. Possibly it was some incredibly swift behemoth that had been built in secret by Allied Intelligence. Supporting that theory was the fact that it had been heading directly toward Mars—in fact when he had sighted it, the huge ship was already within the radius of Mars’ electrical storms.


  It was logical to assume that it was some new type ship built expressly to crack through the storms that raged about Mars.


  Ward had become so absorbed in the mystery of the huge ship that had flashed across his visi-screen, that he had forgotten the proximity of Exile Planetoid. It was looming before him now, a huge mass of vaporous white, completely blotting out the blazing planet of Mars.


  Ward jammed his foot against the deceleration lever, braking the tremendous speed of his ship.


  In a few seconds he was through the filmy mist and the small planetoid was suddenly revealed to him. Luckily the nose of his flashing ship was pointed almost directly at the one mooring tower that had been erected on the planetoid. Cutting the rear propulsion blasters out completely, he prepared to dock.


  WHEN he climbed from his ship and descended to the ground a small cluster of inhabitants had already gathered at the base of the tower.


  From this aggregation a brownskinned, pock-marked little man detached himself and stepped forward, bowing carefully.


  “I am so pleased to welcome you,” he said. He spoke with a slight lisp and pronounced the words very carefully. Dressed in the regulation gray clothes which Earth provided for the exiles, he, nevertheless, managed to stand out from the motley horde. His face was bland and pleasantly expressionless, but his inscrutable dark eyes were very observant, even though his gaze seemed centered continually on an objective just above Ward’s left shoulder.


  “I am Tojo,” he said, after a slight hesitation. His eyes touched Ward’s briefly, then shifted away.


  Ward nodded curtly. He was on thin ice and he decided the less he said the better. The crowd that had gathered at the base of the tower was now moving away, their glances scrupulously avoiding his. Ward wondered if they received some sign from Tojo. They were a mixed and motley lot. The descendants of the Aryan Germans towered blond and sullen above the Japs. But there were a number of cross breeds in the group, short stocky men with light eyes and hair, wearing the perpetually imperturbable expression that was their heritage from their Nipponese ancestors.


  When they had filed away and disappeared around a corner of a crude, but soundly constructed building, Tojo smiled inquiringly at him.


  “I am yours to command,” he said blandly. He hesitated, drawing a breath through his teeth with a slight hissing sound. “Pardon, if I am presumptuous, but might I inquire if there is any special reason for your very pleasant visit? Or is it, perhaps, only our good fortune that you happened by accidentally?”


  Ward realized then that it was hardly likely that any news had reached this isolated planetoid since the last Earth patrol had visited here. This realization brought him a new confidence.


  “It was no accident,” he said bluntly. “There are certain definite reasons for my being here.”


  Tojo’s bland face beamed.


  “I am overjoyed to hear you say so.


  Anything I can do to assist you will be a pleasure. Now, might I suggest that you follow me to our living quarters? Your trip must have been tiring. Food and rest will refresh you.”


  “Thank you,” Ward said drily. With a slight, deferential bow Tojo turned and led the way toward the centrally situated group of buildings that housed the inhabitants of Exile Planetoid.


  THE small city was laid out with Germanic exactness. Streets had been planned geometrically, and on each narrow, clean street an equal number of stout wooden houses had been constructed. All the meagre resources of the planetoid had been utilized to create an atmosphere of solid frugal practicality.


  Ward’s glance probed down each side street they passed. Except for the absence of people, everything looked peaceful and normal.


  They followed the main street for perhaps a hundred yards before Tojo stopped before a dwelling, identical with the others, except that it was wider and higher.


  “Our State House,” he said, with a sly glint in his evasive eyes. “Here we transact the simple administrative business of our community and keep such records as we find necessary. It is quite sufficient for our purposes. Please, be so kind as to follow me.”


  He bowed again and stepped into the house. Ward followed him. A man with thick blond hair rose from behind a desk as they entered.


  “Ha!” he said loudly. “Good day, Lieutenant. It is good to see you. Permit me to introduce myself. I am Baron von Multke.”


  He laughed, showing clean strong teeth.


  “The title is an affectation, of-course, but it is a harmless vanity.”


  He laughed again and stepped around the desk, extended his right hand to Ward.


  Ward shook hands, studying the man closely.


  The German was taller than he, with wide, heavy shoulders and a large, wellshaped head covered with thick, closely-cropped blond hair. His eyes were cold points of blue in his hard face. Their expression did not reflect the smile on his lips.


  “It is good to have you here,” Baron von Multke said, pounding him on the back. “We like visitors, don’t we, Tojo?”


  “But of course,” Tojo smiled. “It is a pleasant relief from the somewhat monotonous routine of our existence.”


  Ward could detect only the faintest tinge of sarcasm beneath the bland words, but it was enough to kindle his suspicions.


  “Have things been so terribly monotonous?” he asked casually. He looked away from the two men as he spoke, but glanced back in time to catch the look that passed between them.


  “Life for an exile is always monotonous,” Tojo said silkily. “How else could it be?”


  BARON VON MULTKE was chuckling again, his big shoulders shaking with the effort.


  “I am so stupid,” he said. “I have not even inquired why you are here, Lieutenant. I know you are a busy man and want to get on with your work, but still we stand around and talk of idle things. Enough! We are at your service, Lieutenant.”


  Both men, Ward noticed, seemed anxious to learn why he was there. It had been the first thing almost that Tojo had asked, and now the Baron was after the same information.


  Ward smiled inwardly at the irony of the situation. When he himself didn’t know definitely what he was looking for, how could these two worm the information from him?


  But he could sense a peculiar tenseness in the attitudes of Tojo and the baron. That might be a natural reaction to his surprise arrival, but he had the strange impression that they were waiting for some expected development.


  “That’s very kind of you,” he said. He realized that he had to advance some pretext for his presence, so he added, “As a matter of fact you might be able to help tremendously. Have either of you seen a very large, black space ship in the vicinity lately?”


  The question had been a spur-of-the-moment inspiration. It had popped out, almost without any conscious volition on his part.


  He heard something shatter against the floor and, looking down, he saw the scattered fragments of the monocle the baron had been holding loosely in his fingers. His eyes lifted slowly to the baron’s face. It was strained and white.


  “I said,” he repeated, “have either of you seen a large black space ship in the vicinity today?”


  “How clumsy of the baron,” Tojo said mildly. “He should know better than to let something slip.”


  There was a peculiar emphasis on the last word that Ward did not miss. There was definite undercurrent of feeling in the room now and he had the impression that it had been given impetus by his question about the black space ship. It might have been only his fancy, but he felt he was getting closer to the meaning of all the disassociated events that had happened in the last few weeks. Excitement boiled through him. There must be a pattern, a definite significant meaning to the twisted skein that he had been trying to unravel. And he felt he was close to it.


  A SHOUT from outside disrupted his thoughts. Tojo and the baron were looking beyond him to the door, an unveiled anticipation in their eyes.


  A tramp of feet sounded and two stocky, sly-looking half breeds crowded into the room. One of them addressed the baron.


  “Another ship from Earth has arrived.”


  Tojo flicked an inscrutable glance at Ward.


  “How charming,” he smiled. “Another visitor from Earth. This is indeed a fortunate day for the poor exiles.”


  “Good!” cried the baron. “Company to keep the young Lieutenant from being lonesome.”


  There was a deliberate heavy mockery in the words.


  There were the sounds of commotion outside the building. Shouts and tramping feet blended into a confused, noisy bedlam.


  “It is good,” Tojo said blandly. “Our new guests are being escorted here with proper ceremony.”


  Ward felt the skin tightening at the back of his neck. He knew his own game was almost over. If the new arrivals were Space Navy officers—as was almost certain—they would instantly denounce him and brig him for his theft of space ship.


  Tojo and the baron were both watching him closely, but even if they hadn’t been, it was too late to make any kind of a break. For the tramping feet were directly outside now, and an instant later the door swung back and the two stocky breeds pushed into the room—followed immediately by a slender figure wearing snugly fitting boots and breeches.


  Ward’s eyes widened incredulously as he recognized the new arrival as the last person in the universe he’d ever expected to see again anywhere—Ann Lear!


  CHAPTER V


  An Unexpected Development


  BARON VON MULTKE and Tojo were as dumbfounded as Ward. They were obviously expecting someone besides a slim blonde girl.


  “Welcome,” Tojo faltered. For once his imperturbable poise was shaken. “We are honored greatly by your presence.”


  Ann acknowledged his greeting with the briefest of nods, then turned to Ward. There was a tense urgency in her manner, but underlying it was an embarrassed hesitancy as she faced him.


  “Ward,” she said quietly, “I know you can’t be particularly happy seeing me again. I don’t expect you to thank me for following you here but I had to do it. You’re starting on a path that has no turning. If you let yourself be branded a thief to be hunted down like an interplanetary outlaw, it can only end in further disgrace and humiliation. A squadron of Earth ships is already searching for you. But it’s not too late to turn back. If you return to Earth and give yourself up I’m sure the Court will overlook your theft of an Earth fighting ship. It might even be possible to have your case reconsidered. Don’t you see it’s the only honorable thing you can do? Won’t you please, for my sake, give up this madness and return to Earth with me?”


  Ward looked at her steadily, his eyes impassive.


  “Your interest is very touching,” he said, at last.


  Tojo, the suave inscrutable Japanese, glanced interestedly from the girl to Ward. There was a pleasant expression on his face.


  “Please forgive my interrupting,” he purred, “but if the impetuous young Lieutenant has stolen an Earth fighting ship, it is a very serious concern of ours.”


  He turned and bowed slightly to the huge, blond Baron.


  “Do you agree with me, Baron Von Multke?”


  The German’s square white teeth flashed in a smile. There was no humor in the smile, just a gloating betrayal of intense inner satisfaction.


  “But certainly,” he snapped harshly. “The Lieutenant is here under false pretenses. He is probably a traitor to Earth. It is our duty to hold him until the accredited officers of Earth arrive to take him into custody.”


  There was a tense silence in the room as he finished speaking. The only persons in the room to move were the two breeds, and they stepped quietly in front of the door and folded their arms impassively. Ward noticed this and realized its significance.


  ANN looked in alarm from the hulking Von Multke to the diminutive Tojo.


  “You don’t understand,” she said anxiously. “I came here to take Ward back with me. If he gave himself up voluntarily the charges of stealing a ship would probably be dropped. You can’t hold him here if he is willing to return. It would ruin any chance there might be for him. They’d never believe he was intending to give himself up if they found him a prisoner here. Anyway, you have no authority to take him into custody.”


  Tojo smiled blandly.


  “I am certain the young lady has acted in only the most charitable intentions,” he said softly, “but that does not excuse us from performing our obvious duty. As far as authority is concerned, I’m sure the intelligent officers of Earth will overlook a slight violation of the letter of the law, in return for the custody of a culprit whom they are seeking. In fact they will probably be extremely grateful to us for our diligence and caution.”


  Ward was silent, but his brain was working swiftly. First, he realized that any attempt to escape would be foolishly impossible. Tojo and the Baron were determined to hold him, that was obvious. But why? Why were they so intent on his capture? There was an undercurrent of feeling in the room that he couldn’t analyze. Something was very rotten in the situation, but he was at a dead loss to place his finger on it.


  The only possible course for him was to play along in the role he was cast. That way he might pick up a clue as to what was brewing on this planetoid, and in the minds of its inhabitants. How he would utilize such information was another problem, possibly an insurmountable one, but he would face it when it arose.


  “All right,” he said heavily, “I seem to be hooked.”


  He glanced at Ann and the bitterness in his eyes was not part of his act.


  “I hope you’re satisfied with your girl scout activity,” he said ironically. “You can see it’s helped a lot.”


  Ann’s gaze dropped.


  “I—I’m terribly sorry, Ward,” she said miserably. “I’ve ruined everything in my clumsy effort to help.”


  Tojo coughed discreetly.


  “I dislike to intrude,” he said, “but necessity demands that I do. Until the fleet units from Earth arrive we must confine the young Lieutenant incommunicado.”


  He turned and bowed gravely to Ward.


  “If you are quite ready,” he said with faint sarcasm, “my men will escort you to your—ah—chamber.”


  “I am quite ready,” Ward said grimly.


  A signal passed between Tojo and the two stocky half breeds in the doorway, and they stepped forward one on either side of Ward. In silence Ward followed them from the room to the narrow street.


  They led him several hundred yards away from the main cluster of buildings to a small, ruggedly built, windowless structure. They opened the hut’s single door and when he stepped inside they slammed it after him.


  STANDING in the semi-darkness of the room, Ward waited until he heard the footsteps of his guards fading away before making a quick, thorough examination of his prison.


  In spite of its crudeness it seemed escape proof. The one door was latched from the outside and the wood planking that constituted the walls was at least two inches thick.


  He was unarmed. He didn’t even have a flashlight. All of his weapons and equipment were back on Earth, along with the naval uniform he no longer had a right to wear.


  Suddenly an electrifying thought clicked in his brain.


  He wasn’t wearing his uniform, but still Tojo and the Baron had referred to him as Lieutenant, even before Ann had arrived.


  How had they known he was an officer?


  There was no possible way that they could have known, unless they had been notified that he was on his way to the planetoid. But that was impossible. For there was no means of communicating with Exile Planetoid from Earth. That had been one of the conditions imposed on the banished war makers. Their exile from Earth was meant to be complete and final and for that reason no method of communication had ever been established on Exile Planetoid.


  Still . . .


  The baron and Tojo had given themselves away by their references to his rank. And if they had been informed that he was on his way to their planetoid, they must also have been told of his court martial and all the facts relating to it. They had not mentioned that, however. Ward realized that they couldn’t without giving themselves away. The arrival of Ann had been most opportune for them, he saw.


  When she spoke of his theft of the space ship and his court martial it gave Tojo and the baron the opportunity to act without committing themselves.


  The only answer was that, somehow, Exile Planetoid was in direct communication with Earth. That was a very serious state of affairs. For it meant that Exile Planetoid had managed to obtain metals, condensers, coils, visi-plates—all the forbidden products required to build a space transmitter.


  If they had managed to do this, what other plans had they made?


  Ward paced the narrow confines of his cell worriedly. Something was brewing that was a direct menace to Earth. It was the thing he had been brought up to expect by his father.


  He had not the faintest idea of what was going to happen, or how it was going to happen. But he had had the definite conviction that events were ready to explode. He could sense it in the faint contempt that was evident in Tojo’s attitude, and in the bluff arrogance of the baron. Still more conclusive was the fact that the renegades of this planetoid had managed to establish contact with someone on Earth.


  That meant that a fifth column was in existence.


  WARD balled his hands into square knotty fists. It was maddening to know these things and be powerless to prevent them, to be unable to warn the outer defenses of Earth to be on their guard. Even if he could warn them what could he say to make them realize the potential dangers of the situation?


  Exile Planetoid had no space ships. How could they attack Earth? Even Ward was ready to admit that it would be impossible to destroy Earth with only a space wireless. Still, an investigation should be made, Earth should be informed of the existence of a forbidden transmitter.


  Ward suddenly snapped his fingers.


  If a hidden transmitter was in use on Exile Planetoid it might be possible to use it to inform Earth receiving stations of its existence.


  Ward was familiar with the common types of transmitters in current use and he had no doubt of his ability to operate the instrument on Exile Planetoid.


  He smiled wryly as he sat down on a narrow cot that was placed against one wall of the room. All he had to do was smash his way out of this cell, find the hidden transmitter, overpower whoever was operating it and send his warning to Earth.


  That was all.


  Then his smile faded and tight hard lines of determination cut into his mouth. If that’s what had to be done—then that’s what would be done.


  “Putting first things first,” he muttered into the darkness, “getting out of here is the first point to consider.”


  Night fell. “Night” on Exile Planetoid lasted a little less than two hours, and Ward knew that whatever he hoped to accomplish would have to be done in that brief two-hour stretch of darkness.


  He made another careful examination of the small room in which he was confined, and he was forced to admit that he was securely trapped.


  A half-hour passed and his impatience increased. A precious half-hour of darkness wasted.


  Then he heard footsteps approaching. As they neared, his thoughts churned frantically.


  Any break he intended making would have to be made now or not at all. The footsteps approaching might be those of the guards returning with food, or for the purpose of transferring him to another cell-room.


  Whatever their reason for returning, Ward was grimly determined to seize an opportunity, however slight, to break free.


  THE steps came to a halt and after a slight wait, Ward saw the door of the cell swing open, revealing the bulky short figures of the two half breeds who had accompanied him to this guard house an hour or so before.


  One of the guards, a sullen-looking man with a predatory nose and full, pendulous lips, carried in his hands a crude tureen, from which steaming vapors emerged. The other guard held a heavy club in his hands, and his dull piggish eyes watched Ward unblinkingly. There was a sadistic gleam in those eyes, and Ward knew the fellow would take a savage delight in using the knotty club on his head.


  Neither of the two guards spoke a word as they shuffled into the room.


  The one with the steaming pot in his hands extended it to Ward with a peremptory gesture.


  It was obvious that it contained some form of soup or stew. Evidently, Ward thought bitterly, they didn’t intend to starve him. That wouldn’t suit their plans. They were anxious to turn him over to the Earth space force which would put in an appearance in a few hours. In that way they would lull any dormant suspicions in the minds of the commanders of Earth’s fighting forces, and reveal themselves in the light of peaceful, trustworthy people whose only aim and ambition was cooperation and friendliness with Earth. This deception would give them even greater opportunity to complete their rebellion against Earth without interference.


  What shape or form their rebellion would take, Ward hadn’t the faintest idea. The mere idea of Exile Planetoid, a barren, desolate speck in space, inhabited by only a few thousand unarmed humans, plotting rebellion against mighty Earth seemed preposterous, but Ward was bitterly aware that appearances could often be dangerously deceptive. No one on Earth, he knew, would dream that Exile Planetoid had established communication with Earth. Ward found that hard to believe himself, still the irrefutable evidence was there. They had known that he was on his way to the planetoid. If they had accomplished this much, what other forbidden projects might they be planning? What was their ultimate objective?


  Ward intended to find out—and damn the cost!


  THE hook-nosed guard was still standing before him, the steaming kettle in his hands, when Ward suddenly decided that speculation and guess-work would get him nowhere.


  Too much talking had already been done. That was the trouble with the Earth Council. Investigation followed investigation, discussion was interminable, and blunt direct action was never achieved.


  WARD suddenly galvanized into blunt, direct action. With one sweeping blow he knocked the steaming kettle from the guard’s hands. Surprised, the guard staggered back, and Ward stepped in, his fist swinging in a short vicious arc.


  A shrill, pain-crazed scream tore through the room as his fist landed with a crunching smack on the guard’s jaw. But it wasn’t the guard he had hit who had screamed.


  Wheeling, Ward saw that the guard who had carried the club was lying on the floor, screaming wildly, his entire torso drenched with the scalding hot contents of the soup tureen.


  The club was lying on the floor, forgotten by the man in his pain. Ward scooped it up and turned to face the hook-nosed guard, who was scrambling to his feet and lunging at him.


  With deliberate viciousness Ward swung the heavy club in a terrible, two-handed blow that caught the charging guard along the temple.


  Like a stunned steer, the hook-nosed half breed staggered backwards, his hands instinctively moving in a faltering gesture to his fractured skull. No sound came from his lips, no expression glistened in his glazed eyes as he fell to the hard floor and rolled limply onto his side.


  The screams of the scalded guard continued to hammer against Ward’s ears as he stepped quickly through the door of the crude prison. The blackness of Exile Planetoid’s brief night enveloped him instantly with its friendly oblivion.


  Ward paused only to make sure of his directions, then he ran through the darkness, toward the main cluster of buildings. He wasn’t sure the space transmitter would be there, but there wasn’t time to reconnoiter or proceed cautiously. His escape would be known to every person on the planetoid in a matter of minutes, and he had to make those minutes count.


  When he reached the narrow rutted pathway that led directly to the heart of the small village, he slowed to a walk. In a few moments the bulk of the somewhat larger building which served as headquarters to the inhabitants of the planetoid loomed before him.


  Moving cautiously, he crept forward. He heard no voices and saw no evidence of any of its inhabitants. At the door of the wooden structure he paused. There was something unnatural and worrisome in this quietness.


  For another few seconds he hesitated. He glanced over his shoulder, probing the blackness anxiously, then he opened the door a cautious inch.


  The interior of the room was lighted by a single lamp which threw grotesque shadows over the barren furnishings. There was only one person in the room as far as he could see.


  DIRECTLY in line with the small angle of vision afforded him by the narrow opening of the door was Ann Lear. He could only see her profile, but the anxiety in her expression was unmistakable.


  The soft glow of the room’s single light transformed her blonde hair into a golden halo, and in her snug breeches and absurdly small boots, she looked so small and helpless that for an instant Ward felt his old feeling for her creeping over him.


  Then his jaw hardened. Memory can be almost as bitter as it can be pleasant. And Ward was remembering now that this girl had failed to trust him, or believe in him, when he desperately needed her confidence.


  Also, her arrival here had plunged him into the dangerous predicament he was now in. Her motive in following him to Exile Planetoid was fathomless to him. Maybe her intentions had been good, but the results had certainly been disastrous. In her foolish desire to help him was a parallel of her campaign to liberate the mad war dogs in Exile Planetoid. An altruistic, sentimental idea which, if realized, could result only in disaster.


  As he crouched in the darkness at the door Ward was forced to realize that in spite of all, that this girl and he were the only force that might stand between the barbarians of Exile Planetoid and Earth.


  He had to make her listen and believe him. If he failed now to convince her of the potential menace on Exile Planetoid, it might be calamitous to all the blind billions of Earth.


  With another glance over his shoulder he opened the door, slipped into the door and shoved it shut. Standing with his back pressed to the door, he made a gesture for silence, as Ann sprang to her feet, startled, her eyes widening incredulously.


  “Oh, Ward,” she said breathlessly, “I—I can’t believe it. They did release you, after all. I’ve been hating myself ever since they took you away. But now I know everything will be all right.”


  “They didn’t release me,” Ward said. His eyes flicked about the room as he spoke. “I killed two guards to get here.”


  ANN’S small delicate features paled and one hand moved instinctively to her heart.


  “Ward, you don’t know what you’re saying,” she said, in almost a whisper.


  He smiled mirthlessly, his eyes like hot points of dry flame.


  “I’m sorry you’re shocked,” he said, his voice rough and bitter.


  Her wide eyes met his unbelievingly. There was fear and anxiety and horror in her gaze.


  “You are a beast,” she said, whispering the words.


  “Sure,” Ward said savagely, “I’m everything you think and probably worse. I’ve killed two people and I have no regrets. That fact isn’t important now. What is important is that serious trouble is brewing here on Exile Planetoid. Somewhere on this planetoid is a space transmitter. I’ve got to find it and warn Earth. On my own I haven’t much of a chance, but you can help me, if you will.”


  Ann made a gesture of helpless misery with her hand.


  “Ward, you’re so saturated with bitterness now that you aren’t thinking straight. How could these poor helpless people possibly be a menace to Earth? You’ve let your feelings run away with your common sense. You’ve even let your hatred drive you to murder. Stop, please stop, while there’s still some chance for you.”


  Ward’s jaw set grimly. Striding across the room he grabbed her shoulders and shook her roughly.


  “I don’t want sermons, damn it,” he grated, “I want cooperation.”


  He released her then slowly, knowing intuitively that his bull-headed anger had destroyed whatever slim chance there might have been of enlisting her aid.


  THERE were twin points of red in the girl’s cheeks as she backed slightly from him. She was angry, but beneath her anger there was a pitying contempt.


  “Why should I help you?” she asked quietly. “Do you imagine that I want a part in your insane, murderous plans? At one time, Ward, I would have done anything you asked me, but now I wouldn’t assist you if your life depended on it.”


  Ward felt a rising panic that was impossible to quell. Something in the quiet, almost fatalistic determination of her voice chilled him. It wasn’t his own fate alone that would be decided by her attitude, but possibly the fate of Earth, itself.


  “Ann,” he said desperately, “anything I might ask you to do is not for myself, please believe that. It’s because the happiness, maybe the lives, of millions of people, might hang on what happens here in the next few minutes, that I’m asking you to help me. If you have contempt for me, I’m sorry, but that shouldn’t prevent you from listening to me, especially since the issue is so terribly important.”


  SOMETHING in the burning sincerity of his voice held her interest. “E—everything is so mixed up,” she said, her voice faltering, “that nothing makes sense. What you’re doing is wrong, it can’t possibly be right, but I feel as if I should help you if I can. Ward, is it possible for a person to trust another person, and still not believe in what that person does?”


  Ward shook his head.


  “It’s all or nothing in my book,” he said. “If you mean you trust me, but not what I say and believe, you don’t make sense.”


  He shot an anxious glance at the door. Ann was weakening, but while they were quibbling precious time was slipping inexorably past.


  “We haven’t time to waste on philosophy,” he said. “It’s got to be one thing or another, with me or against me. Will you help?”


  He waited tensely for her answer, every muscle of his body tight with impatience. She pressed her hands close to her temples and bowed her head.


  When she looked up at him her face was weary with the struggle within herself. She made a useless, helpless gesture with her hand and her slight shoulders slumped as if a heavy physical weight was resting there.


  She said, “‘I can’t make—”


  The sentence was never finished. A hoarse shout from without drowned out her words. The single door of the room banged open and the arrogant bulk of Baron Von Multke filled the doorway.


  His square, stolid face was flushed with triumph, and his cold, blue eyes flashed haughtily as they flicked from the girl to Ward.


  A mirthless grin touched his lips and his big shoulders shook with silent laughter.


  “So,” he sneered, “the troublesome bird has tired of his cage already, eh?”


  CHAPTER VI


  Into the Void!


  WARD had wheeled at the first sound of the baron’s entrance, and now he crouched motionless, his thoughts boiling hotly.


  One advantage was his and it was not apparent to anyone in the room, even to himself. When he had broke from the crude room he had determined to act—directly, savagely, without reckoning the odds or the cost.


  That determination was still with him.


  The baron was relaxed and lazily confident, savoring to the full his moment of triumph. He dominated the scene enjoying hugely the feeling of power and ruthlessness that the young Earth officer’s helplessness afforded him. Helpless—there was no doubt of that. A dozen men were within sound of his voice, the Earth officer was trapped like a rat in a trap.


  These thoughts were an elixir to his brain as he swaggered into the room bestowing a smirking glance at Ann’s pale, terrified face.


  He had no way of knowing that Ward’s wary eyes had been watching for just such a chance. In that brief second while the baron was smirking at Ann, his attention was diverted from Ward.


  And in that brief second Ward acted—directly, savagely, oblivious to cost or odds.


  His lean, whip-cord muscles coiled like powerful springs and he launched himself at the baron. He dove low, twisting in mid-air to bring his hard, flat hip into the baron’s knees.


  The baron turned, but not soon enough. Ward’s hard driving body swept under him with savage force, dumping him to the floor in a sprawling breathless tangle.


  Ward rolled to his feet with the momentum of his drive and lunged for the open door. Behind him he heard the baron bellowing like an outraged bull as he clambered awkwardly to his feet.


  Then Ward was outside in the darkness.


  He heard shouted voices and heard footsteps drumming toward the building he had just left. Without a second’s pause he set out at a hard driving run in the opposite direction.


  The narrow street was almost pitch-dark and twice in twenty feet Ward sprawled to the hard ground as his foot turned in a rut or hole.


  A desperate glance over his shoulder revealed a milling crowd of men at the door of the building and in the center of the crowd he could make out the baron’s huge figure, and hear his shouted commands.


  WARD redoubled his speed, but it was that very fact that almost cost him his life. His footsteps drummed loudly against the solid ground and the sound must have carried back to the baron, for Ward suddenly heard him curse wildly at the men huddled about him, and the next instant a dozen of them broke away from the crowd and started in the direction he had taken.


  Ward was only a hundred feet or so ahead of them, but they knew every inch of the terrain and he was running blindly.


  Suddenly the pursuers stopped and Ward drove on.


  An instant later a cry sounded from the pack and they were after him again. Ward realized then that they had stopped in order to listen to his foot-beats, and determine his direction accordingly.


  In the darkness he could tell they were gaining on him by the increased volume of their excited shouts. Desperately he struck off at a right angle to the original direction he’d taken, and for a moment or so he ran at full speed.


  He was listening carefully now for the drumming feet of his pursuers and when they stopped suddenly, he stopped too, crouching silently still in the blackness. A minute passed.


  From off to his right he heard a disappointed murmur from the pack that had been on his trail.


  He waited motionlessly until he heard their footsteps again, this time fading in another direction.


  For several minutes he remained motionless in the deep blackness, but he realized that when light again streamed over this planetoid his liberty would be at end. So, probably, would his life.


  Cautiously he started walking. He knew that only a dozen or so square miles of Exile Planetoid were habitable and he wanted to get as far as possible from the central village while the darkness lasted. Possibly in one of the arid, desolate stretches of the planetoid he could find a haven where he could hide during the long day.


  He had not progressed a dozen feet, walking carefully and lightly, when he heard footsteps to his right—dangerously close.


  Crouching, he held his breath.


  The footsteps approached warily and then he saw the vague bulky outlines of a man moving through the darkness. Ward crouched closer to the ground as he saw that the man’s course would lead him within three feet of his position.


  It was too close for comfort. Too close for safety.


  Ward acted again with savage directness when the squat man passed. Rising to his feet he stepped stealthily after him.


  The stocky half-breed knew only one sensation when the steel-hard, mercilessly strong forearm suddenly locked around his neck. That sensation was a horrible gasping struggle for breath that never came.


  WHEN the quiet struggle was over Ward stretched the man on the ground, but as he started away his foot struck a hard, metallic object lying next to the dead man.


  Stooping he picked it up. As his fingers touched its cold hard surface an involuntary shock went through him. Even in the darkness he knew what he held in his hands.


  It was a weapon, a deadly electric arc gun, the type used by the fighting forces of Earth. Ward had handled them thousands of times, and even in the blackness there could be no mistake in his identification.


  A cold feeling of dread struck him forcibly.


  A gun of this type on Exile Planetoid, in the hands of a brutish breed native, confirmed his darkest suspicions. The self-appointed leaders of Exile Planetoid had discovered a way to secure arms and other forbidden equipment. This might have been going on for years, Ward knew.


  Slipping the electric arc gun into his belt, he continued on, walking swiftly to take advantage of every fleeting second of darkness. In ten minutes he had traveled over a mile and the sounds of pursuit had died out completely.


  A purple dawn was breaking twenty minutes later. Ward was far enough by then from the central cluster of structures to be out of sight. The bulge of the planetoid’s outer crust was between him and the living section of the tiny village.


  He was in a ragged, rutted terrain, devoid of vegetation, starkly bare and primitive. The flaky porous rock of a pale green color which comprised the surface of the planetoid was split into deep gashes by erosion. These valleys were almost uniformly symmetrical and at least a dozen of them stretched before him.


  They seemed to present the only logical hiding place on the planetoid. Here he might wait for another stretch of darkness to provide him the opportunity to continue his search for the space transmitter. He was hungry and thirsty but that he would have to endure.


  The gashes in the crust of the planetoid were almost ten feet deep and they extended in each direction, following the curve of the planetoid.


  The purple dawn was merging into bright revealing daylight. Without wasting any more time Ward scrambled down the steep sides of the nearest gully.


  The erosion-formed gash was almost six feet wide and the bottom was nearly level. Ward realized that in his present position he would be perfectly visible to anyone from the rim of the valley.


  He started walking then following the curve of the gulley, looking carefully for some crevice or niche that might afford a place of concealment.


  SEVERAL minutes later, as he was rounding an unusually sharp bend of the curving gulley, he saw a strange contraption directly ahead of him.


  It was some sort of vehicle, about twenty feet long and four feet wide, made of some strange metallic material that was rusted and scarred from age and use. It looked somewhat like a tiny submarine. There was a heavy glass window in the front of the dilapidated machine, and it had flaring fins at the tail, warped and cracked from the damp climate.


  In the rear were four blackened, blistered tubes, much like the rocket tubes on a standard space ship.


  It was this feature that tripped a forgotten cog in Ward’s memory. He recalled now, looking at this odd deserted contraption, that the exiles on the planetoid had been granted permission years ago to use small lighter-than-air craft to transport material from one end of the planetoid to the other.


  This was obviously one of those ships, blackened and rusted now from disuse. Curiosity impelled him to open the creaking door and peer into the dusty interior of the ancient ship.


  The bright outside light streamed through the glass window in the cowl of the ship revealing a cobwebbed instrument panel and rusty controls.


  Ward smiled thinly as his glance traveled over the inside of the ship. It was obviously deserted and forgotten and for that very reason it might provide an excellent hiding place for him.


  When he squeezed through the narrow door and made a more careful inspection of the ship’s equipment his eyes narrowed thoughtfully.


  With a careful finger he touched a thin dark smudge on one of the control gears. It was a stain of oil—fresh, high quality oil!


  In a flash he understood that the decrepit appearance of this ship was deceptive—as deceptive as everything else on this grim planetoid.


  His eyes swept carefully over the control. In spite of their misleading appearance, his trained gaze told him they were in perfect condition.


  One device above the instrument was beyond his comprehension. It was a white screen approximately two feet square, criss-crossed with horizontal and perpendicular lines. They dissected the screen into thousands of tiny squares. At the top of the square panel was a glowing red disc almost an inch in diameter.


  He stepped closer to examine the intricate arrangement, but suddenly he stopped, every muscle tightening.


  A hoarse, faint shout had reached his ears!


  IT WAS answered by another voice closer than the first, and a second later a full throated chorus of voices sounded. There was the unmistakable cry of the hunting pack in the chilling, high-pitched babel of voices.


  Ward felt his heart pounding suffocatingly against his ribs. If his hiding place had been discovered, he was as good as dead. In the broad revealing daylight he wouldn’t have a chance


  of eluding his pursuers.


  He stepped quickly to the narrow open door and one cautious glance confirmed his worst fears. Advancing toward the ship along the rims of the gulley were a dozen of the swart, stocky half-breed inhabitants of Exile Planetoid. They were all armed with electric-arc guns and there were smiles of savage anticipation on their thick features.


  They hadn’t seen him yet, but it was obvious they realized that they had cornered their quarry.


  Desperately he slammed the door and was relieved to hear the solid heavy metallic click as it banged shut. The rickety rusty appearance of the door was also a sham; it swung shut on well-oiled hinges and the wall of the ship presented a solid, hermetically welded expanse after it closed.


  A fantastic idea was hammering at Ward’s brain. If he could take this ship into the air he could land on the opposite side of the planetoid. It might be only a temporary respite, but it was better than nothing.


  The shouts of the approaching pack were ringing with exultant discovery now. They had probably seen the door of the ship close.


  Ward sprang to the controls. They weren’t all familiar to him, but he was experienced enough to guess their use.


  Quickly he made the necessary adjustments. As his hand reached for the contact lever he heard a sudden hammering against the door of the ship. Hoarse, screaming shouts sounded hollowly through the thick metal walls of the ship.


  “Come and take me, damn you!” Ward grated.


  His hand flicked the contact lever into position with a savage snap.


  A thunderous roar blasted into his ears as the rocket exhausts roared into furious life. Ward listened incredulously. The deep-throated, powerful discharge of energy was completely out of proportion to the size and purpose of the ship.


  Its reverberating chant of power sounded more like the blast of a mighty space fighter, than the rockets of a decrepit ship built for short hops through the atmosphere.


  Almost apprehensively Ward moved the contact lever forward into firing position.


  The mighty bellow of the rocket blasts faded almost instantly to a smooth level hymn of leashed power. The ship shuddered sensitively as the exhaust valves stored thousands of pounds of blasting energy in a fraction of a second; then with a hissing scream as it slashed through the dense atmosphere of Exile Planetoid, the ship rocketed into the void!


  CHAPTER VII


  An Incredible Discovery


  THE jarring abruptness of the blastoff stunned Ward for an instant. When he had heard the throbbing roar of the rocket exhausts, he had guessed the truth, but the shocking reality of the blast-off completely confirmed his guess.


  He was in a spaceship, a compact, magnificently operating space ship which had been deliberately designed by the inhabitants of Exile Planetoid to look like an abandoned land craft.


  Space transmitters, guns and space ships, all in operation on Exile Planetoid. Ward cursed bitterly the negligent stupidity of the Earth Council that had allowed the exiled war dogs to build or obtain these instruments and weapons.


  But it was too late for recriminations now. Ward knew that a job was ahead for Earth, the same job that it had faced in other times of its history. And that job was the suppressing again of the murderous hordes who were rising to trample under their iron heels the rights of mankind.


  He turned to the controls. An illumined visi-screen which he had not noticed before showed that the ship was plummeting directly toward the pin point of red light that was Mars.


  The velocity of his ship was near that of light, itself, faster than he had ever traveled in Earth ships.


  Ward frowned nervously as he realized that the ship was apparently set on a definite course—and that course was for the inaccessible, impenetrable red planet of Mars.


  He knew it was impossible for any space ship to reach Mars. Many Earth ships had tried and failed. Some had never returned. The mighty electrical storms that raged above the atmosphere of Mars made the planet a deadly pariah of the solar system.


  For a moment Ward debated the advisability of attempting to change the course of the speeding ship. Finally he decided against it. A grim smile touched his lips as he made his decision and settled back against the ragged upholstery of the pilot’s chair. A deep, intuitive hunch was working on him. As the little ship flashed through the void, Ward’s eyes were fixed on the mysterious, sullen pinpoint of red light that was Mars, and there was a thoughtful, speculative expression on his face.


  HOURS later when the red eye of Mars had swollen to a huge orb, obliterating almost half the visi-screen, Ward straightened up, an anxious frown on his face.


  The ship would soon be within the gravitational attraction of the red planet and then it might be too late for him to change the course of the ship. Already he could see the white, vaporish mists which enshrouded the planet and he knew that their harmless appearance was extremely deceptive.


  Those mists were the visual evidence of the titanic electro-magnetic storms that broke about the planet. Soon the ship would be feeling their effect . . .


  Still Ward sat motionlessly before the controls, making no move to alter the course of the ship.


  Several minutes later, he suddenly noticed that the course of the ship was changing. Quickly he checked the controls, realizing that a gear or lever might have slipped.


  But all the instruments were in perfect order and position.


  Then Ward glanced upward and noticed the white screen with the criss-crossed lines for the first time. The glowing red ball above the screen was in motion, veering slowly down to the left.


  Ward realized suddenly that the ship was veering in the same direction. The glowing ball hesitated for an instant, then shifted back to the right and moved diagonally to the far corner of the screen.


  The ship swung to the right, and the differential altimeter recorded a sharp gain in the flight height of the ship.


  Ward’s hands clenched excitedly. The ship was definitely following the gyrations of that glowing ball above the white screen.


  For a half hour the ship maneuvered according to the movement of the lazily floating ball, and then Ward glanced at the visi-screen and saw that the ship was almost in the electrical storm area.


  Within another thousand miles he was near enough to see the mighty mile-long streaks of brilliant lighting that stabbed through space like the lances of mighty giants. No thunder accompanied the terrifying display, but the eerie silence of the gigantic unleashing of energy only added to its effect.


  The ship was veering sharply now—right—left—down—Ward flashed a glance at the controls. They were set as they had been leaving Exile Planetoid. The ship was obviously being directed by other than its own controls.


  The blinding glare of the raging electrical storm was in his eyes now, searing his gaze painfully. The entire ship was bathed in glaring white luminence, and the titanic bolts of lightning were playing about the ship like immense, gleaming swords.


  Great waves of burning light swept over the ship, but miraculously, there was always a dark hole in the roaring sheets of flame through which the little ship slipped unerringly.


  SWEAT was pouring from Ward’s pores and his hands were clenched until the knuckles whitened with the strain. Never had he imagined that the void could be so starkly fearful and horrible. One bolt of lightning, one sheet of flame would be enough to instantly transform the ship and himself to a tiny black cinder.


  Still the small ship, an infinitesimal speck against the vastness of this roaring storm, flashed steadfastly on, veering and cutting sharply, but always finding a safe pathway through the maelstrom of the unimaginably vast inferno.


  Ward lost track of time. The only thing that seemed real was the blinding explosions of Nature’s fury, and the almost unbearable heat generated by the storm.


  How long the passage took, he had no way of knowing. One instant he was diving headlong into an engulfing wave of white flame—the next instant the ship was through a dark hole and into the heavy, quiet atmosphere of Mars. The change was so abrupt that Ward shook his head dazedly.


  The turbulence of the electrical storm was behind him, and ahead of him he could see the surface of the great planet, Mars.


  The sprawling panoramic vista that spread under the diving nose of his ship left him breathlessly stunned.


  He had expected barren plains and uncultivated vegetation, wildness and desolation. These had been his subconscious idea of what Mars, the mysterious, uninhabited planet would be like.


  Instead he was flashing downward into the midst of great vast structures, mighty buildings of gleaming metal, an immense city comparable to the largest cities of Earth.


  In that one panoramic impression he saw a vast space landing field, dozens and dozens of sky-piercing mooring towers and rows of expulsion tubes.


  For a dazed instant he stared bewilderedly at the vast city. His thoughts were spinning desperately. This could mean but one thing!


  The sudden materialization of the sprawling structures of the Martian city had so stunned him that for an instant he had forgotten the plummeting speed of his ship.


  As he saw the ground leaping up at him he suddenly realized his danger. With a swift snap of his wrist he jammed the repulsion rockets into full life.


  The ship bucked strainingly as its terrific speed was abruptly opposed by the powerful forward rockets.


  But Ward’s swift action came too late. The ground sprang up at the speeding ship. Ward frantically released the full charge of the emergency crash propulsion rockets. Their tremendous blast checked the ship, almost halting it in mid-air.


  Ward cut all power as the ship fell.


  He heard the jarring crash of its impact but nothing else. His head snapped forward against the instrument panel and darkness swept over him, obliterating his senses.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Trapped!


  WHEN light began to seep slowly through the mists of black fog that enshrouded Ward’s brain, he shook his head groggily. He realized dimly that he was seated in a chair facing a broad expanse of whiteness.


  This whiteness eventually came into focus as a huge window through which he could see a vast expansive space landing field spreading for many miles before his tired eyes.


  Gradually full consciousness returned. His head ached intolerably, but other than that he seemed to be all right. The memory of his trip through the inferno of flame to Mars suddenly swept over him.


  One hand touched his forehead wonderingly.


  He had crashed . . .


  What else had happened to him?


  “Aha!” a mockingly solicitous voice sounded behind him. “Our visitor awakes!”


  Ward felt a chilling shudder creep up his spine as he heard the mocking voice. His muscles tensed, as he swung about in the chair, disbelieving the evidence of his ears.


  Seated behind a huge gleaming desk at the far end of the high-ceilinged room, his dark hair glinting in the bright light, was the thin arrogant figure of Major Slade—Major Slade of Earth’s


  Space Navy!


  A mirthless grin touched his thin lips, but his small glittering eyes were as cold as twin diamonds. A contemptuous, mocking expression twisted his thin features.


  “You appear surprised,” Major Slade said blandly, “to see me.”


  Ward stared at the man incredulously, almost doubting his eyes. He hardly dared ask himself the questions that were hammering at his reason.


  His eyes swung about the huge, luxuriously fitted room which overlooked the vast space landing field. Charts and graphs covered the walls and behind the gleaming desk a great white screen, protected with heavy glass, had been erected. It was criss-crossed with thousand of lines and at the top of the screen a flaming ball hung suspended. The screen. Ward realized with quickening interest, was an immensely larger edition of the one in the space ship he had stolen from Exile Planetoid.


  “An interesting device,” the major said, still smiling mockingly. “It is a directional screen which enables space craft equipped with its model to safely penetrate the normally fatal electrical areas which we have synthetically thrown about the planet.”


  Ward did not immediately grasp the import of this explanation. But when its significant implication did sink in, he felt a wave of chilling apprehension sweep over him.


  The major’s laugh was coldly amused as he saw the emotion on Ward’s face.


  “I see,” he said, “that you are beginning to understand. A pity that it took you so long, isn’t it? That is, it’s a pity for you. For it is no longer of any importance what you understand or discover. You are no longer dangerous. The last chapter is about to begin and you, or anyone else for that matter, cannot prevent it.”


  WARD was staring at the man in fascination as he spoke. The implications behind his words were monstrous.


  Ward felt as if his eyes had suddenly been opened for the first time, permitting him a view of the complete pattern of events and their significance.


  It was not a pretty picture.


  A door on one side of the room slid noiselessly open and a brown-skinned, bland little Japanese entered.


  Ward’s eyes swung to the new arrival. His hands tightened into angry fists as he recognized the new arrival as Tojo—the dapper, suave renegade from Exile Panetoid.


  The rough denim clothes had been replaced by an immaculate uniform, and the affected pose of deference had fallen away with them.


  Major Slade rose to his feet and saluted.


  Tojo returned the salute before turning to Ward, a flicker of amusement glinting in his small dark eyes.


  “Ah!” he said softly, “we meet again. I trust the impetuous Lieutenant suffered no serious effects from his rather abrupt landing on our planet. Such clumsiness is excusable in Earth Space pilots. In fact I am delighted at every fresh evidence of the inexpertness of Earth’s fighting forces. It is a definite indication that our pilots will have little difficulty melting them out of the universe.”


  Ward curbed the hot remark that was on his tongue. He realized that words would accomplish nothing. A black despair crept close to him as he observed Tojo’s confident complacence. He couldn’t keep his eyes from shifting to the swarming space landing field that was visible through the great plate window. That explained the Jap’s confidence.


  Tojo’s sharp eyes followed his glance.


  “Very pretty, is it not?” he smiled. “I am gratified at your appreciation. After all, the work here on Mars was commenced almost sixty years ago, and it is worthy of comment.”


  Ward felt a revulsion for the suave-smiling Japanese that was almost enough to turn his stomach. But his words were even more sickening.


  Sixty years ago—


  For sixty years the renegades of Exile Planetoid had been plotting and building while Earth slumbered complacently.


  Major Slade had said that he was too late; that he’d arrived just in time for the last chapter, and Ward suddenly realized what he had meant. The last chapter, the culmination of decades of sly betrayal, could only be an attack on Earth.


  That was the last chapter which was about to be written.


  AN ICY sweat made his forehead clammy as thoughts leaped beyond the present—great fleets of ships blasting savagely into the unprepared, unsuspecting people of Earth—


  Ward shifted slightly in his chair until he faced the thin figure of the major directly. Even greater than his concern for Earth was his hatred of this man.


  Under his blazing gaze the major’s icy poise melted slightly. A faint flush touched his cheek as he read the terrible contempt in Ward’s eyes.


  Ward’s anger was beyond the restraint of caution.


  “You rotten traitor!” he spat the words out.


  The major’s pale thin features were stained red, but his voice was coolly mocking as he said:


  “Very nasty words, Blackson. But I prefer the term ‘opportunist’ myself. It’s obvious that the outmoded democratic principles of Earth are unsuited to the development of the universe. Power and force, judiciously administered of course, are needed to properly exploit the potential wealth of the solar system.”


  Tojo held up a slim brown hand.


  “Let us not argue,” he said. “Actually there is nothing to argue about. Argument will not change the inevitable result. Lieutenant Blackson be so good as to glance at our extremely modern space field again. At the far end you will notice a line of space dreadnaughts, each one superior to any the forces of Earth possess.”


  Ward turned his head and saw the line of ships indicated by Tojo’s pointed finger. They were at the extreme far end of the field, mighty black ships, almost a thousand feet in overall length. From their position in relation to the mammoth expulsion tubes which thrust their huge snouts hundreds of feet into the air, it was obvious that they were ready for an immediate blast-off into the void.


  Ward realized then that the huge black ship he had seen momentarily in the visi-screen on his first trip to Exile Planetoid had probably been one of these behemoths.


  He turned back to the smiling Japanese, feeling a sickening moment of impotent anger and dread.


  “Those ships,” Tojo said with a soft lisp, “have been under construction for the last ten years. Now they are ready to fulfill the purpose for which they were built. In a very short time, a matter of minutes almost, they will leave for Earth. When they return, part of our debt will be repaid to the arrogant people of Earth who feel it their right to segregate us as if we were mad dogs.


  “Our first attack on Earth will not be our last. The careless citizens of Earth have given us a priceless opportunity in the last century to grow strong, to rebuild our weapons to make ourselves invincible in this stronghold.


  SIXTY years ago the leaders of the miserable tribes on Exile Planetoid discovered a means to cross the void to this planet of Mars. Their first task was to encircle the planet with an electrical barrier which would prevent any snooping patrol ships from Earth arriving here unexpectedly. Immune then from interference, they built this base and resurrected their sciences and industries.


  “Mars is rich in natural resources, and you may be sure they were not neglected. To alleviate suspicion a certain small band was left on Exile Planetoid. Birth records were altered to make it appear as if the population on the planetoid was steadily decreasing. Actually it was gaining each year, and the surplus population was transported here to take up the tasks which were awaiting them.


  “Free from any interruption on the part of Earth we devoted each waking instant to the goal our ancestors set for us; the reconquest of Earth and the subjugation of the inferior races who now rule it. That end, I am happy to say, is almost in view.”


  Major Slade grinned maddeningly at Ward.


  “You see,” he said softly, “as our Leader says, it is inevitable. Now you can understand why your insistence on patrols and investigative activity on Exile Planetoid were so very dangerous to our plans. Fortunately, you were unable to jar the stupid leaders of Earth from their complacent attitude. Nevertheless we had to shut your troublesome mouth. That, my excellent friend, is why you were framed and court-martialed. If you had accepted that fate you might have been able to save your life. Instead you stole a ship and made for Exile Planetoid. I informed Baron Von Multke that you were on your way and set out for Mars myself. Things were due to break and I desired most ardently to be on the winning side. In return for certain desirable information I have been promised a very advantageous position in the new order.” Tojo glanced obliquely at the major and smiled inscrutably.


  “As usual the major is correct,” he said softly. “But time is running short. The designs of destiny must not be delayed. Lieutenant, we must bid you farewell. When we return from our engagement with the unprepared forces of Earth, we shall decide what is to be done with you.”


  He stepped to the major’s desk and pressed a button. A second later the metal door slid silently open and four stocky soldiers in uniforms entered. All were armed with electric arc pistols, and thin knives in belt scabbards.


  TOJO spoke sharply to them and one stepped to Ward’s side. For a wild impulsive instant Ward tensed himself to spring at the slight Japanese leader. But it was hopeless. The gesture would be a futile, desperate act which would gain him nothing but the oblivion of death.


  He relaxed against the chair, while the heavy-set guard stepped behind him and passed a leather thong swiftly and expertly about his wrists. When his arms were helplessly bound the soldier drew his electric arc gun and pointed it at his head.


  Ward was facing the great white screen that was erected behind Slade’s desk, and as the guard drew his gun from the thick pouch at his belt, he fancied he saw the glowing red ball swing slightly to one side.


  He couldn’t be sure, for almost at the same instant Tojo sprang to the guard’s side and slapped him viciously across the mouth.


  “Fool!” he hissed.


  The guard backed away from his fury, his face livid with fear. A white smear showed against his face where Tojo’s savage slap had landed.


  He mumbled something under his breath and hurriedly replaced the electric gun in its holster. Then he drew the long, razor-keen knife from his belt and planted himself before Ward.


  Tojo smiled slightly and walked to the door.


  Major Slade stepped around his desk and followed. His mocking glance brushed lightly over Ward.


  “This appears to be the moment of parting,” he said, his silky voice heavy with sarcasm. “Pleasant thoughts, my young friend.”


  Tojo reached the door and turned, a peculiar smile lighting his small inscrutable eyes.


  “The major is correct as always,” he murmured. “This is indeed the hour of parting.” His eyes turned slowly and focused on Major Slade with a strange intensity.


  “We shall always be indebted to you for the information and assistance you have so graciously tendered our cause. Perhaps the thought of our gratitude will make your end more bearable.”


  The major stared at him bewilderedly, but a slow terror flickered in his eyes and brought points of red to his cheeks. Instinctively, he recoiled from the slight figure of the Japanese leader.


  “N—no no,” he choked.


  The imperturbable Japanese spoke one soft word of command and the three remaining soldiers stepped swiftly forward and grabbed the major’s arms.


  WARD watched in a fascinated horror as the thin figure of the traitorous Earth officer writhed frantically and futilely in the grip of the swart, stocky half-breed soldiers.


  “You don’t know what you’re doing!” Slade babbled wildly. “You dirty, damn double-crosser!”


  One of the guards slapped him heavily across the mouth. A thin trickle of blood and saliva drooled from his open mouth.


  “Please,” Tojo said softly, “such scenes are deplorable. Surely, Major, you can realize that a man who would betray his country as you have done, is liable to do it again. For that lamentable reason you must be liquidated, in spite of the fact that you have been extremely useful.”


  “Damn you!” Slade shrieked. “You rotten—”


  Tojo raised one hand slightly and the three impassive soldiers jerked the screaming man across the room and through the door.


  Ward could hear his terror-filled curses as he was dragged down the corridor that flanked the room. Finally the shrieks grew fainter and then they faded away altogether.


  Tojo sighed regretfully.


  “A pity,” he murmured.


  Ward felt nothing but a grim exultation. Any pity he might have felt for Slade was destroyed by his knowledge of the man’s treachery.


  The slim Japanese spoke a few words to the remaining soldier and then, with a last suave bow to Ward, he stepped through the door.


  It clicked silently shut after him.


  Ward glanced up at the solid, squat soldier who guarded him. The man was a German-Jap breed with coffee-colored skin and pale blue eyes. His face was flat and stupid looking, but he was warily watchful.


  He stood almost six feet from Ward, directly in front of him. The long knife he held tightly in his hands was pointed at a spot just below Ward’s chin.


  Ward’s eyes flicked about the room, searching desperately for anything which he might use in escaping. There was nothing.


  From where he was sitting he could command a view of the broad, sprawling space field through the immense window of the office.


  Small figures were hurrying about and a general air of heightened activity dominated the scene. At the far end of the field he could see that the line of mighty space dreadnaughts were being prepared for a blast-off.


  Ward’s eyes swung back to the grimly impassive soldier. The thick-set guard’s attention was riveted on him. Hardly by a flicker of an eyelash did his concentration waver.


  WARD fought back a mounting hysteria. The realization that a vast force of devastating space units were being readied for an onslaught on unsuspecting Earth, and the fact that he was futilely powerless to move a finger to prevent the catastrophe was maddening.


  Desperately he strained against the leather bonds, but he only succeeded in tightening them further.


  The savage looking soldier moved closer as Ward struggled, his small piggish eyes lighting with bestial anticipation.


  Ward ceased his efforts and slumped against the back of the chair breathing heavily. An enervating despair settled on him, sapping his spirit and strength.


  What could he accomplish if he were free? The answer was nothing. And his futile efforts to free himself would surely cost him his life. The guard, he knew, would like nothing better than to use his gleaming knife on his throat.


  An apparently endless interval passed in grim silence.


  Then—Ward heard a thunderous detonation from the sprawling space field. The reverberations from the mighty blast jarred the floor under his feet.


  Through the room’s wide window he saw a crimson streak flash upward from one of the giant expulsion tubes at the far end of the field.


  Silence settled for an instant. Silence that was shattered almost immediately by another roaring blast from an expulsion tube.


  Again a crimson streak flashed upward.


  Ward felt icy beads of sweat congealing on his forehead.


  The mighty fleet of attacking space dreadnaughts was blasting off—on its way toward Earth!


  In a fury of desperation he struggled like a madman at his bonds. He had no real thought of escaping. It was just a desperate gesture that gave a release to his raging helplessness.


  The guard inched closer, his knife ready.


  When he was within four feet of him, Ward suddenly saw a chance—a foolhardy, million-to-one-chance—but he seized it without hesitation.


  Pressing his feet to the floor he shoved down with all his strength. The chair tilted abruptly back and Ward fell heavily to the floor. He landed on his back, his knees drawn up to his stomach.


  His desperate plan hinged completely on the guard’s reaction. Fortunately he reacted just as Ward had prayed he would.


  EYES flashing with excited anticipation, the stocky soldier sprang forward. Ward had one clear picture of his face—lips flattened in a snarl, nostrils flaring, eyes gleaming—before he lashed out brutally with both feet at that savage countenance.


  The soldier’s eagerness had brought him into perfect range, and Ward’s thick boots smashing into his jaw tumbled him backward to the floor.


  Ward scrambled to his feet and kicked the chair to one side. His arms were still bound behind him, but he had a momentary advantage.


  The knife was lying beside the groaning guard, but before Ward could reach it the fellow’s groping fingers touched it and closed on its hilt.


  With amazing strength the guard twisted about to face Ward. Although his jaw was hanging brokenly, he was far from out. His eyes blazed hatred at Ward as he struggled to his feet.


  Blood and froth flecked his broken lips and his features were twisted in a horrible grimace of pain. With the knife sweeping a dreadful path before him he lunged at Ward.


  Miraculously Ward’s sidewise leap saved him from the savage sweep of the knife. The guard was weakened from the sledge hammer blows he had received in the face, but Ward was hopelessly handicapped by his bound wrists.


  If his hands were free—


  The soldier lunged past him, the force of his rush carrying him into the wall. Turning he faced Ward again, his eyes glazing murderously.


  With a snarl he charged again, driving low for Ward’s knees. There was no time or room to sidestep. Caught directly in the line of the guard’s lunge, Ward did the only thing possible.


  He jerked his knee up with savage force into the guard’s forehead. The force of the impact almost broke his knee cap. The charging soldier straightened convulsively, his neck twisting at an odd angle.


  Then he slumped to the floor moaning. The knife fell from his limp fingers with a clatter. For a moment his twisted body jerked spasmodically. Pain contorted his features. Then his face slowly relaxed, the lines of pain faded away and his body slackened. His pain-clenched fists relaxed and opened.


  Ward knew the man was dead.


  BREATHING heavily he knelt beside him and groped for the knife with clumsy, stiffened fingers. It was a heart breaking task. Again and again the knife slipped from his fingers, but finally he managed to grasp it and began the tedious sawing at his leather bonds.


  While he worked he kept anxious eyes on the sliding steel door. If more guards or soldiers arrived everything he had gained would be lost. If only his luck held . . .


  Before he managed to cut through the leather thongs his hands were slippery with his own blood. Every time the knife slipped it lanced into his lacerated wrists, but he clamped his teeth against the pain and continued sawing.


  Finally he was free. His wrists were raw from the leather strips and dark with caked blood, but he wasted no time in self-pity.


  Crossing swiftly to the vast square window he saw that the fleet of space dreadnaughts were blasting-off one at a time, without the slightest delay. The thunderous detonations of their blastoff followed each other so closely as to blend into one continuous roar of sound.


  The bulk of the fleet, however, was still on the ground.


  Glancing up Ward could see faint flickerings of orange light tinting the upper atmosphere miles above his head. These reflections he knew, were caused by the proximity of the artificially created electrical storms which raged about Mars. Even though the storm areas were hundreds of miles from the thin stratosphere of the planet, their radiations were strong enough to color the outer fringes of the atmosphere.


  Ward swung around to the huge white screen, a sudden wild idea hammering at his brain. The large glowing ball at the top of the screen was in motion now, drifting slowly downward to the right.


  This directional apparatus was responsible for the safe transit of the space ships through the electrical barrier that encircled the planet. At this very instant mighty space dreadnaughts were hurtling through the raging storms their courses automatically and inflexibly determined by the master directional finder which Ward was facing.


  Grim-lipped, Ward picked up a heavy metal chair and strode to the huge glass-incased screen. The glowing ball was moving to the left and shifting upward now, steering a whole fleet of mighty ships safely through the flashing sheets of orange and white flame which flashed about the planet.


  If that directional apparatus could be destroyed or damaged that fleet would be annihilated in the roaring holocaust of electrical energy.


  With all his strength he hurled the heavy chair at the glass barrier that protected the directional apparatus. The chair struck with a crash and bounced back to the floor.


  The glass surface was unscratched.


  Frantically Ward picked the chair up and smashed it again and again into the smooth surface of the glass barrier. The steel framework of the chair bent under the blows, but not a scratch appeared on the glass.


  He might as well have been battering against a steel wall.


  TURNING to the window again he saw that half the fleet was gone and the remaining half was blasting-off with swift regularity. In a few moments the entire fleet would be flashing through the storm areas on its way to Earth.


  Unless he could accomplish something in those few minutes it would be too late. Once beyond the electrical screen the fleet would be impregnable. Nothing he could do then would be of any avail.


  Suddenly his memory clicked. The scene that had occurred as Tojo was leaving flashed across his mind. The soldier had drawn his gun. Enraged, Tojo had slapped him.


  With pounding pulses Ward dropped to his knees beside the dead soldier and jerked the electric-arc gun from the holster at his belt. A dozen wild thoughts were churning in his brain.


  There could only have been one reason why Tojo was alarmed at the presence of a gun in this room. And that reason was that its electrical waves might disturb the delicate directional apparatus.


  Still that didn’t sound logical. Electrical waves alone would not disturb the apparatus. The only thing which could affect the directional apparatus would be a magnetic influence operating on the metallic ball that marked the course on the screen.


  Ward sprang to his feet. A glance at the window showed him that practically the entire fleet of space dreadnaughts had blasted-off.


  There was not a second to lose. The glowing ball on the huge white screen was still moving in a slow orderly path. As long as it continued in that manner the fleet was safe in the blazing storm areas.


  Magnetic influence! How could he bring a magnetic influence to bear on the directional globe?


  That was the only thing that would throw it off its course and leave the armada of dreadnaughts rudderless and blind in the synthetically produced maelstrom in space.


  There was not time to construct a magnet. Even the crudest, most elementary type would take too much precious time.


  Suddenly he wheeled to the screen, taking in the details of its construction with raking eyes. The screen itself was made of some sort of porous metal and the criss-crossed lines were formed by thin wires stretched tautly over its surface.


  FIRMLY he flicked the firing button of the electric-arc gun and swung the thin barrel up to cover the center of the screen. Then he pressed the trigger.


  The electric charge leaped from the muzzle of the gun in a bright blue stream. Striking the glass barrier it crackled with a sputtering hiss, but the heavy glass seemed impervious to the terrific heat and energy blasting into it.


  Ward stepped up the charge to full strength, but the additional power was useless.


  The glass barrier seemed capable of withstanding anything.


  He groaned in despair. For a wild instant he thought he saw a way of smashing the directional screen. The steel screen with its circling of wires was a potential magnet in itself. If he could find some way of applying the electrical charge from the gun he could magnetize the steel screen and destroy the delicate balance of the directional globe.


  But as long as the glass barrier remained intact the chances of that were hopeless.


  He noticed then that the rumbling reverberations from the space field had ceased. The last of the huge fleet had blasted-off!


  Wheeling desperately back to the screen Ward flicked the electric-arc gun on again. The edges of the glass barrier were sheathed with gleaming metal. In his excitement he hadn’t noticed this before.


  The blue bolt from his gun swung from the impervious glass to the metal stripping. Almost instantly the metal blackened under the withering blast and wisps of smoke drifted up from the torch-like effect of the electrical ray.


  The thin wires which laterally circled the steel screen passed directly under the gleaming protective metal stripping. And Ward’s heart suddenly leaped as he saw those wires begin to glow faintly as they absorbed the electrical beam from the metallic strips that protected the corners of the glass.


  Would his wild plan work? If the electrical charge passing through the circling wires was sufficient to magnetize the steel screen—If . . .


  On that “if” hung the safety of Earth.


  DESPARATE precious seconds flitted past. The glowing directional globe continued on its course of orderly irregularity.


  Ward passed a trembling hand over his eyes. Was his imagination deceiving his senses? For an instant it had seemed as if the blazing orb had wavered peculiarly.


  No—it was still moving on its fixed inevitable course. His eyes followed it in a concentration that was almost like hypnotism.


  Right—left—left—down—


  In a sudden raging despair Ward hurled the gun madly at the screen.


  “Damn you!” he cried.


  Almost at that same instant the directional globe stopped. There could be no doubt of it. One instant it had been moving steadily and slowly to the left upper corner of the screen—the next instant it was rigidly motionless.


  Ward stared at the screen, hardly breathing.


  For perhaps fifteen seconds the globe was perfectly motionless, then in a sudden erratic shift it dropped to the bottom of the screen. Its steady red glow was flickering strangely. A deep purple light appeared in its center, followed by a brilliant crimson.


  Ward’s fixed concentration on the screen was disrupted then by a lurid white light that broke into the room from the wide glass window.


  Turning he saw that the entire atmosphere was bathed in a blaze of blinding luminence. And above the atmosphere, miles over the planet, a great awesome display of electrical forces lighted the skies with a boiling crimson light.


  The glaring brightness of the illumination almost blinded him. He could see nothing above the great stretches of crimson light, but he could imagine the man-made inferno of electrical energy that circled the planet and the horrible holocaust its scorching disruption would bring about.


  A fierce exultation ran through him. If that holocaust had exploded about the giant dreadnaughts there would be nothing left of them but flaky cinders floating in the void.


  The light was gradually dimming. The white glare in the planet’s atmosphere was fading and above, the deep crimson blaze was receding.


  WARD was facing the window when he heard the metal door slide open behind him. Instinctively he dropped to the floor. The action was purely involuntary, but it saved his life—for a moment at least.


  The glass window he had been facing shattered into a thousand molten pieces under a blazing bolt of electrical energy. Wheeling from his crouched position Ward saw two stocky soldiers in the doorway, guns in hand.


  The expressions on the faces of the soldiers were hard to define. They both looked as if they had just witnessed the end of the world. Possibly they realized this was the end of their world.


  Their eyes flicked from the dead soldier on the floor to the useless directional screen.


  In that split second of carelessness Ward sprang toward the screen. A bolt of searing electricity struck his shoulder before he covered six feet.


  He threw himself to the floor and rolled frantically for the cover of the desk. Another bolt seared past his temple scorching the hair of his head.


  Two more charges missed him by a miraculous chance. Then his hand closed on the gun which he had thrown at the screen and he swung about firing desperately at the door.


  His first shots missed badly. The two soldiers had split apart and were firing methodically at him. He tried to crawl to his feet but he discovered that he didn’t have the strength. In a sitting position, gun braced in his lap with both hands, he waited for them.


  Blood was streaming down his face but his eyes glinted with an indomitable spirit.


  “Come and get me,” he snarled.


  One of the soldiers, a pure Jap, was foolish enough to try. Ward’s blazing bolt cut him down before he covered half the distance.


  The other soldier fired again, desperately, spasmodically—and scored two wide misses.


  From outside Ward heard a sudden blasting noise.


  THE sound seemed to come from a great distance. Ward realized that his senses were blurring, that he was gradually losing consciousness.


  The comer of the desk cut off a view of the window but he could tell from the confused sounds of commotion that something momentous was occuring outside.


  But before he could force his weary arms to bring his gun into firing position the soldier wheeled from the window and raced toward the door.


  Ward fired one desperate blast at the fleeing soldier but his aim was badly off. He could feel his fingers numbing on the handle of the gun. A vast weariness was creeping over his body. His shoulder and head ached intolerably where the electric-arc charges had scored hits. Even his eyes were failing. Foggy mists were swirling before him.


  With the gun braced on his knees he slumped back against the wall, fighting off the oblivion of unconsciousness through sheer will.


  For an interminable interval he waited there, unconscious of the passage of time. Vague sounds drifted to him, and he heard shouts and cries in the corridor outside the room.


  Then his burning, bloodshot eyes were playing tricks on him again. For through the fog of pain and weariness that was settling around him, he saw figures pressing through the door of the room, hurrying toward him.


  Figures that couldn’t possibly be here on this planet. In the van of the impossible group advancing toward him was the portly figure of Commander Reynolds, the senior officer of the United Space Navy. And beside him was a slim, blonde girl. The girl was crying openly as she sank to her knees and took his bleeding head in her arms.


  “Ward,” she sobbed brokenly, “Ward.”


  Ward knew he must be living in some wild fancy of his imagination. This couldn’t be real. But the shoulder his head rested on was real and the wet cheek against his was real.


  He couldn’t understand.


  “Is it you, Ann?” he whispered.


  THE wet cheek pressed closer to his face.


  “Yes, darling, yes. Please don’t talk.”


  Ward fought against the temptation to relax in her arms. There were things he had to know. He couldn’t rest until he knew. With a supreme effort of will he forced open his eyes.


  “Is everything all right?” he asked. His voice sounded like a whispered croak in his ears. Its weakness frightened him.


  “Everything is all right now,” Ann said softly. “Please believe me. All you have to do is rest for a while.”


  Ward shook his head weakly.


  “Not yet,” he whispered. “—Must know—what happened.”


  Another voice, a deep, heavy voice, which Ward recognized vaguely as belonging to Commander Reynolds, said.


  “Better tell him, Ann. A soldier can’t sleep until he knows the outcome of the battle.”


  Ward felt a crazy desire to laugh. The good old commander would have a proverb on his lips when he met St. Peter.


  Ann’s arms tightened about his shoulders.


  “When you escaped from Exile Planetoid I knew something was wrong. I realized that you had been right all the time. I tried to get to my ship but the big German, who called himself the Baron, stopped me. I—I shot him and managed to get away with my ship. I returned to Earth, explained everything to the Commander, and we returned to Exile Planetoid with a full fighting force. From the inhabitants we learned of the base on Mars. When we were within a few thousand miles from here the electrical storm area surrounding the planet seemed to explode. That enabled us to land. There wasn’t much resistance and we learned that most of the men and ships had been destroyed in the explosion just beyond the atmosphere of the planet.”


  The remaining soldier was suddenly visible to Ward. He was in a position where he could see through the wide window, and Ward was arrested by the expression of incredulous fear that was stamped on the soldier’s face as he stared out at the vast space landing field.


  Ward’s eyes closed slowly as Ann finished speaking. A vast feeling of relief crept over him. The mighty fleet of space dreadnaughts had been demolished in the titanic upheaval occasioned by the disruption of the directional apparatus.


  The menace to Earth was ended.


  “Naturally,” Commander Reynolds was coughing, “suitable recognition of your bravery and foresight will be made, Lieutenant Blackson.”


  There were dozens of things Ward wanted to say, hundreds of things he wanted to know, but for the time they were unimportant. There was also much he had to tell Commander Reynolds. That, too, could wait.


  There was, however, one thing that couldn’t.


  He opened his eyes with an effort and looked up at Ann.


  “Please don’t leave me,” he said.


  Ann’s smile was lopsided. Her eyes were wet.


  “As long as you want me,” she said softly.


  Ward didn’t answer. There are times when words are futile things, hopelessly unable to convey the feeling that is in a man’s heart. This was one of those occasions.


  He closed his eyes.


  [*] An unfavorable electrical condition existed about Mars. Scientists were unable to devise shields that would resist its heat, and no pilot had ever been able to approach within more than a few hundred thousand miles of the planet.


  The electrical manifestations were attributed to mighty, raging space storms that, for some reason, were attracted magnetically to the atmosphere of Mare. Whatever the reason, the fact stood, that Mars was as alien, as mysterious, and as grimly foreboding in the days of space travel, as it had been in the time when rocket ships were but an impractical dream.
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  CHAPTER I


  Dirk Masters


  DIRK MASTERS, chief engineer of the Standard Broadcasting System, made a last minute check-up of his equipment before handing the ear phones to his assistant.


  “We’re going to broadcast in about twenty minutes,” he said rising to his feet. He was a big man and in the small, apparatus-clustered cabin he appeared almost huge. His hair was black and unruly, but his eyes were as blue as a baby’s, although not quite so innocent.


  Leaving the cabin which had been converted into a control room, he ascended the companion way to the deck. It was a brilliant day, cloudless and clear. The strong hot sun sparkled on the blue expanse of the Atlantic, shooting lances of dancing light into his eyes.


  Larry Winters, Standard’s top notch announcer was standing at the rail smoking a cigarette. Dirk joined him.


  “Feeling a little nervous?” he asked. “You go on he air in about twenty minutes, you know.”


  Larry Winters grinned. “Not particularly. In fact I’m looking forward to this broadcast. After all the bloody battles I’ve been describing for the last eight years I’m fed up with war and misery and death and suffering.”


  “I know how you feel,” Dirk said quietly. “Even though Hitler has been dead four years and his armies smashed to bits, it’s still hard to realize it’s all over and done with.”[1]


  “It’s all over though,” Larry Winters said emphatically. “Or after today it will be forever. When we send all the armaments of the Earth to the bottom of the Atlantic we’ll be putting an end to war for all time.”


  “I’m not so sure,” Dirk muttered. Larry, who had been watching the horizon anxiously, suddenly grabbed his arm excitedly.


  “Look, Dirk!” he yelled. “We’re coming into sight of the flotilla. Lord, there must be two thousand ships in that fleet.”


  Dirk watched the majestic fleet which comprised all class ships of all the nations in the world as it slowly rose over the rim of the horizon and as their own fast launch approached it.


  The vast fleet represented the navies of the world. Each ship was loaded to capacity with tanks and cannons and shells and powder. Many of them were listing dangerously from the heavy loads they carried. The mighty capital ships formed the outer ring of the vast circle, with cruisers, destroyers and submarines next in order. Inside the circle formed by the battle crafts were hundreds of barges loaded to capacity with machine guns, mortars, grenades and the other grades of smaller arms.


  In the precise center of the ring was a solitary black barge, isolated from all other craft. On it was built a raised dais. On this dais rested a heavy, square leaden casket, grimly alone.


  “I don’t approve of the Tribunal’s action in abolishing all armaments,” Dirk said, “but one thing I’m glad to see go is that damned death ray. Anything that potentially dangerous should be destroyed.”


  “I AGREE there,” Larry said. He shuddered slightly as his eyes focused on the black barge with its ominous burden, the leaden casket on the raised dais. “It won the war for us undoubtedly, but it’s too hellish to remain in existence. Anyway it has the spot of honor in the day’s proceedings.”[2]


  “With that on the bottom of the ocean,” Dirk said grimly, “We can all feel safer. If that instrument of death ever got into the hands of another Hitler it doesn’t take much imagination to figure out what would happen.”


  “There’ll never be another Hitler,” Larry said impatiently. “A dictator rules by force of arms. And with no arms in the world, and every munitions factory under Tribunal surveillance, it would be impossible for a dictator to flourish.”


  “Let’s hope you’re right,” Dirk said. He glanced at his watch. “Well, it’s about time for us to get ready. Churchill and the President have finished their speeches and the radio-controlled planes are on their way now to blow this fleet into the middle of next week. And the public is waiting for you to tell them all about it. I’m going back to the control room now. I’ll signal when I get the flash for New York.”


  “Okay.” Larry said. He moved to the microphone which was set up near the rail and adjusted it to his height.


  Dirk descended to the control room and took the headphones from his assistant. While he awaited the signal from New York, he made a few last adjustments on the control board.


  In a few minutes he heard the first faint thunder of the thousands of radio controlled fighting planes which were heading to meet the vast flotilla in a rendezvous of roaring death.


  Dirk felt a peculiar feeling of pride in the people of Earth as he heard the increasing sound of the planes nearing their suicidal meeting with the armada of naval forces. This destruction of the terrible weapons of war was tangible evidence that the people of Earth had learned their lesson and that they were prepared to make a future for themselves in which the horrors of war would be an impossibility. It was proof that civilization was advancing to its ultimate goal, that it was eradicating forever the most malignant cancer spot on the structure of peace and harmony.


  As the huge squadrons of planes roared overhead he heard the signal from New York clearing the channels for the broadcast from the sea. With a flick of his finger he cut Larry Winters in and signaled him to go ahead.


  An instant later Larry’s clear, dramatic voice was in his ears describing to him and to the anxiously listening world the spectacular, devastating destruction of Earth’s weapons of war.


  THE vast fleet of radio-controlled planes is hovering over the mighty circle of ships and barges,” Larry’s voice was loud in his ears and Dirk cut the gain down to check the volume.


  “Like swarms of black buzzards waiting to swoop, the planes are poised, waiting their wireless orders to plunge downward and unload their lethal loads on the thousands of ships and barges in this two mile circle of death.


  “And now their noses are dipping downward and thousands of the radio-controlled planes are screeching for their targets, a mile below them. In about another twenty seconds you will hear the first thunderous reverberations as tons of high explosives smash into the armor of the ships of the navies of the world.”


  Dirk cut the volume down quickly, but when the terrific explosion burst in his eardrum it was like thunder magnified a thousand, a million times. He could feel, it seemed seconds later, the boat swaying as gigantic man-made waves rocked against it.


  Their captain had backed at least ten miles from the circle of ships in the last half hour, but still the force of the explosion, as felt through the water, was terrifying.


  Larry’s voice came in again through the booming, echoing sound:


  “That was the first dive. The planes are pulling out and zooming up for another attack. The smoke and flame make it impossible to describe this scene with accuracy, but I think I can see a number of great ships listing from the impact of bombs. Others are in flames . . .


  At the control board, Dirk listened carefully as Larry described the epic scene of machine destruction. He heard, subconsciously, the motors of their launch thrum into life and then realized that they probably were moving still farther from the danger area.


  A few seconds later the captain opened the control cabin and confirmed his guess.


  “We’re proceeding under full steam,” he announced. “It’s too dangerous to remain in this vicinity any longer. In a few minutes those planes are going to finish their job and then they just aren’t going to pull out of their next dive. I can’t take the responsibility of staying here any longer.”


  “Okay,” Dirk said. “You’re the boss.”


  He turned to his volume rheostat and rode it up a bit. Larry’s voice seemed to be fading out. Strange . . .


  Then—so suddenly that Dirk could hardly believe it—Larry’s voice stopped abruptly and cold empty silence replaced it.


  CHAPTER II


  A Mysterious Attack


  DIRK’S first frantic thought was that his apparatus had broken down, but a hasty check-up convinced him that the trouble was of some other nature. What, he didn’t know.


  For ten seconds he tried desperately to connect again with New York but it was a futile attempt. There was nothing but silence in the ether.


  Dirk felt a cold hand of sweat heading his forehead. This was serious. It just wasn’t possible that the Standard Broadcasting System had completely faded from the air.


  Dirk bellowed for his assistant.


  “Hang on here,” he told him, shoving the headphones at him. “I’m going on deck.”


  He sprinted up the companion way and hurried to Larry’s side. It seemed to be growing darker, the sun was halfhidden behind an ominous bank of heavy clouds and a hazy green phosphorescence was drifting across the surface of the ocean like a dank, strange fog.


  They were drawing away at full speed from the explosive area, but the thick green fog that was rolling in on them blotted out everything within a hundred yards of the ship.


  “I don’t like this.” Dirk muttered. “We must be fifteen or twenty miles away from the spot where the ships were anchored. We couldn’t see them now anyway, but still I feel as if that fog is . . . is hiding something.”


  He watched the green phosphorescence spill over them like some liquid, forming tiny sword and designs as it completely shrouded their boat.


  He could set Larry only as a dim figure through the concealing vapor and he could hardly see the rail in front of him.


  “I’m going below.” he shouted. Somehow he fell that he had to raise his voice to be heard. “See if I can get New York.”


  In the control cabin he took the head phones from his assistant and opened the channel for Standard’s New York key station. For ten minutes he waited, hearing nothing but an unintelligible crackling.


  He was just ready to snap the switch off when, through the electrical sputterings, a faint, frenzied voice poured in.


  Dirk tensed anxiously, cursing the static disturbance that drowned out the words. He turned the volume up to capacity, until the noise was deafening.


  Then he made out a few words.


  “For—God’s—sake!,” the straining voice implored, “d—don’t—” The voice faded out altogether as the roaring static increased in volume.


  Dirk swore impatiently and worked desperately at the controls. What had that voice been trying to say? To whom had it addressed that almost fanatical plea? He could feel a tight close feeling in his throat and the palms of his hands were damp with sweat. There was something unnaturally terrifying about that voice, that desperate, fear-crazed voice.


  THEN he picked it up again.


  “New York calling . . . warning . . . too late . . .” the desperate voice cracked and faded out, but he caught it again almost immediately. “Blue ships . . . attacking . . . attacking everywhere . . . green jog . . .”


  Dirk felt a moment of terror.


  Green fog! What had the green fog to do with this unnerving business? Was it the same green fog that was rolling over the ship, even—his eyes flashed to the door—seeping through the keyhole and under the door of his control room?


  The voice came in again: “Red ships . . . blue ships . . . from God knows where . . . attacking . . .”


  The voice faded out again and then, while Dirk was dialing frantically, an ear shattering clap of noise and static blasted through the set. lasting about ten seconds. It was followed by a. deep, and somehow final, silence.


  Dirk worked frantically to pick up the voice again, to pick up any sound from the ether, but his efforts were worse than useless. His mind was too stunned to function logically.


  “God!” he muttered aloud. “What does all this mean?”


  After another futile attempt to contact New York, he sprang to his feet and banged out of the control cabin. On the deck he found Larry, and several of the ship’s crew staring anxiously at the western horizon.


  The green fog was, if anything, denser and more impenetrable than it had been fifteen minutes earlier. But to the west, toward the direction in which New York lay, there was a vast white light spreading for miles in all directions. It was this phenomenon that had attracted the attention of Larry and the crew.


  It was similar to the Northern Lights, except that it was constant and unvaryingly bright.


  “For the Lord’s sake,” Larry exclaimed, as Dirk came alongside him. “What’s going on?”


  Dirk started to tell him of the voice he had picked up from the ether, but Larry grabbed his arm excitedly.


  “Look!” he cried, pointing toward the vast expanse of bright light which lay over the western horizon like a great pall.


  Dirk’s eyes followed Larry’s pointing finger. Through the wide area of brilliant light he could make out four great shapes moving with incredible speed. They were ships, airships, of some sort. Torpedo-like in shape, more than a hundred feet in length, they flashed through the chalk-white expanses of blinding light like mighty, fantastic sharks.


  TWO of the great ships were blue the other two, red. That was all he had time to make out for, in the next instant, the four huge shapes had flashed over their heads, to disappear with a rush of air into the enveloping green fog.


  “Did you see that?” Larry asked shakenly.


  Dirk nodded.


  His attention was again attracted to the great white light that covered half the sky now, blotting out the faint rays of the cloud-hidden sun. More gigantic ships were coming into sight, flashing into the range of his vision for a brief instant and then disappearing like roaring phantoms into the green fog.


  This time he was able to notice that from the rear of the cigar-shaped ships a shower of fiery sparks trailed, mingling for an instant with the green phosphorescence of the fog before vanishing.


  A terrible, frightening premonition was growing in Dirk’s mind. A horrible certainty was growing in him, born of what he had seen and heard in the last mad hour.


  These strange terrifying ships that flashed over their heads were not from any part of the earth. They had come from—a phrase from the frantic voice he had heard leaped into his mind—from God knows where.


  What was their purpose? From the information he had received from that unknown voice it was easy to guess. Attacking . . . attacking everywhere. Those phrases came to his mind.


  Were these attacking ships from outer space? From the stars? It was too fantastic to consider, yet there was no other answer to the mysterious, frightening questions his mind was asking.


  The captain came up alongside the tense, watching group at the rail then.


  “Well,” he said, and there was a strange note of anxious hesitation in his voice. “What will our course be? Stand by or continue to make for New York? I’ve been afloat for forty years but I’ve never seen anything like this. It’s got me worried.”


  “I think,” Dirk said, “we’d better stay on our course. There’s nothing to be learned out here. How long will it take us to reach New York?”


  “A day, maybe two,” the captain answered.


  “Is that the closest land?” Dirk asked.


  The captain shook his head. “Florida’s only six hours away. Maybe we’d better put in there.”


  “It might be best,” Dirk said.


  ALL through that lowering, sunless, fog-filled day they made for the jutting finger of land that is Florida, and there was a feeling of gloom and despair on the boat that was as palpable as the enveloping green fog.


  At dusk they were sailing blind. Their fog horn was sounding a dismal warning to other ships, but Dirk, standing alone at the rail, had the strange feeling that it was an unnecessary precaution. He had the feeling that they were entirely alone.


  He had been standing there for possibly five minutes before he heard the faint sputtering sound. It was close and coming closer, but he couldn’t locate its source. Then he realized that the sound was above his head.


  He glanced upward and his breath caught painfully in his throat. He wanted to scream out but he couldn’t.


  For settling toward him, through the swirling waves of phosphorescent fog, was one of the huge, sinister, torpedoshaped air ships that they had been sighting all through the day.


  From its bullet-like nose a beam of light suddenly shot forth bathing him in a white circle of brilliant whiteness.


  The light flicked off immediately.


  Dirk pitched forward against the rail. The white ray had seared him with angry heat, blinding him, robbing him of breath and strength.


  He felt himself falling forward, but he was powerless to prevent it. He struck the water and there was no sensation of cold or wetness.


  Nothing.


  He felt rather than heard a tremendous explosion near him, then mighty waves were rolling over him, tossing him around as a chip in a gale.


  A wave flung him high in the air and when he struck water again it was only a few feet deep. With his last conscious act of reason he knew that he was being thrown up on the shore by the sea.


  Then a black chasm opened before him and he was falling helplessly. His last sensation was one of infinite pressure closing inexorably on him.


  CHAPTER III


  Two Men on a Beach


  ACROSS the wide expanse of shale and rock there was no sign of life.


  The rock bordered the sandy beach of the sea and the only evidence of vegetable life in this arid stretch was the milky slime that had gathered on these rocks.


  The sun was strong and hot. It had completed half its trip across the heavens before anything in this desolate area moved . . .


  The two men crept cautiously from a hole in the ground and. alter a careful, frightened look all about them and into the sky, particularly into the sky. They rolled a stone in front of the hole and stood up.


  They were clad in coarse leather shirts and skirts and their hair was long and thick. One had very black hair and was stocky and heavily muscled. The other was taller, better proportioned, with light hair.


  They moved cautiously toward the sea, pausing frequently to inspect the cloudless sky. In spite of their crude clothes and blunt axes, there was a look of intelligence about them. Their eyes were bright and alert, their foreheads wide and high. They looked intelligent, but also they looked as if their intelligence might be a handicap to them. For their passive, set features seemed to indicate that their intelligence was not an active ally with which they met their problems of existence, but rather a strong instinct, a memory almost, that they were in the process of forgetting.


  One of them carried a leather sack over his shoulder and when they reached the beach he opened this up and began searching up and down the beach. His companion joined him. It was several minutes later before they came on a slowly crawling crab, making his awkward way to the blue-green water.


  The black-haired man jerked his stone ax from his belt and pounced on the crab. One blow of the ax shattered its shell, stunning it. With another quick, almost automatic glance upward, he shoved the ax back into his belt, scooped the crab into the leather sack and tossed it over his shoulder.


  Then the two men proceeded, eyes flicking constantly over the sandy beach and the rocks that lined it.


  There were no words exchanged between the hunters. The task before them was a simple one and they both understood this. There was no need for communication.


  In a half hour their sack was half full and they had wandered perhaps a half-mile along the beach.


  It was while the black-haired hunter was stopping to thrust a stunned crab into the sack that his companion noticed something in the heavens that galvanized him into action.


  He sprang forward, catching his kneeling friend by the arm.


  “Look Jan,” he said. “They come.”


  THE man called Jan rose quickly to his feet and stared in the direction indicated by his companion’s pointing finger.


  “Yes,” he muttered after a brief pause. “You are right, Karl. They come. They always come. Quick! We must hide.”


  The two men dropped to their knees and crawled to the sheltering shadow of the rock formation which skirted the beach. There they squirmed their bodies into a narrow crevice where an overhanging layer of rock partially concealed them.


  Jan, the stocky, black-haired hunter, pulled his sack of crabs out of sight and then peered carefully over the rim of the rock.


  The huge blue ship from which they had hidden was closer now. It was moving slowly, about a half-mile above the ground, close enough for the men to observe the rows of port holes along its side. The giant airship was over a hundred feet long, torpedo-shaped, with a fin-like contrivance at its tail. The nose of the cruising ship was set with a gleaming glass eye, almost two feet in diameter. From this, the men knew, a blinding, horribly painful ray could strike out with the speed of light itself.


  Karl ran nervous fingers through his wheat-colored hair in an instinctive gesture.


  “Did they see us, Jan?” he asked in a whisper.


  Jan shrugged stolidly. “Maybe. We must hide till they are gone. If they see us it is bad.”


  The blue ship passed over them, its long shadow flickering over the ground like a premonition of disaster. Then it circled in a wide arc and headed back, dropping lower and lower, until it was a scant hundred feet from the earth.


  The blue of the ship was light and delicate and the sun’s rays caught and sparkled on its gleaming surface like a beautiful kaleidoscope pattern.


  The two leather-clad men trembled as the great shape drifted closer, like a marauding shark sure of its prey.


  “They have seen us,” Karl whispered in an agonized voice.


  “There is nothing we can do,” Jan answered fatalistically. “Do not move. They may go away.”


  The next maneuver of the hovering blue ship proved that this was wishful thinking. Its nose tilted downward and, with a sudden terrifying burst of speed, the ship flashed at them.


  From its smooth polished belly a gleaming nozzle appeared.


  Karl screamed.


  A crackling, blinding bolt of light stabbed down from this nozzle as the blue ship levelled out and streaked away.


  The livid bolt of power exploded into the rocky ground with a sputtering roar. Its searing, blasting force tore a huge hole in the granite-hard ground, scattering dirt and rocks in a wide arc. A minor landslide followed. Boulders and chipped rock slid down the short incline and fell with a heavy splash into the placid water. A burnt, acrid smoke poured from the ragged hole in the earth, and white powdery film of rock dust drifted in the air like a heavy fog.


  JAN and Karl were still crouched in the narrow crevice not daring to move. They were not more than ten feet from the spot where the ray of light had struck the ground.


  When the rock dust began to settle, clearing the air somewhat, Jan looked around cautiously. The blue ship was vanishing in the distance.


  “They have gone,” he said to Karl. “It is safe now to come out.”


  He crawled to his feet and looked at the burnt, blackened hole in the earth.


  “They missed,” he said simply. He rubbed his hand over his square, smoke-darkened face and there was a faint glint of anger in his eyes. “They are always after us and they do not miss very often. Sometimes I wish we could—do something.”


  Karl looked at him in slight amazement.


  “What could we do to them?”


  “We could fight!” Jan said with stubborn anger. His legs were spread wide apart and his deep, wide chest rose and fell rapidly. There was a belligerent thrust to his jaw.


  Karl looked at him and sighed.


  “You talk like a fool,” he said. “You always talk about fighting even when you must know it is useless.”


  Slowly the light died from Jan’s eyes. His thick shoulders slumped and he shoved a tangled lock of black hair from his eyes with a discouraged gesture.


  “You are right,” he said wearily. “I am a fool. It is best that those of you who are left should live in the caves in the ground and hide. That is the only way.”


  Karl nodded silently and picked up the leather sack of crabs. He was turning to retrace their steps along the beach when Jan’s excited voice stopped him.


  “Karl! Karl!” Jan cried urgently.


  Karl wheeled, alert for danger, but Jan was pointing at the water where the rocks and debris had fallen. Huge foamy bubbles were churning the area into a green froth.


  “What is it?” Karl asked, half-fearfully.


  Jan shook his head dumbly.


  Suddenly, through the frothing bubbles and agitated water, they saw a darker substance coming to the surface. Then an arm broke through the water and feebly struck out.


  “It’s a body,” Karl cried excitedly. He glanced worriedly at Jan. “We must go. This might be trouble.”


  But Jan was already leaping across the shore, through the waves and into the water. With strong clumsy strokes he swam to the foundering body which the sea had so miraculously cast up.


  Gripping his fist in the hair of its head he turned and swam toward shore, towing his unconscious burden behind him.


  Karl helped him drag the body onto the beach. There they turned it on its back and regarded it with curiosity.


  It was the body of a large young man with big shoulders and dark hair. The face was strong, with rugged, even features. He was clothed in a porous material that wrapped around his legs in two cylinders. Two jackets of the same material covered his torso.


  “He lives,” Jan said suddenly. He bent down and placed his ear on the man’s chest. He nodded after a moment. “He lives,” he repeated.


  “What will we do with him?” Karl asked.


  “Take him to the cave,” Jan answered. “He needs food and warmth.”


  Karl frowned. “That may not be good. Maybe we should leave him here. He is nothing to us.”


  “He is our kind,” Jan said almost angrily. “He is not one of the—the others.”


  He stooped and placed his hands under the man’s shoulders and Karl, still grumbling under his breath, lifted his feet. Moving slowly they carried their heavy burden along the beach.


  CHAPTER IV


  A Strange Awakening


  AWAKENING was like swimming upward through miles of dense, green water. It was a gradual process that at times seemed endless and infinite.


  For long periods Dirk Masters was floating at the point of consciousness but it was not until he had slipped back again and again into the dark recesses of oblivion that his mind finally broke the surface of the shimmering green water and he was able to see the light.


  For a long timeless interval he lay on his back in the narrow stone room, staring dazedly, uncomprehendingly at the rough ceiling. Then his eyes closed wearily.


  Jan sat on a rough stone slab at the side of the narrow cot watching the gaunt face of the man lying there. His face was wrinkled with troubled lines. This big man had been lying here for eight days now, lifeless except for a few incoherent mutterings which had passed the loose lips.


  Unconsciously Jan’s hands tightened anxiously. He didn’t know why he was so worried about this man. It was nothing to him if he lived or died.


  Still, he was worried.


  Lt was then that Dirk Masters opened his eyes fur the second time and looked around him. This time there was a liquid light in the eyes, a questioning light that finally turned to Jan’s immobile figure.


  “W—where am I?” he whispered weakly. He couldn’t remember much of what had happened to him. Somehow he had the disquieting sensation that he didn’t want to remember.


  The stocky man at his bedside was saying something to him.


  “You are all right,” Jan said. “You are safe. You did not drown.”


  Dirk turned his face away as a flood of incredible memories swept over him. They weren’t tangible recollections, just vague terrifying half-thoughts that seemed more like the horrible miasma of a half-remembered nightmare than anything actual that had happened.


  There was the wild, fleeting image of a huge blue ship descending on him through green fog. Then a blast of white hot light searing his very soul. After that there was water and waves and horrible confusion, climaxed by falling . . .


  He moaned and tossed fitfully on the cot. Everything was closing in on him with intolerable pressure . . .


  He knew no more.


  WHEN he awakened again Jan was still at his beside and he felt somehow more refreshed. His eyes were clear and while he was terribly weak, it was obvious that he was recovering.


  He asked the same question of Jan again.


  “Where am I?”


  Jan started to tell him, but some intuition advised him that the information would only excite the sick man further.


  “You are all right,” he said. “You must rest.”


  With a terrible effort Dirk struggled to lift himself on one elbow. He had to get up. It was terribly important. Everything was crystal clear in his mind now. The destruction of earth’s armaments, the materialization of the green fog, the onslaught of the mighty ship? from space, all of these things he remembered.


  Possibly everyone on board the broadcast ship had perished. He had a dim recollection of a great explosion as he fell into the water. Maybe that had been the boilers of the ship blowing up.


  He shuddered at the thought. It was terrible to think that men he had talked and laughed with a few short days ago were now dead.


  He reached out and grabbed Jan by the arm. He could do nothing for the dead, but there were still the living people of Earth to save.


  “Listen to me,” he said weakly. “There’s no time to lose. You’ve got to warn the people that they might be in grave danger. Ships, huge blue ships are attacking. More of them may be coming soon. We—we’ve got to be ready to fight.”


  A worried look crept into Jan’s eyes.


  “We cannot tight the blue ships,” he said softly.


  “Damn you!” Dirk cried feebly. He made another attempt to rise but his body lacked the strength. He slumped back again, breathing heavily.


  “You’ve got to do something,” he said weakly. “If the people aren’t warned these cursed blue ships may destroy everything, may conquer all of Earth”


  Jan rose sadly to his feet and pulled the coarse coverlet up about Dirk’s neck.


  “You must rest,” he said soothingly. “The things you speak of belong to the past. The men from the stars came in their blue ships many, many years ago and killed the people of Earth. That was a long, long time ago. No one who lives now is old enough to remember it. It was all so long ago that it is almost forgotten. You must rest and try to forget it too.”


  Dirk listened incredulously, a mad feeling of desperation welling up inside him.


  “You’re lying,” he half sobbed. “You’re lying to me. It happened yesterday. It happened . . .”


  His voice trailed off as his eyes moved over the rough stone walls of the room and to the coarse leather clothes which Jan was wearing. What did this impossible nightmare mean?


  “I won’t believe it,” he cried. “I won’t believe.”


  Jan shook his head sadly and slowly left the room.


  IT WAS ten days before Dirk could sit up, another ten before he was able to walk about. He was still weak but once on his feet his strength returned rapidly.


  It was after he had been up for about five days that Jan allowed him to leave the small stone room.


  “You are still weak,” Jan stated arbitrarily. “Need much rest. I think some air would do you good. Come with me.”


  Dirk followed Jan out of the small stone room in which he had been lying for almost a month into a larger room with a higher ceiling. The walls and floor were covered with the skins of small animals and in one corner there was fire under a crude pot, suspended under three crossed sticks.


  The room was possibly twenty feet square and there were at least a dozen people in it. They were squatting on the floor, old and young alike, and they all stared at him with the silent curiosity of animals observing a new phenomenon.


  Jan explained, “This is the main room of our tribe. Our caves extended far, but many of them are not occupied. Every year more and more die and are killed. Soon there will be none of us left.”


  He spoke with a fatalistic philosophy that was somehow terrifying.


  He led Dirk then through several corridors lighted with burning strands of grease soaked rope which cast a flickering illumination over the rough walls and floor.


  Occasionally Dirk saw youngsters peeking at him around corners, their thin pale faces and wild long hair giving them the look of half-human animals. The faces disappeared with an accompaniment of squeaks and giggles every time he looked in their direction.


  As they passed one corridor Dirk noticed that a heavy wooden door blocked its entrance. He wasn’t sure, but he fancied he heard a faint, somehow familiar noise emanating from behind the thick door.


  He stopped. “What’s down that corridor?” he asked.


  Jan looked at the door, half fearfully, Dirk thought, and then grabbed him by the arm and pulled him along.


  “No one go in there,” he said. “Long ago the old men forbid anyone of the tribe to go near the room at the end of the tunnel. Keep away.”


  After a while they came to a crudely cut stairway that led upward. Jan started up the stone steps, motioning Dirk to follow. At the top of the stairs Jan shoved a boulder to one side and a brilliant shaft of sunlight poured into the aperture, spilling its light and warmth over Dirk.


  Dirk almost cried out his happiness. It had been eternities, it seemed, since he had seen the sun and the light of day.


  HE CLIMBED eagerly through the hole, following Jan into the open. With eager expectancy he stared about. For fully a minute he stared in all directions, the hopeful light in his eyes slowly fading.


  For the entire terrain before him was a burned and blackened scene of miserable desolation. Rock and shale and coarse yellow mud extended as far as his eye could reach. There was no vestige, no semblance of human habitation. Only the ocean which lapped against the forbidding shore was unchanged.


  He remembered—it seemed like yesterday—advising the Captain of the broadcast boat to make for Florida. But this ugly, craggy, desolated land couldn’t be Florida.


  It was while he was looking miserably over the ruined plains that the words of Jan came back to him.


  “The men from the stars came in their blue ships many, many years ago and killed the people of earth!”


  That was what Jan had said.


  Good Lord! That would mean that he . . . No! That was madness. It couldn’t be.


  It was a relief when Jan said a few minutes later:


  “Come. We go down. It is not safe to stay out in the daylight too long. At night there is not so much danger.” Dirk followed Jan down into the gloomy cave, his thoughts spinning into mad impossibilities.


  He was hardly conscious of moving and it wasn’t until he passed the heavy solid door that blocked off the forbidden corridor that he snapped from his reverie.


  He stopped, not realizing for an instant what it had been that had snagged his attention.


  Then he heard it.


  The muffled but familiar sound that he had noticed before when passing this grimly closed door.


  For an unbelieving second he hesitated. It was impossible . . . still he couldn’t be mistaken about a thing like that.


  He grabbed Jan by the arm, jerking the stocky man about to face him.


  “Jan,” he said tensely. “Is there any way to get beyond this door? It’s terribly important.”


  Jan looked at the door and there was a doubtful fear in his eyes.


  “There is a key,” he said miserably, “but it is forbidden—”


  “Get it!” Dirk interrupted tersely. “We’ve got to get into the room at the end of that corridor.”


  Jan hesitated for an anxious instant, then with a clearly apprehensive look, he hurried off. Dirk waited impatiently, ear at the door, until he returned, carrying a thick ring to which was attached a long crudely-made key.


  With fingers that trembled he took the key from Jan and inserted it in the door. The lock was rusty from long lack of use, but after a number of unsuccessful attempts, the door swung open with a groaning creak.


  Dirk plunged into the dark corridor that stretched ahead of him and Jan followed him, cautiously holding one of the rope candles to illuminate the black passage.


  The narrow corridor was only about twenty feet long and Dirk covered the distance in several strides. A smaller door, standing half open, loomed ahead of him and the noise he had heard was now louder and more distinct.


  It was a sputtering crackling, like the crumpling of cellophane or the frying of bacon.


  As Dirk shoved through the halfopened door into a small dank room the crackling sound faded out and a soft patient voice said, “Calling. Please come in.”


  CHAPTER V


  The Voice from Tibet


  JAN cried out in terror at the sound of the strange voice, but Dirk leaped into the room, hope surging in heart.


  “Light,” he snapped to Jan. “Bring your light in here.”


  Fearfully Jan stepped into the room, holding the rope candle well in front of him, and peering about as if he expected the demons of hell to leap at him from the corners.


  The light revealed a small, stonewalled room, no different than the others Dirk had seen in this underground habitation.


  But built against one wall was a complete radio sending and receiving set, dusty and interlaced with thick spider webs, but still in working order.


  Dirk knew it was in working order because from its loud speaker the calm, quietly patient voice was repeating: “Please come in. If you hear our voice please come in. There is no danger. Please communicate with us.” Jan was fidgeting at the door.


  “Is not good,” he muttered. “Let us leave.”


  “Quiet,” Dirk said impatiently. He seated himself before the radio equipment and slipped the dusty head phones on. Then he made the necessary adjustments and picked up the small hand mike.


  “Hello,” he said. “If you can hear me please come in again.”


  He cut himself off and flicked the receiver on.


  Almost instantly the smooth voice came in, but there was an undercurrent of tense excitement in it.


  “I heard you. I can hardly convince myself I am not dreaming. We have been trying for several fruitless years to re-establish contact with your station. Why have you been out of contact all this time? Please come in.”


  Dirk cut himself in again.


  “I can’t answer your questions,” he said. “I stumbled on this set only a few moments ago, just as you were speaking. I don’t know anything about what has happened in the last few years. Please tell me who you are.”


  He cut the receiver in and waited tensely.


  Again the soft voice came in.


  “I am broadcasting from the land that was once known as Tibet. Our set is located in one of our ancient monasteries. Since the invasion of the murderous hordes from Saturn and


  Mars, one hundred and fifty years ago, we have tried to keep the thread of human communication intact. We kept contact with the station you are using for many years, but a decade ago the thread was broken and we were beginning to despair of re-establishing communication.”


  DIRK did not hear the last half of what the voice said. His mind was dazedly trying to adjust itself to the enormous implications contained in the realization that it had been over one hundred and fifty years ago since the day of the broadcast when he had first seen the mighty-blue ships from space.


  One hundred and fifty years!


  He became aware after a stunned instant that the voice had stopped, that he had automatically switched the receiving set off in his bewilderment.


  He cut himself in again.


  “Please go on,” he said shakenly. “It may sound incredible to you, but I witnessed the first of the invasion of Earth. I was stunned by a bolt of light from one of their ships and it was not until a few weeks ago that I regained consciousness. Please tell me what has happened since then.”


  The calm voice from the timeless land of Tibet came softly again into his ears.


  “We Lamas have watched the rise and fall of civilizations and empires since the youth of Man, and we are not shocked or disheartened by the constant and seemingly periodic lapses of mankind into the degradation from which he originally sprang. Such things happen; that is all one could say of them. But this present debacle is of a different nature. Man’s plight is now infinitely worse because he is beyond help.


  “When the invaders came with their scientific methods of slaughter man was powerless to halt them. It is ironic to realize that the horrible invasion from outer space came at the time when Man had apparently solved his own Earth problems. War had been outlawed, the weapons of destruction were being consigned to oblivion, a golden era was truly dawning. Then came the combined hordes from Saturn and Mars to destroy utterly what it had taken Man fifty thousand years to achieve: peace.


  “The men of Earth fought as best they could, retreating from the cities into the forests and farmlands, living and hiding in caves, venturing forth only at night for food. Many died. And as the years rolled on and as the inhuman creatures from space hunted down Earth people with unrelenting fury, the entire human race declined. They had nothing to fight with and after a hundred years of horror their children’s children lost even the incentive to fight. So at last the people ©f Earth could be counted in the thousands, existing in ragged, barbarous hordes, living beneath ground, forgetting their heritage and pride as intelligent creatures of a great planet.


  “Now there are only a few scattered groups of which yours is one. That is, I trust there are a few of that group still alive. When our communication was cut off, there were still a few hundred left, still untouched by the ravages of the invaders. How long we can remain so is a question which time alone will answer.”


  THE voice faded out. Dirk sat before the set, staring unseeingly ahead of him, his mind trying desperately to absorb what he had learned.


  It was staggering to realize that the earth he had known was no more; that alien beings from far out in space had completely conquered it, subverted it to their own uses; that the people of Earth now were little better than animals, living their frightened lives in caves and holes, scurrying from the light like cockroaches.


  Still more staggering was the knowledge that the life he had known had been dead and in ashes for a century and a half. What strange fate had kept him living, when the time and place to which he belonged had been mouldering for fifteen decades?[3]


  It was while he was vainly trying to readjust himself to the incredible situation that he became conscious of running footsteps in the corridor that led from the radio room.


  He turned just as Jan barged through the door breathlessly, his eyes widened in fright, a mask of terror stamped on his face.


  Dirk sprang to his feet.


  “What is it, Jan?” he demanded.


  “They have come,” Jan said fearfully. “A blue ship has landed close to the opening of our cave. They are hunting us now.”


  CHAPTER VI


  Discovered!


  IT TOOK an instant for the impact of the words to register on Dirk. They! What a terrifying connotation there was in that impersonal pronoun.


  They—the inhuman creatures from the black recesses of space—were hunting down the humans in this underground refuge as ruthlessly as man had hunted vermin. Man had become the vermin of Earth now, a pestilent species that the usurpers from space were anxious to exterminate.


  He realized then that Jan was looking at him.


  “What we do?” Jan asked.


  The question jerked him back to the immediateness of their plight. Something had to be done—at once. He ran a hand nervously through his hair. Why was it his responsibility? It wasn’t for him to decide what to do. There wasn’t anything that could be done.


  “Come on,” he said abruptly to Jan.


  He strode back through the now-dark corridor to the illuminated section of the cave. There was a cluster of frightened men and women at the base of the stone steps that led to the open. At the base of the stairs Dirk turned to Jan.


  “How near is the ship to the opening of these steps?” he asked.


  Jan shrugged and scratched his head.


  “I show you,” he said finally.


  Leading the way he scampered up the steps and moved the sliding stone that closed the opening about an inch.


  Dirk crawled up alongside of him and peered through the narrow crack. About a hundred yards away was a huge blue ship resting on the rocky ground. At that range it seemed gigantic and wickedly invulnerable. It was shaped like a torpedo, with a blunt snout-like nose and long gracefully tapering body that ended in a pair of flaring fins. A series of small port holes lined the side of the ship that was visible to him. A rectangular opening in the center of the ship showed like a black cancer against the delicate blue sides. All of this was strange and incredible to Dirk, but it was faded into prosaic insignificance by the two things which were climbing out of this slit-like opening.


  They were wraith-like creatures, a dirty ivory in color, tall as a human but not more than five inches wide at the thickest parts of their bodies. Whether the ivory coloring was their skin or some kind of clothes was impossible to tell. At the bottom of their bodies were two thin appendages which served as legs. Their arms appeared to be solid at the shoulders but at the point where a human elbow would have been, a number of writhing tendrils sprouted. These twisting feelers hung almost to the ground and their hair-thin tips twitched and curled restlessly, seeming to have a separate life of their own.


  Dirk shuddered looking at them. There was something horribly unclean about them that was nauseating.


  At the top of their thin bodies were heads about the size of oranges. No hair relieved the hideous appearance of their leprous-white skulls. There were only two opening? in their faces and these seemed to be eyes, large and solid-colored.


  In the middle of their bodies were scabbards which held long slender rods. As he watched one of the creatures lifted his arm and the waving tentacles lifted up, curled about the thin rod and lifted it from the scabbard.


  JAN slid the rock back in place. His face was white with fear.


  “They come,” he hissed to Dirk. “There is nothing we can do.”


  “Maybe you’re wrong,” Dirk said, thinking swiftly. “Didn’t you say that these caves extend a great deal farther than the space you’re actually using now?”


  Jan nodded. “Yes, but—”


  “Are there any other ways out?” Dirk broke in.


  “Yes,” Jan said, “there are three more openings. But we don’t use them any more.”


  “Our only chance,” Dirk spoke rapidly, “is to surprise them from behind. We’ll use one of the other exits, have someone attract their attention from here while we slip up on them. It’s our only chance. We’ve got to get them before they get us.”


  There was a puzzled frown on Jan’s square honest face, but the fear left his eyes.


  “But,” he said hesitantly, “we have never fought them.”


  “Then it’s about time we start,” Dirk said grimly.


  They descended the steps and Jan told the huddled group of humans what they had decided to do. Dirk, looking around at the white, frightened faces, felt his heart sinking. Most of the women and children had scattered off to the far dark corners of the cave. There were a dozen men at the base of the steps, most of them strong and rugged, but there was a spiritless, defeated quality in their shifting eyes.


  One of them, a tall, blond young man objected frantically to Dirk’s suggestion. He, Dirk knew, was Karl, the one who, along with Jan, had rescued him.


  “It is not good,” Karl cried fearfully. “We can gain nothing by fighting. They will send many more ships and kill us all. If we hide now only a few of us may be killed.”


  There was a murmur of agreement from the other men. Several of them edged away, anxious to scurry to dark depths of the caves to hide. Dirk felt a wave of anger sweeping over him.


  “Listen to me!” he shouted. His eyes flashed from face to face raking the small circle with a scornful look of contempt. “What kind of men do you call yourselves? Do you think you’re ever going to win your liberty and freedom by hiding in dark corners like scared cockroaches? You’ve got to fight for it. If you can’t live like men you can at least die like men. Now I want a man to act as a decoy, to attract the attention of those creatures from this side while Jan and I attack them from the rear. If there’s a man among you, let him step forward.”


  THERE was a dead silence as Dirk’s eyes flashed from one face to another. The eyes of the men fell when they met his hot gaze. A minute slipped away and Dirk was forced to realize the bitter fact that he had failed. Failed to stir one latent chord of pride and courage in these poor whipped creatures.


  His shoulders slumped despairingly. Then, as he started to turn away, an old man with a seamed, withered face and dirty white hair stepped forward and touched his arm timidly.


  “My father talk the same as you do,” he said, in a thin cracked voice. “He is dead a long time, but I think now he was right. We must fight. I do what you want.”


  Dirk seized the old man by the shoulders joyfully.


  “You’re damned right we’re going to fight,” he said fiercely. He felt suddenly uplifted, strengthened anew by this one example of indomitable spirit. If one would fight the tribe would fight.


  As rapidly as he could he explained to the old man what he wanted him to do. Then with Jan leading the way through the dark labyrinthine passages, he hurried to another set of stone steps, long unused, that led to the open. Jan gave him a crude blunt axe and equipped himself with another before they ascended the steps and, with infinite care, moved aside the cleverly-balanced rock that concealed the opening.


  Dirk peered through the narrow slit and his breath caught involuntarily in his throat.


  The two wraith-like, ivory colored creatures were less than eight feet away, facing him. Their eyes were solid red blobs of motionless color. Against the unclean dead-white of their skins they stood out hideously clear.


  Dirk had frozen into immobility, but as seconds passed and neither of the creatures advanced, he realized that they hadn’t seen or heard him. The only sign of life displayed by the thin weird creatures was the restless waving of the long tendrils that hung from the solid roots at their shoulders. But these thin, writhing tentacles seemed agitated and wary, as if they sensed or felt the alien presence of Dirk and Jan.


  Dirk tensed as the waving arms of one creature groped questingly forward in their direction, writhing and twisting like the feelers of a bug.


  Jan’s face was white and strained, but not a whimper came from his tightly locked lips. He was hardly breathing and his body was motionlessly rigid as a carven statue.


  Dirk suddenly realized that these nauseating creatures knew of their presence. That, somehow, the waving tendrils had detected their nearness and were determining by groping exploratory motions their exact hiding place.


  A bead of sweat ringed his forehead. There was something horribly menacing in these silent creatures. Somehow he knew that when they discovered their position it would be all over for them. If the old man failed . . .


  That thought had no more than brushed his consciousness, when a wavering, challenging cry started his heart hammering with hope.


  Peering through the crack Dirk saw that the old man hadn’t failed them. A hundred yards away and behind the ivory colored creatures, the old man had suddenly appeared—his weak voice announcing his presence with a torrent of derisive insults. Dancing like a dervish from one foot to the other, screaming his abuse, he was one of the most wonderful sights Dirk had ever witnessed.


  Everything depended on the alien creatures’ reactions. For an instant they remained motionless, their groping feelers seemingly hesitant and uncertain. Then slowly they turned their backs to Dirk, their feelers drawing forth the silvery rods from the scabbards at their waists.


  DIRK gripped Jan’s shoulder. This was their chance. The chance for which the old man had been willing to sacrifice his life. Jan’s eyes were suddenly blazing hotly, the indecisive passiveness was gone from his face—forever. His thick gnarled hand curled around the shaft of his axe and a faint growl rumbled deep in his throat.


  Dirk saw the look in Jan’s eyes and gripped his shoulder tightly. Then he rose in a half crouch, tightened his grip on the thick haft of the axe and rolled the stone aside with one heavy shove.


  With Jan at his heels he sprang from the opening. In two strides he covered the eight feet that separated him from the two dreadful creatures. His right arm swung in a vicious looping arc that buried the heavy axe three inches into the skull of one of the inhuman monsters.


  A creamy white fluid gushed out in a burbling stream. The tendril growths of the almost decapitated creature flailed wildly about, groping desperately in the air like the arms of a tortured octopus. Obeying a cautious instinct Dirk leaped away from the threshing feelers as they waved desperately toward him.


  The creature was in its death throes. The frantic tendrils began to shrivel, their movement slowed to a convulsive twitching as the thin body slumped forward without a sound except the scratchy rustle of its body on the rocky ground.


  A strangled scream jerked Dirk around. Jan was in the grip of the other creature!


  His axe was lying on the ground and a white glue-like fluid was dripping from one limp arm of his horrible antagonist. But the other mass of tendrils was twined about Jan’s arms and throat like powerful cables, slowly crushing the life from him.


  The hoarse scream he had given was almost his last. His face was flushed red and a trickle of blood was running from his nose. His bulging frantic eyes met Dirk’s with a terrible look of entreaty.


  Dirk sprang for the axe on the ground. His first wild swing missed, as the wraith-like creature flitted to one side dragging Jan helplessly with him.


  The red motionless eyes of the weird being glared balefully at Dirk as he charged in again. Dirk aimed for those eyes, chopping downward with the axe in a powerful stroke that had all the weight of his body behind it.


  The creature attempted to dodge the terrible blow. The red eyes glittered with a silent baffled anger as it realized escape was impossible. The next instant those solid red eyes disappeared forever as Dirk’s axe crashed into the creature’s face, transforming it to a formless pulp.


  Sickened, Dirk watched the creature slump to the ground in silence, the tentacles of its one good arm relaxing their death grip on Jan’s throat. For several seconds the rope-like tendrils twitched. Then they were still.


  CHAPTER VII


  A Flight to Tibet


  FOR perhaps half a minute Dirk stood over the slain body of one of the horrors from space, breathing heavily. Then he hurried to Jan’s side and ripped the creature’s tentacles from his neck and body.


  Before he was through Jan’s eyelids fluttered.


  “You saved my life,” he whispered weakly. His hand moved to his raw, swollen throat and touched it tenderly. Strength flowed rapidly back to his sturdy body, and in a few minutes he was able to rise to his feet.


  Dirk felt a savage sense of elation. In their first encounter with these dread beings they had come off victorious.


  Looking about they found the two silvery bars which the alien beings had carried. They were obviously weapons of some sort and Dirk shoved them into his belt.


  When they started for the entrance to the cave they saw that several of the tribe had emerged and were huddled around a body sprawled on the ground. Quickening their pace Jan and Dirk hurried to the spot. Dirk elbowed his way through the silent band of men and dropped to his knees beside the crumpled form of the old man whose courage had made it possible for Jan and him to attack the invaders from the rear.


  His seamed face was peaceful in death. Glancing at his body Dirk saw that it was pierced by a dozen small black holes that looked as if they had been burned through him.


  For a long moment Dirk knelt beside the frail old body, his jaw hardening. The old man had been killed in the brief instant that Jan and he were leaping for the unclean creatures. Probably by the hellish silvery rods which he carried now. He felt a black hatred welling in him against the whole horde of space men who had invaded Earth to ravish it, kill off its population and hunt down the few remaining humans like dogs.


  When he rose to his feet Karl stepped up to him, his face flushed.


  “This is your doing,” he cried. “If we had not fought he would not be dead now. We should not have listened to you. You have killed him.”


  Dirk looked the tall, blond young man in the eyes and there was an infinite contempt in his gaze.


  “He died as a brave man should,” he said harshly. “Facing his enemy instead of hiding from him in dark corners.”


  TURNING to the rest of the silent men Dirk spoke hotly.


  “You have seen what we can do when we fight. If we all fight together a time will come when we can come forth from the caves into the light and live like men were made to live.”


  The eyes of the men changed under the emphatic words. Some of them were seeing a vision of the future, others were looking back at the legendary glory of the past, but all were affected.


  That is, all but Karl. With a low mutter he turned and descended into the cave. Dirk paid no attention to his leaving. Karl was a problem he would have to meet later, he knew.


  Motioning Jan to follow him he crossed the rocky ground to the huge blue ship in which the creatures had come. The one opening in the side of the ship was a scant ten inches wide and he was forced to turn sideways to edge into its interior. Then he had to pull Jan through.


  Inside Dirk was not surprised to find that almost half the ship was given over to the mechanical equipment necessary to propel it. From the middle of the ship back to its tapering tail were rows of gleaming engines that fed their power to long exhausts. These exhaust pipes were almost a foot in diameter, much too large to serve only as a means of disposing of waste fumes.


  In the front of the ship was a narrow cockpit which he squeezed into with difficulty. Directly in front of an intricate board studded with meaningless dials and indicators was a huge porous screen.


  Its purpose was apparent at a glance for on it was recorded the rocky barren terrain which the ship was facing. It was some sort of a visibility screen.


  DIRK eyed it speculatively. An instrument like that would make the task of piloting the ship a comparatively simple one.


  His eyes moved over the other controls. All of them were shaped in long bars or metal loops. There were no solid round rheostats or dials. He realized that the bars and loops were probably designed to accommodate the filament fingers of the beings from space.


  As his eyes roved over the controls his mind worked subconsciously, guessing their uses, determining their pattern of operation. The symbols under the instruments were meaningless to him, but he was able to make several deductions. The long bar, for instance, which swung in a circle to touch a half-dozen contact points was obviously an accelerator of sorts. And the loop below it might be something like an ignition switch.


  It could move to but one position in its groove, so it obviously had but one operation to perform. In the same manner his keen eyes traveled over the maze of instruments, locating, by guess, altimeters, barometers, heat and cold indicators, fuel gauges and compasses. A number of controls were absolutely unintelligible to him, until he remembered that this ship was capable of traveling through the void between planets and that the meaningless controls might govern navigation in space. He wasn’t interested in them.


  Jan was waiting impatiently outside the control room, but it wasn’t for another hour before Dirk turned from the instruments and looked at him.


  “Jan,” he said slowly. “I think we’re going on a trip.”


  “Go way?” Jan deciphered bewilderedly. “Where?”


  “Tibet,” Dirk answered.


  IT took Dirk three exasperating hours to establish radio contact again with the soft, patient voice from Tibet. When he did, he explained in terse sentences the fight with the invading creatures and their possession of the blue ship.


  When the conversation was concluded fifteen minutes later the die had been cast. He had the location of the Tibetan monastery in his mind and he was determined to make the attempt to reach it.


  There was no other course. Nothing could be gained or accomplished hiding here in caves. He had to take the chance of reaching Tibet. There, with the aid of the ancient wisdom of the Lama’s, something might be done.


  Two days later, with Jan as his sole companion, he left.


  There had been much muttered discussion at the cave about the trip. It had been deemed an unwise move, but since the two men were risking their own necks, no one made an attempt to dissuade them. None of them understood the motive of the trip.


  Dirk sighted the snow-blanketed reaches of the Tibetan plateau nine hours after their take-off. The trip had been a hellish nightmare. With an unfamiliar ship, no definite instruments of navigation, it was luck alone that saw them through. Dirk had traveled most of the trip at a distance of more than twenty miles over the earth, to eliminate the risk of a sudden, unpremeditated dive plunging them to their death.


  The incredible speed of the ship made that precaution a useless one. If they had flashed into a dive at their speed nothing could have saved them.


  He crossed Europe in two hours and circled wide to avoid the Himalayas in landing on the plateau. Following the Lama’s directions he slowed his speed and settled cautiously, watching the visibility screen anxiously.


  It was almost impossible to notice landmarks in the vast white scene that spread before him, but suddenly the screen showed the two huge black pillars which the Lama had mentioned. Their huge long forms stretched into the air like entreating arms, imploring the heavens for mercy.


  They were unmistakable. He swung the accelerator bar completely around, but that was a mistake. The nose of the ship dropped in a dive as the blasting engines in the rear of the ship faded into silence. The earth rushed up at them with incredible speed.


  Desperately, he spun the accelerator again. The blasting engines thrummed into life and the ship responded with a surging leap forward that slammed Dirk against the back wall of the control room.


  They were only six feet above the snow covered plateau when he cut the accelerator again. This time the ship hit the ground, but the snow cushioned the fall and, miraculously, the friction slowed the ship in another thousand yards to a stop.


  It was the climax of their phenomenal luck. Dirk knew he couldn’t have duplicated the feat in a thousand years. But, thank God, he wouldn’t have to.


  He turned shakily from the control board and saw Jan standing in the doorway grinning at him. Jan had lost his look of suppressed fear completely.


  “Pretty good trip,” he said.


  DIRK wiped the sweat from his forehead with a hand that trembled in spite of him. The hero-worship in Jan’s eyes was a little embarrassing.


  “Sure,” he said. “Pretty good trip.” When he opened the slit in the door of the ship a stinging blast of air cut rawly against his face and he realized then that neither of them were dressed for the bitter cold. He had supplemented his wardrobe with a knee-length leather jacket, but that was scant protection against the freezing temperatures outside the ship.


  He looked out again through the swirling snow mists and this time he saw several bulky, fur clad figures struggling through the drifts toward the ship.


  “Jan!” he cried excitedly. “We’ve found them.”


  Disregarding the cold he wedged his way through the narrow door and stumbled awkwardly forward.


  His sensations were terribly mixed. These were Tibetans, Mongols perhaps, but they were humans, intelligent humans who still had the spark of pride and dignity in them.


  When he met the first snow-blanketed figure he was so overcome with relief and joy that he threw his arms about him and crushed him to his breast like a long lost brother.


  “Please!” a soft muffled voice said against his chest. “Do you always greet strange girls like this? You’re crushing my ribs.”


  Dirk grabbed the small figure by the shoulders, his mind reeling incredulously. He bent closer and saw a young girl looking into his eyes. There was a gleam of humor in her dark eyes and a lop-sided grin on her cold-blued lips. “Hello,” she said.


  CHAPTER VIII


  Morma-Ri, Lama


  THE underground rooms of the ancient Tibetan monastery were heated and lighted by mighty log fires blazing in immense hearths carved into the stone walls. Skins and rugs of fur covered the rough floor and the beams of the ceiling were blackened by the strong smoke of fires that had been lighted before the dawn of the Christian era. Scattered about the huge, high-vaulted room were a number of wooden benches and before the fires rude chairs had been built.


  Dirk rested in one of these chairs, his feet stretched toward the roaring fire. In spite of the fact that he had been fed and clothed in warm, dry garments, he was far from at ease. There were so many things he had to know that his mind was like a buzzing beehive of questions.


  The strange girl had disappeared when they reached the monastery and the two aged monks who had served food then were evidently deaf mutes. Their only answer to his anxious questions had been an inscrutable smile and a slight shrug. After filling his stomach Jan had promptly stretched out on the floor and dropped off to sleep.


  Dirk glanced down at his recumbent snoring figure and grinned faintly. There were compensations to the uncivilized state he decided.


  His own anxious musings were interrupted a few minutes later by a soft voice behind him which said:


  “Welcome to our home, my good friend.”


  Dirk turned, startled. Standing behind him was a small, fragile monk, with a seamed, aged face and silvery hair dropping to his shoulders.


  And alongside the monk, with a faint amused smile touching her lips, was the strange girl he had met so awkwardly a short while before. She was wearing a blouse and trousers of soft light leather that accentuated the slim feminine contours of her body. Her hair was dark and her eyes were the deep blue of mountain streams.


  He found himself blushing under her smiling gaze.


  “I am Morma-Ri,” the aged monk said, seemingly oblivious to Dirk’s preoccupation with the girl. “It is I who talked with you by radio. It is unnecessary for me to tell you how delighted I am that you have reached us safely. In this world that has known so much unhappiness we dare not even let ourselves hope for happier times. Still we cannot help but hope that your safe arrival is a symbol that the light will some day shine again through the darkness.”


  HE seated himself and the girl dropped to the floor at his knee.


  His hand, white and blue-veined, touched her dark hair in an affectionate caress, as he smiled at Dirk.


  “You are wondering about her?” he asked.


  Dirk grinned in embarrassment. “Was it that obvious?”


  The girl smiled. “I’m afraid so. But you can’t be blamed for being surprised. My people were the descendants of missionaries who were here when Earth was invaded. I was born here. The Lama’s have raised and educated me. They call me Chiang-Lee but I think Lee is nicer, don’t you?”


  “W—why yes,” Dirk stammered. “I think it’s very nice.”


  “Then you’ll call me Lee?”


  “Certainly—Lee,” Dirk said. “I’ll be happy to.”


  Morma-Ri was smiling softly, almost to himself, but his bright intelligent eyes remained fixed on Dirk’s face and he seemed pleased with what he saw there.


  “You must tell us of yourself,” he said finally. “There is so much we need to know.”


  Dirk told them everything he could remember, from the day, long years before, when he had first sighted the blue ships from space, to the fight which he and Jan had had with the tendril-armed creatures a few short days ago.


  When he had finished Morma-Ri gazed silently into the blazing fire, his eyes clouded. At last he sighed and said:


  “The creatures you attacked and killed are the ones who came from Saturn. They inhabit the western coast of what was once known as the United States. The other invaders, by far the most numerous and dangerous, came from Mars. They have built a huge central city on the ancient site of New York.”


  “I didn’t know that two separate planets had attacked Earth,” Dirk muttered. “What was their purpose?”


  Morma-Ri shrugged slightly.


  “Why, for that matter, did ancient Spain send warriors to attack and claim the continent of North America? They desired it and, on the theory that might makes right, they simply took it. The invaders from space may use Earth as a link in their interplanetary chain, a trading post, or source of raw materials.”


  “Have the races from Saturn and Mars always worked in harmony?” Dirk asked. “You know that when Spain claimed the continent of North America, the other nations of Europe promptly went to war with her.”


  “Apparently,” Morma-Ri said, “Saturn and Mars have had no such trouble. They have evidently worked out an equitable system to apportion the spoils of Earth. I seem to recall that in the past, difference arose between them, but that was long ago. A traveler who came here years ago claimed that he had seen one of the blue ships from Saturn fighting a red ship of Mars. But he was delirious from cold and exposure and he might well have been mistaken. I see what you are thinking, my friend, but I fear it is a useless hope. If the invading races would kill each other off in a civil war it would leave the Earth once again to Man. We have all hoped for something like that to happen, but I am afraid it is merely optimistic thinking.”


  “Maybe not,” Dirk muttered.


  An idea, the nucleus of a daring fantastic plan was forming in his mind. It was simple and obvious, yet its implications were staggering.


  “WHAT are you thinking, my friend?” Morma-Ri asked quietly-


  Dirk hesitated, considering his answer. He wanted to be sure that Morma-Ri and the girl, Lee, understood exactly the danger of what he had in his mind. For himself he felt no fear or anxiety. This lack of concern puzzled him a little. For he knew that in his own age he had been no swashbuckling hero, but just a capable engineer, leading a pleasant, interesting life.


  “I was thinking,” he said at last, “that a man by the name of Hitler almost subjugated the world with the strategy of dividing and conquering. We might try something on that line.”


  “But that’s impossible,” the girl, Lee, said. “We are only a handful of weak, helpless humans. How can we divide two powerful, ruling races?”


  “Our daughter speaks wisely,” Morma-Ri said, nodding. “But what is in your mind, friend?”


  Dirk leaned forward and the dancing flames from the fire caught the determined glint in his eyes, and the square jutting angle of his jaw.


  “We can try,” he said grimly. “If the Martians thought the creatures from Saturn had attacked them, they would probably strike back, wouldn’t they?”


  But surely,” Morma-Ri admitted.


  “But how do you propose to make the ships of Saturn attack the Martians?”


  “That’s not my idea,” Dirk said with a faint grin. “But we have a Saturn ship mounted with heavy weapons. And we know the location of the Martian city. Do we need anything else?”


  “Oh,” Morma-Ri said softly. “I understand, yes, I understand perfectly.” Lee clapped her hands together excitedly, her face radiant.


  “It’s a wonderful idea,” she cried. Then she looked up at Morma-Ri and a determined expression changed her face. “And you just try to keep me from coming along,” she said emphatically.


  Morma-Ri smiled wearily.


  “That will be decided later. Now there is much to be done.”


  CHAPTER IX


  Target—New York!


  IT was two weeks later that Dirk sighted, from the control cockpit of the blue Saturn ship, the vast Martian city which the invaders from the red planet had built on the ashes of New York, stretching for mile after mile along the Atlantic coast.


  Lee was standing beside him, peering excitedly as the screen in front of them mirrored the gigantic metropolis which they were approaching.


  Jan and Morma-Ri were in the rear of the ship. It had taken the four of them almost the two complete weeks to prepare for the trip. They had food and clothing to last them several weeks.


  Weapons had been their chief problem. Jan and Dirk were equipped with the silver rods which they had appropriated from the slain creatures from Saturn, but these were an unknown quantity so far as effectiveness was concerned.


  Dirk had tested the blasting ray weapon which was part of the ship’s equipment and was completely satisfied that it would be satisfactory for their purposes. With one short blast he had almost obliterated a hill of granite.


  Cautiously, now that they were nearing their objective, he cut the speed and altitude of the ship until they were coasting a few hundred feet over the outlying segments of the city.


  “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Lee breathed, eyes riveted to the visibility screen.


  Dirk glanced up, then studied the controls again.


  It was beautiful. Structures of shining white metal were built in perfect geometrical figures as far as the eye could reach.


  All were of the same size and shape and color. They towered perhaps two hundred feet in the air and were in the form of perfect squares. Everything seemed to be constructed of the same brilliantly shining metal. Cutting through these white square structures, were broad avenues, almost a mile wide.


  Figures could be seen moving on the ground, but it was impossible to determine any of their physical characteristics. From their height they appeared as short squat bugs scurrying over the ground. Vehicles moved through the magnificent streets and, in the air. A great distance away they could see several lazily moving red ships of apparently the same general shape and size as the one they were flying.


  “Won’t our blue color attract attention?” Lee asked, turning from the screen.


  “That’s the general idea,” Dirk replied.


  They flew on in silence for another few minutes, covering miles of the vast city of blocks. Dirk felt a feeling of helplessness sweeping over him as he looked at the immense reaches of the Martian empire. Any effort of theirs would be practically unnoticed in this mighty, unending metropolis.


  A FEW seconds later Lee touched his arm and pointed to the screen. On its silvered surface they could see in the distance a majestic structure which rose upward at least four times higher than any of the buildings they had seen.


  It too was formed in a square, but its color was a deep crimson. It covered at least a square mile of ground, looking like a huge drop of blood against the brilliant whiteness of the smaller buildings. Four mighty avenues flanked it, setting it apart from the rest of the city. There were no windows visible in the smooth surface of its walls, but then there were no windows in any of the buildings they had seen.


  “I wonder what it is?” Lee mused. “Have you any idea?”


  An ironical grin touched Dirk’s lean features.


  “I know just what it’s going to be,” he answered.


  “What?”


  “Our target,” he replied. As he spoke his touch flicked the accelerator bar around. The ship spurted ahead under its silent burst of power.


  “Why that?” Lee asked.


  “Simple enough. It’s obviously some sort of headquarters, palace or main office. We want to make just as nasty an impression as possible so that’s the logical spot to destroy.”


  Morma-Ri appeared at the narrow control room door. Fatigue showed in his seamed face, but there was an unquenchable light in his keen eyes.


  “We are ready to strike?” he asked, his gaze traveling slowly over the visibility screen.


  Dirk nodded. “A few minutes now. Then we’ll head for the caves where Jan’s people are hiding. You’d better tell him to come up here. He’ll be able to spot the landmarks in that section of the country better than I.”


  They were hurtling toward the immense blood-red structure at full speed now, and it loomed larger by the second in the screen.


  Dirk lifted the nose of the speeding ship and picked up enough altitude to give him a chance to dive for his target. Then his hand closed over the slender bar which served as a trigger for the ray gun mounted in the snout of the ship.


  His eyes flicked momentarily to the visibility screen. They were directly above the huge blood red structure, diving toward it at tremendous speed. His fingers tightened on the firing bar.


  “This is it,” he said grimly to Lee.


  Then he shoved the firing bar forward. Almost instantly a brilliant orange ray of light speared from the nose of the ship, leaping toward the crimson building with the speed and force of a lightning bolt.


  THE result was instantaneous. The corner of the building struck by the bolt burst into belching blue flame and a deafening detonation sounded as segments of the wall crashed away from the structure.


  A wave of flame and smoke leaped up at them, the force of the blast rocking the ship like a twig in a whirlpool. Dirk leveled out of the dive. As he did so the devastating orange ray flashed over the top of the building, leaving a trail of smouldering destruction in its wake.


  Dirk was concentrating on the viza-screen with grim satisfaction in his eyes. So absorbed in the picture of destruction was he, that he didn’t feel


  Lee’s tug on his arm until she’d repeated it a second time.


  “Dirk,” she cried. There was frantic urgency in her voice. “Dirk, the red ships up in the corner of the screen—”


  Dirk’s eyes flashed to where her trembling finger pointed on the uppermost corner of the screen. Tiny red dots were there. Red dots he hadn’t noticed till this instant. Red dots that could mean but one thing—Martian ships, heading at them in a savage burst of speed.


  They’d seen the attack, that much was obvious. And now they were streaking through the sky like avenging sharks.


  Dirk adjusted his controls frantically and the speedy blue ship zoomed up from the smoking ruins of the majestic red structure in the center of the Martian city.


  He didn’t take his eyes off the visibility screen for an instant. The red dots were growing in size, were coming into sight as torpedo-shaped ships, deadly and grim.


  “They’ve certainly sighted us,” Lee said tensely. “But that’s what we wanted, wasn’t it?”


  Dirk nodded. “We wanted them to get a good look at the blue ship, but we might have done the job too well. It won’t do us much good to start a civil war if we’re burned out of existence before we can take advantage of it.”


  He swung the ship around and shoved the accelerator bar hard into place. He could feel the surge of power as they blasted away at bullet-like speed. For silent seconds they raced from the Martian city. Their speed was tremendous, but Dirk realized that the Martian ships were probably just as fast and—there were hundreds, thousands of them.


  Morma-Ri was suddenly back at the door again.


  “The Martian ships are not following,” he said breathlessly. “From the rear port window I have watched them. They stopped at the burning red building and circled about. Later hundreds more of the red ships rose from the ground and joined them. When the sky was dark with their number, they formed formations and flashed away toward the setting sun. They are heading west—toward the city inhabited by the invaders from Saturn. We are safe for the time.”


  “I WONDER why they didn’t follow us,” Dirk muttered.


  “Perhaps,” Lee said, “they didn’t want to waste time chasing one ship. They evidently decided to avenge the attack on their city with an attack on the Saturn city.”


  “Possibly you’re right,” Dirk said. “The Saturns won’t be expecting an attack,” Lee continued excitedly. “They’ll be caught completely by surprise. The Martians may wipe them out completely.”


  “Isn’t that a pity,” Dirk said cheerfully. He glanced at the visibility screen for an instant, then turned to Morma-Ri. “Get Jan,” he ordered. “I’ll need him pretty soon to pick out a landing place for us.”


  When Morma-Ri had gone, Dirk looked down at Lee and grinned. He felt suddenly a feeling of confidence and elation that, he felt sure, had nothing to do with the fact that a beautiful, dark-haired girl was within arm’s reach.


  “The first round goes to us,” he said jubilantly.


  “NOW,” Jan said, pointing at the visibility screen. “Now we go down.”


  It had taken them perhaps an hour to make the trip, following the ragged Atlantic shore line to the peninsula that once had been known as Florida. The terrain which was mirrored in the visibility screen was strange to Dirk, but Jan seemed positive, so he dipped the nose of the ship in a long glide. Things were breaking so luckily that he hardly dared hope that their good fortune would continue. If they had succeeded in precipitating a civil war between the planetary beings that had invaded Earth, and if they could weld the few remaining humans into a closely knit band they might . . . Dirk shook his head tiredly. There were too many “ifs” involved.


  He landed the ship but it was not until he crawled from its slit-like door that he realized that Jan had called the shot accurately. They were only about a hundred yards from the main entrance to the underground cave where Jan’s tribe lived. Dirk recognized the large, oddly shaped boulder which marked the opening of the tunnel.


  Lee’s slender figure slipped through the narrow door without difficulty and she dropped to the ground beside him. She gazed slowly about at the barren, ravished landscape.


  “It’s not very pretty,” she said, at last.


  “It was once,” Dirk said slowly. “Before they came it was one of the most beautiful spots in the world.”


  He helped Jan through the ship’s door, but Morma-Ri decided to remain inside. The aged monk’s kindly face was pale under its saffron coloring.


  “I will rest here,” he said. “The task of scrambling over boulders and rocks I must leave to you, the young.”


  With Jan in the lead and Dirk and Lee following hand in hand, they left the ship, making for the cave entrance. Jan was about twenty feet ahead of them when he reached the mouth of the cave and shoved the boulder aside with one quick powerful thrust.


  He started down the steps, a glad smile of anticipation wreathing his stolid features.


  Then he stopped—every muscle of his body freezing into immobility.


  “What’s the matter?” Dirk called anxiously. In another instant he was beside Jan, peering down into the interior of the cave. When he straightened a few seconds later his face was gray with horror.


  “What is it?” Lee asked. Her blue eyes traveled anxiously over his face. She was moving toward the cave entrance when Dirk caught her shoulders.


  Gently he took her away from the tunnel entrance.


  “Wait here,” he said. “Jan and I have to go in, but you mustn’t.”


  HE turned back to the cave. Jan was still standing rigidly on the crude stone steps, his eyes riveted on the scene that had sickened Dirk.


  When Dirk approached, he started slowly down the steps. Dirk followed him. At the bottom both men paused, looking about them.


  There were about five bodies or parts of bodies scattered about the rough floor. Bodies, which despite their hideously seared and blackened condition, Dirk recognized as belonging to members of Jan’s tribe.


  There was a torso, with but one arm remaining, several pairs of legs that looked as if they had been seared in a furnace. Decay had set in, giving the scene its final touch of gruesome horror.


  Silently, Dirk and Jan moved on to other sections of the cave, dreading the thought of what they might find. The radio room was destroyed completely, the mechanism melted down into twisted wreckage as if by an acetylene torch.


  But they found no more bodies. Even the far, unused recesses of the caves were completely empty of humans—dead or alive. The four or five bodies at the base of the steps were the only tangible evidence of the fact that the caves had been inhabited only a few weeks before by forty or fifty human beings.


  Puzzled, they were starting back through the dark passageways when to their ears came a scream, terror-filled and desperate. Dirk’s blood chilled.


  “Lee!” he gasped.


  AS HE spoke he galvanized into motion. Jan at his heels he raced through the twisting corridors, his heart hammering with fear, not for himself, but for Lee. There had only been the one, frantic scream—then silence. That could mean that whatever had scared her had gone, or it might mean . . .


  Reaching the base of the steps he abandoned caution and plunged upward. Jan was at his side as they sprang from the cave entrance into the bright sunlight.


  A scream sounded behind him and, wheeling, Dirk saw Lee. The dark haired girl was struggling wildly with two stocky figures whose bodies seemed covered with green scale-like flakes. In one sweeping glance Dirk saw more of the greenish creatures swarming from the ports of a sleek red ship which had landed not more than a few yards from the cave entrance.


  These figures moved forward with swift jerky strides, almost like mechanical dolls. Their bodies were shaped in a near-human pattern, but their faces were impassive and expressionless as they charged forward, jerking weapons from belts at their waists.


  Lee screamed again and Dirk felt a torrent of blinding rage sweep over him. He sprang forward cursing like a madman, but the wave of charging figures surged over him before he had taken two strides.


  He lashed out at them with both fists, all of the weight of his heavy shoulders behind each blow. At his side Jan was battering at them with fists that fell like bludgeons.


  But their efforts were less than futile. The stocky, emotionless, expressionless creatures charged inexorably into them, the blows glancing harmlessly off their faces and bodies.


  Dirk grimaced in pain as his fist smashed into an unyielding, rock-hard face. Staggering back, he saw Lee being carried toward the red ship, still struggling and fighting.


  “Damn you!” he raged, hurling himself again at the horde of scaly creatures.


  From the corner of his eye he saw Jan go down, flailing desperately at the figures who swarmed over him. Dirk leaped toward him, exposing his back momentarily. He didn’t see the blow that crashed into the back of his head. All he knew was a moment of terrible blinding pain, then a sickening realization that he was falling into blackness. Through the mists that were enveloping his consciousness he heard a faint, far-away scream. He knew it was Lee, but his last desperate effort to crawl to his knees brought a wave of nausea and darkness rolling over him.


  He knew no more.


  CHAPTER X


  In the Hands of the Martians


  WHEN Dirk regained consciousness he was being dragged over a smooth, highly polished metal floor by two of the green creatures who had attacked them. His legs trailed behind him as his captors jerked him along. Their arms under his shoulders were as hard and unyielding as metal bars.


  His head ached throbbingly from the blow he had received and he almost fainted with pain when the arms which supported him were suddenly withdrawn and he fell forward to the hard floor.


  For an instant he could only lie helplessly, experiencing a numb sort of relief slowly stealing over his body.


  A voice, a sobbing, familiar voice, roused him from the lethargic stupor of pain.


  “You brutes! You inhuman brutes have killed him!”


  The words, anguished and frantic, filtered through the deep fog of pain and weariness into which he seemed to be settling. Something inside of him, something quite apart from his natural muscles, responded to that voice. With strength that was more mental than physical, he lifted himself from the floor and raised his head.


  Lee, her eyes startlingly blue in her chalk white face, was struggling with two impassive, green-scaled creatures who were holding her, not more than a dozen feet from where he lay.


  His eyes met hers and he forced a semblance of a grin to his lips.


  “Don’t worry, Honey,” he said weakly. “I’m not dead yet.”


  “But you soon will be”


  The words weren’t spoken, for he hadn’t heard them. Instead they had suddenly impressed themselves on his mind as definitely as audible words would have. It was a thought—but not one of his own. From some other source the words had emanated and stamped themselves with positive force on his consciousness.


  Dazed, Dirk was hardly aware of the metal-hard hands again on his arms, lifting him from the floor and holding him erect. With an effort he shook his head from side to side, clearing it somewhat of the spinning shadows that were flickering in front of his eyes.


  Gradually his vision cleared and he looked about, seeing his surroundings for the first time.


  HE WAS standing m the approximate center of a majestically proportioned room. Its walls, ceilings and floor were composed of some hard, slick material that was the deepest emerald green in color.


  In front of him was a huge dais that caught his attention immediately. For at its apex was a mighty control panel of some sort, almost thirty feet square. Its entire surface was pitted with hundreds of rheostats, indicators and gauges, meaningless to him, but indicative of brilliant mechanical intelligence in its designer.


  Lee’s voice attracted him again.


  “Oh Dirk,” she cried, straining helplessly at the expressionless creatures who held her, “I was so afraid you’d been killed.”


  He started toward her, but the iron hands on his arms instantly tightened. Beside the four silent green creatures who held him and Lee, he saw at least eight more lined up in a military column, facing the dais. Turning, he saw Jan’s limp figure stretched on the floor. Two more of the emotionless guards stood beside his inert body.


  “I might as well have been,” he said bitterly. “We’re as helpless now as we would be dead.”


  “An extremely intelligent attitude.” It wasn’t a voice. Again it was a thought suddenly bombarded against his mind. Lee was looking at him incredulously. It was obvious that the same idea had been mysteriously forced on her consciousness.


  “Dirk,” she said faintly, “I heard—I thought—”


  Lee’s voice trailed off and she turned slowly, her eyes moving to the base of the monstrous control panel, with its thousands of intricate gauges.


  Dirk turned too, in response to a command that struck his brain with an almost physical force. .


  He saw then what he had not noticed in his first glance at the huge, gadget-studded board.


  At its base, seated in an ornately carven chair, was a tall thin creature, a pale green in color. His head was huge, dwarfing the rest of his body into insignificance. Two large eyes, glowing with a smouldering light, regarded them appraisingly. At the left of this creature was a long device, similar to an organ key-board, over which one thin hand trailed slowly.


  “I am Thogar. I rule here.”


  There was no doubt that the thought originated from the huge-headed creature on the dais. Its eyes swung slowly from Dirk to Lee.


  “Emotion is an uncivilized quality,” the creature’s thought struck them again, “but I am guilty of feeling now. My feeling is one of anger. You miserable beings, by your subterfuge, have occasioned the destruction of the Saturnian city. Using one of their ships to attack us was a cunning move. It prompted us to retaliate by reducing to dust the entire colony of Saturn with all of its inhabitants. We do not regret this, but we regret being deceived by Earthlings.”


  “What are you going to do with us?” Dirk asked grimly.


  The question seemed to amuse the creature on the dais.


  “Such a question is typical of Earthling stupidity. You must die, as all Earthlings have died since we came.”


  DIRK felt a stubborn anger welling in him against the cold intellect that was embodied in the creature on the dais.


  “Why must we die?” he demanded. “What right do you have to decide anyone’s death?”


  The ponderous head swayed slightly and the lambent eyes gleamed with a suddenly brilliant light.


  “You anger me,” its thought lashed at Dirk. “That is extremely unwise of you. For you to imply an equality between us is tactless effrontery. Earth had no civilization until Mars brought one here. Our first task was to stamp out the crude life-forms peculiar to this planet. You are one of those lifeforms, undeveloped, brutish, unintelligent. For that reason you must be eliminated. Millions of your species were teeming the surface of the planet when we arrived. In the place of that senseless profusion we have created robots to perform the elementary tasks which once were the task of low lifeforms of Earth. Those creatures which are beside you, alert and ready to curb your savage impulses, are robots, subject only to my will.”


  Dirk glanced at the flat, mask-like faces and scaly bodies of the things which guarded him and Lee. It was with difficulty that he suppressed a shudder of repulsion.


  “An intelligent being,” Thogar’s thought was coldly contemptuous, “would not be revolted by an economical machine. These robots have enabled the Martians to enjoy an existence unencumbered by the drudgery and mentality which were the principal characteristics of an Earthling’s life. They have also made it possible for the survivors of Mars to devote their time exclusively to scientific pursuits.”


  In spite of Dirk’s preoccupation with Lee’s and his own safety, he could not express his curiosity.


  “How are they powered?” he asked.


  “It would be impossible for you to understand. Their energy is generated from one mighty plant and fed to them individually through a modification of ether waves. Their wills are dominated by mine through simple thought transference. The theories involved would be incomprehensible to you. Incidentally, they are indestructible.”


  As he finished speaking, his huge head leaned back to rest against a specially constructed brace on the top of the carven throne.


  At the same instant Dirk felt the hands on his arms tighten inexorably. Two of the robots were lifting Jan’s still unconscious figure between them and carrying him toward the vast room’s only door. Dirk was dragged along behind him and, twisting desperately, he saw that Lee was being brought along with them.


  The grotesque, huge-headed Martian watched them dispassionately, not a flicker of expression touching his face as they were dragged away from his throne. His attitude rivaled the interest an Earth scientist might have displayed in watching the death throes of a malignant germ under the slide of his microscope.


  THE impassive Martian robots dragged the three humans along a broad corridor with green walls and ceiling. They were not more than six feet apart, Jan in the lead, Dirk and Lee following.


  Dirk twisted around and caught Lee’s eye.


  “Keep your chin up,” he said. He tried to grin.


  Lee matched his effort. “Do you think this is the—end?”


  “Maybe,” he said. “It’s impossible to tell what that cold-blooded devil has in mind.”


  Their footsteps echoed hollowly in the corridor for several silent seconds.


  “Dirk,” Lee said suddenly, “What do you think happened to Morma-Ri?”


  “Not much chance that he got away from the cave alive,” Dirk answered. He heard Lee catch a quick breath. “I’m sorry, Honey,” he said miserably, “he meant a great deal to you, didn’t he?”


  After a moment Lee said, “Yes, he did.” Her voice was perfectly steady.


  They tramped along in silence again, the jerky mechanical footsteps of the robots sounding like the amplified noise of a troop of toy mechanical soldiers.


  Lee broke the silence with a pitiful attempt at lightness. “You don’t look very neat,” she said. “Not from the back anyway. Your leather shirt is completely out of your trousers. If we’re going to make an exit we should make a presentable one.”


  “Right you are, honey,” he said, trying to match her mood. Absently his hands moved to stuff his shirt inside his belt. Suddenly he froze, every muscle and nerve in his body tensing rigidly.


  His fingers had touched a slim metal rod. The slim metal rod, he instantly realized, that they had appropriated from the tendril-armed creatures from Saturn.


  His hopes and thoughts quickened. If they could turn the weapon against these robot guards—Thogar’s words suddenly sprang into his mind to mock his hopes. The huge headed Martian had said, that the robots were indestructible.


  Then another thought struck him. These were the weapons of the invaders from Saturn. Wasn’t it likely that they had been developed for possible use against the Martians? If they were, they might have an effect on the Martian robots. His thoughts were churning wildly. It was a chance, a desperate, million-to-one chance at best, but he had to take it.


  His hands came away from his belt clutching the shining metal rod. He heard Lee’s quick intake of breath. She had seen it. Had her robot guards?


  “Easy, honey,” he said softly. “Are your guards suspicious?”


  “They don’t seem to be,” Lee said faintly, a little later. “I can’t tell by looking at them. Oh Dirk be careful.”


  DIRK had the silver weapon before him now. His fingers ran rapidly over its smooth length, found nothing. Sweat was beading his face. The damn thing had to have a trigger of some sort. One of the ends of the slim tube had had an opening in it. The other end was solid.


  They were approaching a door at the end of the corridor. If anything was going to be done it would have to be fast. Suddenly he remembered the tendril-like arms of the Saturnian creatures. They wouldn’t have been able to pull a trigger, they would have to squeeze . . .


  His hands closed carefully on the metal rod and he felt it give slightly under the pressure. They were almost at the door, there was not time to think, plan or even to hope.


  He pointed the slim weapon at the back of one of the robots that was carrying Jan’s limp figure. Then he squeezed tightly.


  There was no sound from the weapon. No pellet or visible ray flashed from its muzzle. For perhaps three agonizing seconds nothing happened. Then, with a suddenness that amazed him, the robot halted, seeming to stiffen into rock-like rigidity. It twisted slightly, almost as if in pain, then, with a sputtering hiss, it crashed forward to the floor.


  The other robots did not break their stride. Unseeing, unheeding they tramped on, marching over the fallen robot as if it were part of the floor. Swinging the slender weapon around Dirk flashed it over the two robots that were striding beside him. Within twenty feet their mechanically monotonous pace broke, they stiffened, then fell forward.


  In another thirty seconds the remaining three robots were crumpled on the floor, lifeless machines.


  Dirk sprang to Lee’s side and held her close for an instant.


  “We don’t really have time for this,” he murmured, “but then we may never have time. This is one break for us, but we’ll have to make our breaks from now on.”


  A faint moan sounded behind them. “Jan!” Lee whispered.


  Together they hurried to the stocky Earthman’s side.


  Jan was sitting up between the two fallen robots, pressing both hands to his head, as if he were afraid it might fly apart.


  Dirk helped him to his feet, where he tottered unsteadily.


  “Feel all right?” Dirk asked.


  Jan looked about at the fallen robots in astonishment. “How—”


  “No question yet,” Dirk said. “The most important thing is have you still got the other rod like this?” He showed Jan the silvery weapon with which he had knocked out the Martian robots.


  Jan fumbled uncertainly at his waist and finally pulled out the other weapon. Rapidly, Dirk explained its operation to him, then he glanced up and down the corridor.


  “We’d better head back the way we came,” he decided. “No point in going where they were taking us.”


  THEY had not traveled fifty feet down the corridor when they heard the ominous tramp of heavy feet booming toward them. Dirk halted and crouched against the wall. Suddenly, from the direction in which they were heading, a double column of robots appeared. They were emerging from an intersection of the corridor and marching directly for them, expressionless faces and grimly methodical stride, terrifying in their purposeful concentration.


  Dirk held his weapon ready and tersely ordered Jan to do the same. Against the overwhelming numbers they would have little chance, but all they could do was fight. He was on the verge of giving Jan the signal to start firing when Lee grabbed his arm.


  “Don’t!” she cried tensely.


  “Are you crazy?” he demanded. “Jan! Cut loose.”


  He wheeled toward the marching column of robots, his hand beginning to close on the handle of the slim weapon, when he noticed what Lee had seen from a distance.


  The robots were not coming for them, they were striding down the center of the corridor paying no attention to the three humans crouched against the wall.


  “Don’t you see?” Lee whispered. “They’re on some other inspection or duty. They won’t bother us unless they have been definitely sent after us. And that isn’t likely this soon.”


  “Let’s hope you’re right,” Dirk muttered.


  The first of the robot column was abreast of them, but they passed by close enough to touch, without even turning their heads. Hardly daring to breathe Dirk flattered himself against the wall as the entire column filed past, striding jerkily on down the corridor, to disappear around a corner a moment later.


  “That’s a real break,” Dirk breathed. “We’re safe until someone of intelligence discovers those knocked-out guards.”


  They continued on, passing several columns of robots within a few minutes. Dirk glanced uneasily about,


  “This seems to be the main highway,” he muttered. “Let’s look for a side street.”


  They turned off at the next archway and after following this corridor for a few hundred feet they came to an open door. After a cautious glance into the room it led to, Dirk waved for Lee and Jan to follow him. Once inside he closed the door and set the time lock which fastened it.


  Then he turned to inspect the quarters in which they had taken refuge. For an instant he couldn’t believe his eyes as he gazed bewilderedly from wall to wall. The sight before him was not the most amazing he had seen in this Martian city, but it was easily the most unexpected.


  “WHAT’S the matter?” Lee asked gazing anxiously at him.


  Dirk was too busy drinking in the scene to answer. The walls of the long wide room were lined with weapons and, in special cases and on benches and racks in the center of the room were more weapons.


  But these were the weapons of 1948!


  There was the improved Garand rifle next to the old model Springfield. Bayonets and small arms were also in evidence. Under each weapon was a tiny glazed card with a small symbol stamped on it. In one corner of the room was a trench mortar, and a French 75 bulked largely in the opposite corner. Several glassed cases of hand grenades, tear gas bombs and other smaller implements were lined against the wall.


  It was obviously some sort of museum or trophy room. From the small store of arms on Earth at the time of the double invasion, the Martians must have selected these as representative of the civilization they were usurping.


  Dirk felt a strange nostalgia as his eyes traveled over the weapons, symbols in a sense, of the world from which he had been so abruptly transported.


  He was just opening his mouth to explain the display to Jan and Lee, when a sudden thunderous sound crashed through the room. Dirk could feel the floor tremble under the force of the impact.


  Lee’s eyes flew to the door.


  “Dirk,” she cried, “it’s breaking in.”


  CHAPTER XI


  Dirk Gives Battle


  DIRK wheeled, saw at a glance that Lee was not mistaken. The door, massive and solid, was already hanging queerly at the bottom. With every terrible blow it weakened perceptibly.


  That meant that the robot guards they had knocked out of commission had been discovered, that all of the robots had probably been put to the task of searching down the fugitives.


  “What can we do?” Lee asked quietly-


  Jan grabbed Dirk’s arm and pulled him around.


  “Look,” he yelled, “door, another door.”


  Dirk followed Jan’s pointing finger and saw another door in the opposite wall. It was closed, but it offered a chance.


  “I stay,” Jan said earnestly. “It will take them a little time to get past me,” he added grimly.


  “No soap,” Dirk snapped. “We all go, or we all stay. Right, Lee?”


  “Right,” Lee said.


  Jan shrugged and stepped to the door that promised them a retreat. One heavy tug and it was open and sunshine poured into the room.


  “Swell,” Dirk snapped, “now we—”


  “Dirk!” Lee screamed.


  Dirk had heard the crash too. He wheeled just as the heavy door fell inward and a half-dozen swiftly moving robots poured into the room.


  He whipped up his silver weapon and, from the corner of his eye, he saw that Jan had done the same. The first three robots spilled to the floor as the deadly, invisible rays destroyed some vital section of their mechanism.[4]


  But dozens more were spilling through the smashed door.


  Dirk swung Lee around and shoved her toward Jan.


  “Get through that door,” he shouted at her.


  “No,” she cried, “I want—”


  “Do what I tell you,” he shouted. He was already springing toward one of the glassed-in cases that housed the grenades. Smashing the glass with his fist he jerked out a grenade, pulled the pin and heaved it straight into the crowded mass of robots fighting their way into the room.


  It exploded with a detonating roar that almost ruptured his eardrums.[5]


  The force of its blast scattered robots like tenpins, smashing them back into the press still trying to jam into the room.


  GRABBING two more grenades Dirk leaped for the door which Jan was still guarding. He hooked an arm about Lee’s waist and jerked her through into the open. Jan was at his heels.


  The robots had methodically reorganized their ranks after the devastating effects of the grenade and now they were storming across the room toward the door through which Dirk and Jan and Lee had escaped.


  As they reached the door Dirk threw the second grenade. Its blast tore a hole in the floor next to the door arch. A rumbling thunderous noise trembled in the air for an instant, then a heavy section of wall caved in as the archway collapsed.


  The robots caught under the sliding section of wall were crushed and mangled into twisted metal frameworks. More important the cave-in had sealed the doorway with tons of practically impassable weight.


  “That gives us a breather for a while,” Dirk muttered gratefully. “Now where do we go from here?”


  They were in an angle formed by the walls of the building. The walls of the structure were a deep red and the building was the largest for as far as they could see. It was obviously the building they had attacked the day previous in the Saturn ship.


  “That puts us in just about the middle of the city,” Dirk decided.


  They were on the edge of one of the magnificent avenues they had noticed from the air. To their right the land leveled down to a plateau in the middle of which was a solid square building, guarded by double lines of robots. There were no windows or apertures visible in the structure, but on its roof was a huge pinwheel, something like the elevator propeller of an autogyro, whirling at a blinding speed.


  Dirk’s eyes traveled over the building for an instant and then he snapped his fingers suddenly.


  “I’ll bet that’s the plant that distributes energy to the robots,” he said tensely. “Notice how well it’s guarded, yet there’s no way in or out of it. That must be it.”


  The three of them were standing in the shadow of the red structure, intently watching the isolated building in the middle of the plateau. The angle of the wall obstructed their view of the broad avenue and for this reason they didn’t see the mighty, silently rolling Martian tank until it appeared abruptly on top of them. It stopped dead in front of them, trapping them in the corner formed by the walls.


  Dirk shoved Lee behind him and pulled the last grenade from his pocket. With sickening clarity he realized how hopelessly futile would be a grenade against this monster tank.


  It towered easily thirty feet in the air and was over a hundred feet long. Rocket exhausts were built into its sides like gills and its total effect was one of magnificent, irresistible power.


  The sound of a clamp releasing came to them. Then a small door close to the ground swung open.


  Dirk tensed, fingers taut on the pin of the grenade.


  But he never pulled that pin. For the strength flowed from his body in one unnerving instant as he recognized the small figure that stepped from the tank.


  “Morma-Ri!” Lee cried joyously.


  CHAPTER XII


  Morma-Ri to the Rescue


  THE small, serene Lama folded the excited girl in his arms and patted her shoulder gently. Dirk clasped his free hand fervently.


  “How did you get away from the cave?” he demanded. “We’d given you up for dead.”


  “A very great deal of luck is responsible for my being here,” Morma-Ri said calmly. “I was sleeping when the red Martian ship arrived and captured you. A robot creature clambered into the Saturn ship and flew it here. The robots paid not the slightest attention to me at the landing field. Later I found it comparatively simple to appropriate this machine after I had watched it being operated. I came here because I knew it to be the heart and pulse of the city. It was here I hoped to find you, but I was far from optimistic about doing so. Our situation here is extremely precarious, I might say.”


  “You don’t know the half of it,” Dirk said grimly. He pointed to the demolished wall at their back, and explained the meaning of the sounds which could be heard through it.


  “They’re digging and battering toward us every second,” he concluded. “Robots, hundreds of them, synthetically energized and damn near indestructible. It’s curtains when they break through.”


  “Can we do nothing but wait for them?” Morma-Ri inquired gently.


  “Nothing,” Dirk said, “unless you know some way we can blow up that building down in the plateau.” He pointed down at the square, heavily guarded structure. “That’s the source of the robot energy.”


  Morma-Ri gazed long and thoughtfully at the structure.


  “No,” he said softly, “I know of no method that would accomplish its destruction.”


  Very slowly, he turned and walked toward the monster tank.


  “Where are you going?” Lee asked. “Nowhere, my child,” he answered, smiling. “Nowhere at all.”


  When he reached the door of the tank he turned and faced them. A smile touched the corner of his lips, as if he were enjoying a private joke.


  “My children,” he said quietly, “I do what I must do and I do it without regret!” With a wave of his hand he stepped backward into the tank and slammed the door.


  “Dirk!” Lee screamed. “Stop him!”


  Already the mighty land tank, under the silent impetus of its rocket motors, was moving away.


  “It’s too late to stop him,” Dirk said.


  THE tank wheeled swiftly away from them and, with a sudden roar of power, plunged down the sloping hill that led to the heavily guarded structure, the source of the robot energy.


  Dirk’s arm tightened about Lee’s shoulder as he saw what Morma-Ri had in mind. In a suicidal sacrifice he was going to drive the huge, thundering tank into that building; that building which was the pulse and heart of this entire city.


  If he succeeded . . .


  Then Dirk saw the flashing space ships.


  By the dozens mighty bullet-swift ships were racing to intercept the charging land tank. These ships were different than the ones that Dirk had seen previously. The slim elongated bodies were flanged by two widely flaring fins. Yellow and red in color the ships had the appearance of giant manta rays. In the tapering snout of each ship a rectangular beacon light swung back and forth ominously.


  The huge roaring tank was half-way to its objective, gathering tremendous speed with every foot, when the space ships flashed from the sky above it. From the swinging beacon lights on each ship, rays of blinding light speared out, striking the ground on all sides of the tank with the force of lightning bolts. Smoke poured upward from the ground, ragged craters appeared magically under each stabbing blast, but the mammoth tank charged on, its great treads jerking it through and over the pock-like holes created by the ray weapons of the attacking ships.


  So absorbed was Dirk in the desperate race that he didn’t feel Jan’s tug on his arm until it was repeated a second time.


  “Look,” Jan cried. He was pointing to the section of the wall that had been demolished by the grenade. The robots were almost through the barricade that had been formed by the collapsed archway. In a matter of seconds they would be spilling out on them. Dirk saw this in a desperate glance. He jerked the slim rod weapon from his belt and waited grimly for the first of scale-covered robots to appear.


  Lee’s scream jerked him about.


  Wheeling, Dirk saw that one of the mighty flaring-finned space ships had scored a direct hit on the tank in which Morma-Ri was riding. The long stabbing bolt of white hot energy had speared the front of the tank, melting its metal shell as if it were butter.


  Lee covered her face with her hands and turned blindly to him, sobbing.


  Dirk felt a sick, helpless feeling flooding over him. For Morma-Ri to sacrifice himself was one thing, but to throw his life away futilely, uselessly, accomplishing nothing, that was infinitely worse.


  He tossed a look over his shoulder and saw that the first robots were emerging from the debris and wreckage of the wall. Jan was waiting for them, his slim weapon spraying the silent rays of death across their path.


  DIRK risked one more glance down the sloping plateau and hope flamed in him again. For the mangled, blistered tank was still moving, gathering speed with a thrilling surge of power. Miraculously, Dirk realized, the blast had not killed Morma-Ri nor destroyed the vital mechanism of the tank. Ships were flashing down at it, stabbing at it with vicious bursts, but it roared on, bucking and lurching, gathering momentum like an avalanche.


  It seemed to know a charmed path between the devastating bolts of searing light-heat that flashed from the snouts of the desperately attacking ships.


  It was only yards from its objective, when Jan bellowed hoarsely in his ear.


  “Turn—”


  The rest of the words were drowned out in the drumming rush of feet that sounded behind him. Wheeling, Dirk had only time to throw an arm about Lee before the charging horde of robots swept over them, crushing them to the ground with sheer irresistible weight.


  Jan was down too, the silver weapon knocked from his hand.


  It was the end.


  Dirk struggled desperately against the robot creatures swarming over him, but he knew the fight was hopeless. It was only an instinct that made him lash out again and again at the green robots.


  Then through the confusion of sound beating against him, a vast muffled roar swelled in his ears, driving all other sounds away like chips before a wave. The ground beneath him trembled mightily and from the very skies above terrific electrical detonations churned the atmosphere into a maelstrom of furious turbulence.


  Stunned by the magnitude of the incredible explosion Dirk crouched helplessly, his arm still about Lee’s waist, too dazed to move. There was a heavy weight pressing limply on his back, and when he moved slightly it rolled off and crashed lifelessly to the ground beside him.


  It was a robot. Dazedly, Dirk raised himself on one elbow and glanced around. Strewn about him were robots, dozens and dozens of motionless robots, sprawled in twisted, grotesque heaps.


  Glancing down to the plateau Dirk saw a huge cavernous hole, where once had been the powerhouse which supplied the robots of Mars their synthetic life. There was no evidence of the tank, but the shattered remains of hundreds of crashed space ships were visible on the broad expanse.


  After the mighty cataclysm of sound a silence, hushed and oppressive, settled on them. Dirk helped Lee to her feet, the scuffling of their shoes sounding strangely loud in their ears.


  “He did it,” he said softly. “He gave his life that we might have a chance to live.”


  “Oh, Dirk!” Lee sobbed.


  “No time for tears, yet,” he said gently. “We still have a job to do. A damn big job.”


  WHEN Jan was on his feet Dirk led them cautiously through the passage way that the robots had blasted through the wall. There was still Thogar, the huge-headed Martian, to deal with. Dirk had not seen any other Martians in evidence, but it was certainly probably that they would meet them soon. With the destruction of their robot servants they would have to fight themselves.


  In the museum room, lined with Earth weapons a century and a half old, Dirk paused, studying the armaments intently. His eye ranged from wall to wall, case to case, mentally discarding weapons unsuitable for attack against Thogar and any of his type they might meet. But it was on a slightly raised dais, in the most prominent section of the room, that he saw an object that brought an incredulous exclamation to his lips.


  For an unbelieving instant he stared at it. It was impossible for this thing to be here. It should be a hundred fathoms below the surface of the Atlantic ocean.


  “Jan! Lee!” he cried excitedly. “Come here.”


  With fingers that trembled he reached for the precious object.


  “Stop!”


  The command was not spoken. It was a thought, branding itself on his brain, chilling his blood with a sudden terror.


  Slowly he turned.


  Thogar was standing in the doorway, his tall, thin body hunched under the weight of his immense head. The huge lidless eyes in that grotesque head flamed like twin coals as they moved over the three frozen human beings.


  A heavy, oppressive silence settled like a pall over the room. Almost automatically Dirk found his hand slipping slowly to the slender weapon at his belt.


  “Stop!” Thogar’s imperative thought arrested the furtive gesture. You fool! That weapon would not avail against me. It is designed only to destroy mechanical life.”


  Dirk’s breath caught in his throat as Thogar’s claw-like hand opened slowly, disclosing a gleaming red globe, not more than an inch in diameter. From its smouldering center deep fires flashed evilly.


  “This,” Thogar continued ominously, “was designed to destroy cellular life. You stupid creatures have destroyed the robots which Mars was centuries in developing. But what was accomplished once, I can accomplish again. I, the last living member of my race, will perpetuate the memory and glory of Mars through another mechanical civilization of robots. Nothing will stop me, nothing can stop me. Centuries ago Mars knew that it was becoming a sterile race. That is the penalty for achieving too high a degree of development. Our exodus to earth was an attempt to discover if new environments would increase the productivity of the race. That failed, but I will not fail in my attempt. I have another theory to once again populate the earth with Martians. For that I will need a little cooperation, with the female Earthling.”


  LEE gasped, her skin whitening.


  Dirk felt a sick, horrified revulsion sweep over him. That this hideous, unclean creature should use Lee. . .


  “You’ll have to kill me first,” he raged desperately.


  “Precisely,” Thogar seemed amused. “That is just what I intend to do.”


  He lifted his palm, focusing his eyes on the gleaming red sphere. It began to glow violently, radiating a stream of colors that clashed and danced madly against one another.


  Suddenly, something distracted the Martian’s attention. His concentration on the sphere wavered. With surprising speed he leaped backward—as a human body launched at him from the doorway.


  Jan gasped in surprise, but Dirk spun and lunged for the dais on which a small, leaden casket rested. This was the heaven-sent opportunity he had prayed for. Tremblingly, his fingers tore open the lid of the casket—the casket which contained the instrument that had beaten a dictator’s forces many decades ago. The Death Ray!


  Dirk wasted no time wondering how it had gotten here. That didn’t matter. Its barge could have broken loose from its mooring on that fateful day when the forces from Saturn and Mars attacked Earth.


  It had obviously been discovered by the Martians and placed here in this museum of earth armaments, an insignificant weapon compared to the death-dealing weapons perfected by the invaders from Mars.


  The Death Ray was a cumbersome machine, with a round metal base from which a thin tapering tube emerged. Glistening coils surrounded the inner mechanism, giving it a Medusa’s head appearance.


  Dirk jerked it from its casket and wheeled to face Thogar, the Martian. The huge headed creature was turning slowly from a limp body on the floor, holding the glowing sphere before him.


  From the evilly smouldering crimson ball a radiation flashed out toward Dirk.


  Dropping to the floor Dirk aimed the Death Ray at Thogar’s immense head and pulled the trigger.


  THE Death Ray was fatal to cellular life of any species. Its powerful disintegrating properties possessed the power to shatter the fundamentals of life itself.


  For a terrible instant Dirk feared that it had failed. Thogar stood the force of the ray without blanching, his monstrous head held erect, almost pridefully.


  Then, while his eyes flashed with a sudden violent hate, his legs buckled and he fell slowly forward. The light in his protuberant, lidless eyes was maniacal. In their fanatic gleam could be seen not only the death of a creature, but the death of a race and a way of life.


  When his frail body struck the floor, life had left it forever.


  With Jan and Lee at his side, Dirk strode across the floor to the limply sprawled body that lay next to Thogar’s.


  “It is Karl,” Jan said simply.


  Dirk knelt beside the youth and Lee cradled his blond head in her arms. He was dying, but a spark of light was in his eyes as he looked up at Dirk and Jan.


  “There are others below,” he said painfully. “I came up when the guards—” He coughed weakly, unable to finish the sentence.


  “We know,” Dirk said.


  “D—did I do right?” Karl asked feebly.


  Dirk nodded and Jan gripped his hand. Both men were thinking the same thoughts. Karl had been afraid at one time, but in the moment of need,


  his heroic action offered one more shining example of the spirit of Man. He had sacrificed himself, taken the death that Thogar had been ready to unleash, to save them.


  When Dirk looked again at Karl, the youth’s face was peaceful in death.


  Dirk slipped his arm around Lee’s shoulders and his hand gripped Jan’s arm tightly. There was much for them to do. The enemies from space had been vanquished and the long unending struggle to make the world a better place in which to live must begin again.


  It was a monumental task but with Lee in his arms and Jan at his side, it did not seem impossible.


  [1] In the winter of nineteen forty-one Japan attacked America at Pearl Harbor and, some time later, Germany turned from the east and threw its might in an all-out onslaught on the British Isles. The United States entered the war and the conflict settled down to a long, costly war of attrition. Finally after four years Hitler was defeated, the enslaved peoples of Europe were liberated, and an International Tribunal was established to bring peace and security and democracy to the Nations of the World.


  [2] The invention of the devastating weapon which the newspapers dubbed the “Death Ray” was the turning point of the war. Developed in America, it was capable of completely shattering all types of life, whether of vegetable or animal origin. Based on Lite principle that had made possible the discovery of U-25, it destroyed life by splitting the atomic structure of the cell into myriad organisms. It is somewhat consoling to realize that this deadly instrument of death was never actually utilized against humans. Once the knowledge of its existence reached the Third Reich the soldiers of Hitler’s armies lost much of their fanatical desire to tight. Thus, when England and America invaded the continent of Europe they were able to smash the apathetic armies of Germany with comparative ease.


  After the war settlement the International Tribunal decreed that all armaments and planes and ship? would be destroyed to eliminate for all time the possibility of another costly, futile war.


  For some time it was debated whether or not the “Death Ray” should be included in this general destruction of armaments. At least it was decided that its potential destructive power was too dangerous to leave in existence. Along with all other implements of war it was ordered destroyed. It was sealed in a leaden casket, along with the formula for its discovery and operation and towed out to sea on a black barge, to be sunk by radio-controlled planes with the rest of the world’s war weapons.


  [3] It is a possibility that Dirk Masters was stunned into a state of suspended animation by the bolt from the invading space ship. This plus the fact that he was obviously buried under tremendous pressure in an aperture created by the blasts from the ship might logically account for his remaining alive during the one hundred and fifty years. Many instances have been recorded of smaller animals living in a semi-suspended state for incredible lengths of time. Hermetically sealed under great external pressure, Dirk Masters’ life functions slowed to an imperceptible rate and, for one hundred and fifty years, he remained in that apparently lifeless state. Then, when the blasts from the blue rocket ships shattered the ground and caused a disturbance directly over the crypt in which he had been sealed, he was liberated in the shallow water off the coast of Florida. The water and air revived him almost at once and, after a few weeks rest, the recuperative powers of the human system restored his strength and health.


  [4] The secret of the power of the Saturnian weapon which Dirk and Jan have found so invincible, might lie in an adaptation of ether waves, which would “short circuit” the brains of the robots which are actually nothing more than receiving sets designed to pick up the thought waves of the master Martians.


  [5] It might seem incredible that a grenade would not lose its effectiveness in a hundred and fifty years, were it not for the fact that they had obviously been hermetically sealed under glass. This protection would render them as potent as the day they left the factory.


  CAPTAIN STINKY


  First published in the June 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Even for a Martian it is a mistake to underestimate little Ebenezer Scragg, master of the garbage scow, Sweet Pea!


  THE small smoky space-port saloon was jammed with its usual crowd of battered humanity, when Captain Ebenezer Scragg, Master of the garbage scow, Sweet Pea, shoved open the swinging doors and shouldered his way to the bar.


  He managed to find six inches of space between a huge-shouldered Martian and a slight Venusian whose pale green features were flushed from the vile concoction he was drinking.


  When he attracted the attention of the bartender he ordered a drink and downed it neat. Smacking his lips he turned and nodded to several of his friends and acquaintances who were scattered about the dingy room.


  The captain was a gnarled, whiskered little man with bright snapping eyes and a stubborn outthrust chin. A prominent Adams apple bobbed up and down his scraggly neck. The scant hair that stuck obstinately up from his scalp was a horrible shade of red that was a cross between orange and pink. His clothes—blue trousers and wind-breaker—flapped about his skinny ungainly frame with every motion he made.


  A Martian space tar lolling drunkenly at a table looked up at the Captain and a slow grin split his pumpkinlike face.


  “Long time since I see,” he said jovially. “How has been my friend, the Captain Stinky?”


  Captain Ebenezer Scragg glared at the Martian.


  “Listen, you overgrown lobster,” he cried, in a shrill voice that cracked slightly with rage, “if you call me that name again I’ll bust a chair over your gol-danged head. Just because I’m master of garbage scow, don’t mean I ain’t entitled to some respect. I’m Captain Ebenezer Scragg of the Sweet Pea, and if you’ve got anything in that blockhead of your’n that you want to discuss with me, why call me by my name and rank.”


  CAPTAIN EBENEZER stopped because he was out of breath.


  Glaring balefully at the Martian, he was about to turn back to the bar, when a general wave of coarse laughter swept over the saloon.


  A drunk in the corner stood up and struck a pose.


  “I’m Captain Ebenezer Scragg,” he cried, between hiccoughs, “Master of the Sweet Pea, the dirtiest, stinkingest garbage scow between here and Earth.”


  Captain Ebenezer’s face turned as red as his hair.


  “Leave her name out of this,” he shouted shrilly. “The Sweet Pea don’t need any apologies, not to drunken bums like you, anyway. You couldn’t get a berth on her the best day of your life, if you ever had one. I wouldn’t have you for nothing a month.”


  The drunk chortled triumphantly.


  “You ain’t got enough money to get me aboard your scow,” he jeered.


  Because this statement was perfectly true it struck home to the Captain’s most vulnerable spot—his pride.


  He knew that not one man in the saloon would accept a berth on his ship. The garbage scows that met the great space liners and removed the accumulation of refuse the liners collected on their three and four week trips, were regarded as beneath the dignity of any respectable space tar.


  Captain Ebenezer’s contract with the space liners provided that he remove their garbage at pre-arranged meeting places in the void. Occasionally he was able to sign on a few seamen to help him, but more often he had to do the complete job himself. In fact it had been months since he had been able to recruit the remnants of a crew.


  IT SAVED him money but it doubled his work. And such work! It was humiliating for the Master of the scow to be forced to climb over the refuse in the hold to open the garbage chutes. He could stand that, but when he had to grab a pitch fork and spread the cargo about to keep it from piling up at the chute door, his sensitive, dignity-loving soul wilted.


  The fact that he was master of his own, ship duly commissioned and authorized, was ashes in his mouth with the realization on that he was held in a sort of pitying contempt by the rest of the spaceman at the port.


  He would have cheerfully cut his tongue out before admitting that he cared for the opinion of other masters and space tars. Still, deep in his tough old heart, he cared very much.


  The ribald laughter that was sounding in the smoke-filled, dank saloon was as gall and wormwood to him.


  “You bunch of washed-up space bums,” he snarled, as the noise subsided, “have got a helluva lot of nerve to be laughin’ at me and the Sweet Pea. We do important work whether you swabs realize it or not. Tonight I’m meetin’ the Jupiter, eighteen days out of Earth and headin’ for home. What’d they do if I didn’t meet her? They’d be in a bad way, that’s what.”


  The big Martian looked up blearily.


  “The Jupiter is one hell of-a fine ship,” he said. “I shipped on her for many trips. She is a real liner, not like your garbage scow, Captain Stinky.”


  Captain Ebenezer’s jaw stuck out angrily.


  “I’m warnin’ you for the last time about that,” he said shrilly. “I got a name, and you know it. If you shipped on the Jupiter you should know how to address a space ship’s captain. They probably threw you off the Jupiter because they got sick of havin’ a dumb, drunken bum ruining the looks of their ship.”


  The big Martian stood up, his huge red face twisted in rage. With one step he was beside Captain Ebenezer, and with one mighty hand he jerked him off the floor and held him suspended in the air.


  “Why I leave the Jupiter” he growled, “is my business. “You keep your nose clear and you stay healthier.”


  CAPTAIN EBENEZER’S fists were flailing frantically, but futiley, at the mammoth Martian. His wizened, monkey-like face was as red as a ripe tomato.


  “Lemme down!” he howled wrathfully. “Just lemme go, you overgrown ox, and I’ll knock three kinds of blue tar out of you.”


  The Martian held him at arm’s length, four feet above the floor. With a motion of his wrist he shook the Captain until his teeth chattered together like dice.


  “Captain Stinky,” the Martian jeered, “maybe this will teach you a little lesson.”


  Still holding the Captain suspended in the air he lumbered to the door. With one heave he tossed Captain Ebenezer’s small figure through the swinging doors onto the sidewalk that flanked the saloon.


  Captain Ebenezer picked himself up slowly. Every bone in his body ached and he felt as if he had collided with a runaway meteor. He dusted his clothes with what dignity he could muster and glared at the round face of the Martian, leering at him over the top of the swinging doors.


  “All right, you big baboon,” snarled Captain Ebenezer, “let that be a lesson to you.”


  With that illogical but somehow face-saving outburst, Captain Ebenezer limped away.


  AN hour or so later, still limping and bubbling with rage, Captain Ebenezer reached the lower end of the great space wharf where his garbage scow, the Sweet Pea, was moored.


  The wharf was formed in the shape of a vast semi-circle. On this particular asteroid—one of the principal way stations on the Earth-Jupiter circuit—the center of the semi-circular wharf was reserved for the great liners and fighter and observations units of the United Space Navy.


  The tapering ends of the wharf, unlighted and for the most part neglected, were used by cargo ships, space tramps and the more humble type of space-spanning craft.


  Here the Sweet Pea, a squat ugly scow, almost as wide as it was long, moored. A glassicade tower on top of the deck served as Captain Ebenezer’s “bridge,” and it was the one square of space in the whole universe most sacred to him.


  It was dark as the Captain limped to the wharf office to have his clearance papers countersigned. The clerk, a natty ensign from the naval school, frowned importantly at the papers Captain Ebenezer thrust on his desk.


  “Hmmmm,” the ensign tapped a pencil against his front teeth, “everything seems to be in order. Hmmmm.”


  Captain Ebenezar revelled in the formal ritual that accompanied every leaving.


  “Thank you, sir,” he said, saluting with what he hoped was smartness and dash.


  The ensign checked a form, told the captain to leave when he was ready and went back to other, matters. Captain Ebenezer saluted again and walked from the office stiff as a poker.


  Outside, he limped up the walk to the open deck of his ship. The brief contact with authority and formality, and the realization that his passion for dignity and respect were appreciated by someone else brought back his customary feeling of cocky importance.


  Captain Ebenezer descended to the tiny cabin which he shared with the only other crew member, a Venusian, whose duties included chart-making, visi-screen recording, and the other semi-technical matters which Captain Ebenezer foggily understood.


  “Mono!” he called sharply. “Dang it, where in thunderation are you?”


  “Good evening, Captain,” a soft voice said, and Mono stepped out from behind a curtain which separated his section from the captain’s.


  MONO was small and slight, with the typical greenish skin of his planet, and a habitually blank expression which was peculiarly his own.


  He stood at attention and saluted.


  Captain Ebenezer returned the salute solemnly.


  The relationship between the two sole members of the garbage scow’s crew was unbendingly formal half of the time, and the other half it would have been difficult to tell who was in command.


  “We’re ready to leave,” Captain Ebenezer announced, “is everything in order?”


  “Everything has been checked, sir,” Mono said. “The ship is set on course and the propulsion charges have been lowered into the aft rocket tubes. Is there anything else, sir?”


  Ebenezer scratched his scraggly chin. If Mono said things were ready that was that. Still, as the master, he had to make a bluff of excercising a careful supervision over the destiny of the ship.


  “Checked everything, eh?” he asked.


  “Everything, sir.”


  Captain Ebenezer pulled a thoughtful frown over his face for an instant, then he beamed.


  “Well, let’s goin’ you sleepy son-of-a-gun,” he chortled. “Blast away! I’ll be up in the bridge watching the harbor marker lights go by. Snap to it!”


  CAPTAIN Ebenezer could feel the rhythmic throbbing of the rocket exhausts shuddering through the ship, as he climbed the short flight of steps that led to the glassicade bridge.


  The small bridge-room was dark, except for the light over the chart table and the silvery glow of the visi-screen.


  Everything was spick and span, clean and ship-shape, and Captain Ebenezer’s eyes delighted in the order and neatness. This was his haven, his recluse, his paradise.


  As he stepped forward into the room to inspect the charted route of the trip, two things happened.


  The Sweet Pea blasted off, void-bound, with a deep satisfying roar from her old, laboring rockets, and—a heavy, powerful hand fell on his shoulder, jerking him about with a neck-twisting snap.


  “What in thunderation!” he exploded furiously.


  Then his eyes widened incredulously as he recognized the huge shape that faced him from the dark corner of the bridge-room.


  The drunken Martian who had thrown him out of the waterfront dive a few hours before chuckled deep in his throat. The sound was not reassuring.


  “So lucky for me,” the Martian said, “that I happen to be going by your way.”


  Captain Ebenezer’s first amazed shock faded away leaving him explosively angry. Never in his command of the Sweet Pea had anyone but Mono set foot on the bridge, and to have this hallowed spot desecrated now by this lumbering, drunken Martian was nothing short of sacrilegious.


  Ebenezer drew himself up to his full five feet, four inches. Confidence flooded through him as he felt the familiar objects of his little kingdom lending him inanimate but nevertheless moral support.


  “Take your hands off me,” he snapped at the Martian, “I’m in command here and you’re breaking about sixty five space regulation laws by trespassing in my chart room. If you want me to be lenient when we get back to harbor you’d better do as I say and be lively about it.”


  The Martian grinned evilly and his powerful, banana-thick fingers tightened on Ebenezer’s shoulders until he almost fainted with the pain.


  “You do like I tell you,” he said. “When you meet the Jupiter I board her while you take on the slop, Captain Stinky.”


  “You’re crazy,” Captain Ebenezer gasped, so astounded that he hardly noticed the offensive nick-name. “They’ll catch you sure.”


  The Martian smiled.


  “No. I know the Jupiter. Many trips I make with her. I know where to hide for the time it takes to reach Jupiter. There I be safe. The space police from earth want me but they will never find me on that big planet. It’s the only place I can go, and this is the only way I can get on the ship, Jupiter. I have no papers, no passport. If I stay back on the station they will find me in a little while, so I do not stay. I go with you!”


  “What are you wanted for?” Captain Ebenezer demanded.


  “What difference it make?” the huge Martian scowled and shook the little captain like a terrier shaking a rat. “You ask too damn many questions. Maybe I kill a man. If you don’t shut up damn soon maybe I kill another.”


  HE opened his mouth and spat a thick stream of dirty gray leeka juice onto the immaculate floor of the bridge.


  “One more makes no difference,” he chuckled.


  Captain Ebenezer was forced to do the only possible thing under the circumstances.


  “All right,” he grumbled. “But take your meat hooks offa my shoulder. How’d you expect me to run my ship?”


  The Martian released him with a grin.


  “You sensible,” he said.


  For the next two hours Ebenezer pored over the chart, kept a close eye on the visi-screen, and the Martian stood directly behind him, only turning his head to squirt an occasional mouthful of leeka juice to the floor.[*]


  At the end of the two hour stretch the great liner Jupiter was visible on the visi-screen, and fifteen minutes later it could be seen by the naked eye, a long gleaming oblong in relief against the eternal night of the void.


  She was standing by for her meeting with the Sweet Pea and the mighty signal beacons on top her upper structure were pointing long fingers of light through the blackness of space.


  “Why is that?” the Martian growled suspiciously.


  He had pulled a heat-ray gun from his belt and was jabbing it nervously into Ebenezer’s spine.


  “Signalling,” Captain Ebenezer answered.


  “What she say?”


  “They’re giving us their exact position,” Ebenezer explained ungraciously, “and they want the Sweet Pea to lock against refuse chute number one on the starboard side. I gotta answer ’em and tell ’em I got the message.”


  “No answer,” the Martian growled. “Don’t make lights at all. You try trick me and I break your head open.”


  “If I don’t answer,” Captain Ebenezer said, “they’ll surely be suspicious.”


  The Martian shoved the gun into his back viciously.


  “No try tricks,” he said savagely. “Tell Jupiter Okay. If you signal any more I kill you. What is signal for ‘O’ ?”


  “Two blue flashes.”


  “One red.”


  “Good. Send message,” the Martian snarled.


  CAPTAIN Ebenezer sighed despairingly. With the heat-ray gun almost jabbing through him there was nothing else he could do. He flashed the message twice and the Martian’s small eyes watched every motion intently.


  In a matter of minutes the Sweet Pea was sliding alongside the mighty space giant, Jupiter, and when the pneumatic locks clamped the tiny garbage scow into place at refuse chute number one, she looked like a barnacle clinging to the side of a sea going ship.


  The heat-ray gun was digging into Ebenezer’s back again.


  “We go below,” the Martian said. “I know what to do now. At the top of the Jupiter’s garbage chute is storeroom where I can hide. After you take on garbage I slip up the chute. You understand?”


  Ebenezer understood perfectly. After the garbage had been collected the Martian would leave, but he certainly wasn’t going to leave any witnesses behind. The Jupiter’s automatic ejector apparatus would hurl the Sweet Pea clear of the gravitational attraction of the bigger ship, and Ebenezer had no doubt that the crew of the Sweet Pea would be dead by that time. The Martian would burn him and Mono into ashes before leaving, and then when the Sweet Pea was set adrift, the Martian would be perfectly safe.


  Captain Ebenezer felt a slight tremor travel through his body. Prospects weren’t exactly pleasant.


  In silence he led the way to the hold. Mono was standing at the wide side doors through which the garbage was transferred from the liner. When he looked up and saw the Martian and saw the gun that swung slightly to cover him, his face remained blankly expressionless, but a slightly worried glint touched his pale eyes.


  “Is everything all right, sir?” he asked quietly of Ebenezer.


  “Do they look all right, you silly simpleton,” Captain Ebenezer exploded. “Do you think this ape with the gun is a new mascot I picked up?”


  “Shut—up!” The Martian spoke each word separately with a flat deadly emphasis on each syllable.


  Keeping the gun trained on them the Martian lumbered to the panel doors of the garbage chute. The doors of the Sweet Pea had already slid back and the gleaming hull of the Jupiter was visible.


  “When the doors open, I go,” the Martian said. “You stay here with the garbage, Captain Stinky. And you too,” he growled at Mono, “both of you stay with the garbage.”


  “Yes, sir,” Mono said meekly.


  The gleaming metal chute doors of the Jupiter opened suddenly with a metallic click. The Martian swung about expectantly.


  Captain Ebenezer tensed himself for the searing bolt he knew would come—then a sudden triumphant howl broke from his lips.


  FOR from the darkness of the garbage chute three husky Earth spacemen suddenly appeared, and before the huge Martian could raise his gun they dove at him in an avalanche of efficient concerted action.


  Two landed on his back and the other hit him at the knees with a savage swipe.


  With an enraged bellow the Martian shook his massive shoulders, dumping two of the spacemen to the floor.


  His big fist descended like a mallet on the other spacemen as he twisted to bring his heat-ray gun around on the two men who were crawling back to their feet.


  It was at that stage of the affair that Captain Ebenezer entered the fray.


  He had grabbed a heavy iron spike from the floor at the first second of the attack, and now he sprang forward, an anemic avenger, driven to heroic heights by his long repressed rage.


  “Captain Stinky, is it?” he screamed.


  With all the strength in his skinny arms he brought the heavy spike down on the Martian’s big head.


  “Spit leeka juice on the floor of my bridge, will you?” he howled. “Take that! And that!”


  One—two—three!


  The three blows put an end to things. The Martian’s knees sagged and he fell heavily forward on his face.


  Captain Ebenezer almost fell on top of him, but his righteous indignation sustained him. The spike fell from his limp hand and he stood panting heavily, legs spread wide.


  “Captain Stinky, eh?” he gasped.


  With poetic revenge he pursed his lips and sprayed a stream of honest tobacco juice over the sprawled body of the Martian . . .


  VICE ADMIRAL Hartman, master of the Jupiter, received Captain Ebenezer of the Sweet Pea in his sumptuously furnished office. Rising, the Vice-Admiral saluted, then shook hands gravely.


  “It’s a privilege to have you aboard, Captain,” he said. “Permit me to congratulate you on your splendid work. There might have been serious repercussions if we had allowed the Martian to make an illegal entry on Jupiter. When you answered my signal with ‘O.K.’, I was instantly suspicious. In the years our ships have been meeting I have always been happy to note that your signal replies are always according to explicit regulations. This informality tonight put me on the alert and I sent three of my men down to board your ship and make sure that everything was ship-shape.”


  Captain Ebenezer scratched his beard and felt a twinge of conscience. The irregularity of answering ‘O.K.’ hadn’t occurred to him until now. He had been so mad when the Martian sprayed leeka juice over the floor of his bridge that he could hardly see straight, let alone think straight.


  Still, there was no sense mentioning that now.


  He straightened and looked the Admiral square in the eye.


  “Thank you, Admiral,” he said. “After all, us masters has a certain responsibility toward each other. Any way you look at it we all depend on each other.”


  The Vice-Admiral nodded gravely.


  “My sentiments exactly,” he said.


  He shook hands again with Captain Ebenezer, the two men saluted stiffly, and Ebenezer marched from the splendor of the Admiral’s office, wearing a ten tooth grin, his numerical best.


  [*] Leeka Juice: A berry native to Venus and possessing highly narcotic qualities. It was widely used by many of the degenerate tramps and human derelicts of the universe.


  TINK TAKES A FLING


  First published in the June 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Tink got himself into a lot of trouble when he fell in love with Jing, the music fairy!


  CENTRAL PARK was alive with the first touch of spring. A soft balmy breeze skipped gaily through the green shrubbery and the sun that splashed extravagantly and gloriously over the wide lawns transformed the emerald heart of Manhattan into a beautiful fairyland.


  A robin sang, leaves frisked over the gravelled walks and nature’s general air of happy contentment was reflected in the faces of the starry-eyed couples strolling through the park.


  One of these couples sauntered slowly past a bubbling drinking fountain, completely unaware that they were the subject of a rather bitter argument.


  “Disgusting!” Nastee said peevishly.


  Tink glanced at the passing couple and sighed.


  “It’s not disgusting,” he said dreamily, “it’s wonderful. They’re in love.”


  “Bah!” Nastee said.


  The couple in question strolled on, completely unaware that their rapturous state had started another of the arguments that went on interminably between Tink and Nastee, the city-dwelling Leprechauns.


  The two tiny people were lying on the concrete rim of the bubbler looking lazily up at the sky when their eternal argument resumed. Now, Nastee swung himself to a sitting position and stared moodily at the glinting water that bubbled up from the fountain.


  “Love,” he said. “Bah! It’s stupid and silly. I don’t like it.”


  A man stopped and bent over for a drink and Nastee, knowing ordinary humans couldn’t see him, amused himself by kicking a spray of water into his eyes.


  “Damn these crazy fountains!” the man snarled, groping for his handkerchief. Swearing eloquently he strode angrily away.


  Tink closed his eyes and a dreamy smile touched his lips.


  “Love is the most glorious thing in the world,” he said.


  Nastee looked at him exasperatedly.


  “Stop saying that over and over again,” he said. “Anyway, how do you know?”


  Nastee’s sharp eyes caught the sudden flush in Tink’s cheeks.


  “I just know, that’s all,” Tink said defensively.


  “So that’s it,” Nastee said with a sly grin. “You’ve fallen in love yourself.”


  Tink reddened in confusion.


  “Of course not. You’re being absolutely silly. How could I be in love? I’ve only seen her once.”


  “Oho!” chortled Nastee. “Who is she?”


  Tink sat up and put his chin in his hand. A worried frown was on his face.


  “That’s just it,” he said, “I don’t know her name or anything about her. I just got a glimpse of her through a window while she was working.” He sighed tragically. “She’s glorious.”


  Nastee’s curiosity got the better of him.


  “What’s she like?” he asked. “What does she do?”


  “Well,” Tink said eagerly, “she’s pretty as a rose and she works for a composer.”


  “She must be smart,” Nastee said grudgingly.


  “Naturally, she’s smart,” Tink said. “I could tell at a glance that she was the only one in the bunch with brains and beauty.”


  “Bunch?” Nastee said in surprise. “Was it a harem?”


  “Don’t be vulgar,” Tink said frostily. “She is the end girl in a chord. There are three other girls assigned to this particular composition, but none of them compare with mine.”


  “Mine!” Nastee jeered. “Do you think she’ll bother with you?”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Tink said gloomily. “Anyway I’m going to see her again and try to talk with her.”


  “When?” Nastee demanded.


  “Right away,” he said.


  “I think I’ll go along,” Nastee said. Tink stopped. “Oh, no you don’t.”


  “You can’t stop me,” Nastee said. “There’s no wall safe here to lock me in like you did the last time. Anyway I’ll be good.”[1]


  “Is that a promise?” Tink demanded. Nastee smiled slyly.


  “Of course,” he said.


  THE young man at the piano was concentrating on his work with almost fierce intentness. A shock of unruly black hair fell over his pale forehead as his fingers pounded out dramatic, thunderous chords, but he only shook it from his eyes impatiently and continued playing.


  Occasionally he stopped long enough to pencil in a few notes on the unfinished score before him, then his fingers returned to the keyboard to draw forth harmony and melody that swelled through the small, plainly furnished room with magic beauty.


  Finally he stopped and ran both hands wearily through his untidy hair. His face was drawn with tiny lines of fatigue, but an unquenchable flame of inspiration burned in his eyes.


  He was about to return to his work when a slim girl appeared in the doorway that led to the apartment’s tiny kitchen. She wore a brightly colored apron and there was a smudge of flour on her nose. Her smile was gay.


  “Would New York’s finest composer care to stop for a cup of coffee?” she asked.


  The young man at the piano grinned at her and stretched luxuriously.


  “Sounds like a good idea,” he said. “I’m getting a bit tired. Will the wife of New York’s finest composer join me?”


  “I certainly will,” the girl answered. “Come on.”


  The young man sighed and his face became serious.


  “Ann,” he said suddenly, “how do we know this music is any good? How do we know Mr. Hummert will use it for his revue even if I do finish it by Friday?”


  The girl placed her hands on her hips in a comically belligerent pose and one small foot tapped the floor impatiently.


  “Peter Hardwicke,” she said, “if you don’t stop doubting your own ability I’ll—well, I don’t know what I will do, but it will be something drastic. Of course your overture is good. Even though it isn’t finished yet I know that. And if Mr. Hummert doesn’t take it,” she added defiantly, “why someone else will.”


  “Hummert has to take it,” the young composer said, almost savagely. “Don’t you realize honey, this is our big chance. If I muff it I may never get another.”


  “You are not going to muff it,” his wife said crisply, “so stop thinking about it. Now come into the kitchen and have a cup of coffee. The rest will do you good.”


  The young man stood up and put his arms around her.


  “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” he said huskily.


  “I do,” she said. “You’d never get a decent cup of coffee.


  He smiled at her and rumpled her short auburn hair.


  “Don’t get fresh with New York’s finest composer.”


  They both laughed then and walked into the kitchen, arm-in-arm.


  WHEN Peter Hardwicke returned to his work a few moments later he noticed that a draft of air was blowing through the room. Glancing about he saw that the window facing Central Park was open about an inch at the bottom.


  He was sure that it had been closed when he left the room, but it was definitely open now. Frowning over this minor mystery he stepped to the window and closed it, unaware that his action almost occasioned a major disaster in the plans of Tink and Nastee.


  “Whew!” Tink cried. “That was close. He almost caught the seat of my pants when he slammed the window.”


  “It would have served you right,” Nastee said, “for being so poky.”


  Tink climbed to his feet and dusted himself off. His merry face was beaming with expectancy.


  “Anyway we’re inside,” he said.


  Peter Hardwicke had returned to his piano and again his flying fingers were scattering brilliant melody about the room. His back was to the window, concealing the keyboard from Tink and Nastee.


  “All right,” Nastee said sourly, “we’re inside. Now, where’s this girl you’re mooning about?”


  Tink executed a little jig.


  “Follow me,” he said.


  Leaping from the sill he caught a lamp cord and swung himself up to the piano. Nastee joined him an instant later.


  From this point of view they had a clear view of the piano keyboard. Tink stretched himself on his stomach with a contented sigh and cupped his chin in his hand, but Nastee’s mouth fell open in surprise.


  For visible to him on the keyboard were four beautiful, gracefully moulded girls, dancing with elfin delicacy over the piano keys and leaping lightly as feathers over the flashing fingers of the composer.[2]


  They were clad in wisps of flowered material that billowed and floated around them as they soared from key to key with lithe abandon. Their every movement, every gesture was synchronized to the tempo of the music, and the gay festive mood of their dance was attuned to the spirited rhythm of the composition.


  “Holy gee!” Nastee gasped. For once his surly sarcasm was forgotten. His metropolitan sophistication was staggered.


  Tink grinned at him.


  “They’re pretty keen, aren’t they? But notice the one on this end. She’s in a class by herself.”


  Nastee glanced at the girl whose charms had captivated Tink and shook his head slowly and sadly.


  “Red hair,” he said succinctly. “That’s bad.”


  “What’s bad about that?” Tink demanded. “I like red hair.”


  Nastee sat down and swung his legs over the side of the piano. Now that his first interest in the dancing girls had worn away, his normally irascible attitude was returning.


  “Too much temper,” he said. “She’s probably the type who’d throw acorns at you when she got mad.”


  “You’re crazy,” Tink said with heat. With injured dignity he turned away from Nastee and then his cheeks flamed with humiliation. For evidently the sound of the altercation had carried to the dancing girls on the keyboard.


  All four of them were regarding him with wide startled eyes. In their surprised consternation they lost the tempo of the music and huddled together whispering animatedly and peeking occasionally at Tink and Nastee.


  THE melody pouring from the piano became perceptively ragged. Peter Hardwicke brought his hand down in a desperate savage chord and then ran his fingers distractedly through his hair.


  “Damn!” he muttered. “That doesn’t sound right at all.” He wiped his hands on the legs of his trousers and began playing again, repeating the passage that had broken down.


  The elfin girls had recovered from their shock by this time. Responding to the music they came to life in a brilliantly spirited dance that was as lilting as a leaf in a breeze.


  Once again the music was sweet and melodious and graceful.


  The red haired girl flitted down the keyboard and twirled about in perfect time before Tink.


  “It isn’t at all polite to stare at people,” she said over her shoulder.


  “It’s not polite, but it’s fun,” Tink said. “What’s your name?”


  The girl tossed her head saucily.


  “What difference does it make to you?” She started to dance away.


  “Wait a minute!” Tink cried. “I’ve got to know your name if you’re going to spend the afternoon in the park with me.”


  Twirling, the girl danced slowly back to Tink. Her delicately chiseled chin was grimly firm.


  “Who said I was going to the park with you?” she demanded.


  “It was just an idea,” Tink said uneasily.


  “It wasn’t a good one,” the girl said.


  “All right,” Tink shrugged resignedly, “we’ll stay here and get acquainted. It won’t hurt to tell me your name, will it?”


  The girl glanced up into Tink’s cheerfully smiling face and she missed a beat.


  “No, I guess not,” she said, a little breathlessly. “I’m Jingle.”


  “Then I’ll call you Jing,” Tink said promptly.


  The red haired girl dropped her eyes and smiled. Then she wheeled away and twirled toward the opposite end of the keyboard, but in her excited confusion her feet skipped another beat.


  The music stopped with a heavy discouraged crash. The young composer stood up and clenched his fists nervously.


  “Something’s off,” he muttered. “What a time to get snagged. I’ve got to get this thing right.”


  His wife came into the room then and saw him standing drumming his fingers on the top of the piano. “What’s the matter, Peter?” she asked anxiously.


  “I’ll be darned if I know,” he answered, with a weary shake of his head. “Everything was going beautifully until I stopped to have that coffee. Now I’m missing something. I should have worked straight through.”


  His wife turned away. “I’m sorry I bothered you,” she said in a small voice.


  “Oh, honey, it’s not your fault. It’s just a case of nerves. When I think of how important this thing is, I can’t concentrate on anything.”


  “I shouldn’t have bothered you,” Ann said. She held a handkerchief to her nose.


  Peter crossed the room in two quick strides and took her in his arms. With one finger he lifted her chin until he was able to smile into her eyes. “Smile,” he said. “Please,”


  She smiled tremulously.


  “That’s better. Please don’t pay any attention to what I say, honey, when I’m all worked up like this. It’s my fault, I know, but I get tied up in a knot when the music isn’t coming right. Am I forgiven?”


  With a sob, Ann buried her face against his tweed jacket.


  “It was all my fault, Peter,” she cried, the words coming through his coat in an indistinct murmur.


  Peter patted her shoulders awkwardly.


  “Well, let’s don’t argue about that,” he said with a grin. “The big thing that Mr. and Mrs. Hardwicke have to do is get this overture set right. I’m going to knock off for ten or fifteen minutes and maybe I’ll have an inspiration when I get back to work.”


  TINK took advantage of the interruption to make strides.


  “Listen, Jing,” he said urgently, “you’ve no idea how beautiful the park is at this time of day. I can’t describe it to you, you’ve got to see it for yourself.”


  “But I can’t,” Jing said, for the fifth time. She glanced apprehensively down the keyboard where her three companions were gossiping together in a tight little circle.


  “They’re shocked enough as it is,” she said, “and besides I have to go to work when the music starts. There’s no one to take my place.”


  Tink frowned and rested his chin in his hand. For fully a minute he remained thinking, then he leaped to his feet with a shout.


  “I’ve got it,” he cried. “Nastee can take your place for a half hour or so. He catches on to things in a hurry.” Nastee who had been listening glumly to the discussion raised his head and stared at Tink with cynical amusement.


  “What makes you think I will?” he sneered.


  “Oh, he couldn’t,” Jing said hastily. “We’ve already caused enough trouble with the music this afternoon. We can’t mix things up anymore.”


  “Nastee wouldn’t mix things up,” Tink said with fine assurance. “He has a very musical nature. Anyway, it will only be for a few minutes. Please.”


  “Well—” Jing glanced timidly at her companions, “if it’s only for a few minutes—”


  “Fine,” Tink cried. “Come on, Nastee, be a good sport.”


  Nastee’s face was thoughtful, but sly lights lurked in his little eyes.


  “I’ll do it,” he said. “I’m not such a bad guy, after all.”


  “Wonderful!” Tink said gleefully. “You see, Jing, it’s all set.”


  “Maybe I shouldn’t,” Jing said, “it really isn’t right.” She glanced doubtfully at Nastee. “Will you do your best to follow the music? It isn’t terribly difficult.”


  “Sure,” Nastee said. “I’ll do my best.”


  After another second of hesitation, Jing flung her streaming hair back with a toss of her head and sprang lightly to the top of the piano beside Tink.


  “All right,” she said, “but only for a little while.”


  Hand-in-hand they leaped to the window cord and swung to the window. With a tinkling laugh they were gone.


  WHEN Peter returned to the piano a half hour later he noticed that the window facing the Park was open again. He closed it automatically, too absorbed with his musical problems to worry about trifles.


  He flexed his fingers nervously and drew a deep breath. Then he struck the opening chord of the overture. As the sound swelled up from the piano he jerked his hands away as if the keys were suddenly red-hot.


  Shaken, he listened in horror to the hideously sour chord that lingered in the room like a bad odor. A feverish light of desperation gleamed in his eye.


  Never had he produced music like this.


  Summoning his courage he attacked the piano again, striving mightily to infuse his composition with melody and harmony, but each succeeding chord was more objectionable than the last.


  Everything was wrong! The melody was sour, the rhythm was jerky, the harmony was a travesty, and the complete score seemed suddenly an uninspired hodge-podge of din, discord and dissonance.


  “What’s got into it!” Peter cried, burying his face in his hands. “It’s horrible, it’s sour, it’s all wrong!”


  In desperation he leaped to his feet and scooped up the sheets of music in his hands. Trembling in every muscle he glared at them as if they were directly responsible for his predicament.


  “Damn it!” he shouted. “What’s the matter?”


  Ann appeared in the doorway, her face white.


  “Darling, what’s wrong? Is anything the matter?”


  Peter clasped his fist to his forehead with a moan.


  “Is anything the matter?” he shouted. “No, everything’s dandy! Everything’s fine!”


  Waving the crumpled sheets of music over his head he strode to the middle of the room, his face flushed with helpless rage.


  “It isn’t necessary to shout at me,” Ann said quietly. “Maybe you’d better lie down awhile. You’re upset.”


  “That’s it,” Peter said breathing heavily, “I’m just upset. The whole damned score is a stinking mess and Hummert would have to be a mad man to think of using it, so I’m upset. That’s all, upset. I discover after eight years of work that I can’t write music that makes sense, so I’m upset. I’m not irritated, I’m not angry, I’m not going stark raving mad, I’m just a little bit upset. You’ve got it all figured out, haven’t you?”


  “Please, Peter,” Ann said. Her lower lip trembled. “You’ve never talked like this to me before.”


  “That,” Peter said in a strangled voice, “was because I was never upset before. Now, as you have pointed out so brilliantly, I’m upset. I’m liable to say anything.”


  Ann stared at him wordlessly for an instant, then with a muffled sob she turned and ran into the tiny bedroom. She returned a moment later with her hat and coat on.


  Peter looked at her and the color suddenly drained from his face.


  “So you’re walking out,” he said bitterly. “All right, go ahead. You’re doing the smartest thing in the world. I’m not worth sticking to.”


  With a sudden vicious gesture he tore the sheets of music in two and flung them into the air.


  “There goes nothing,” he said. “Just the remains of the final flop effort of my illustrious career as a composer of rotten music.”


  Ann looked at him steadily for an instant as if she were trying to memorize his features. Then she turned and left the room.


  Peter glared helplessly after her and viciously kicked a torn sheet of music into the air. It settled quietly, forlornly to the carpet.


  With an oath he grabbed a bottle of Scotch from a table and strode into the bedroom, kicking the door shut with an angry bang.


  AFTER an idyllic hour in the park, sunning themselves on a toadstool and chummily discussing life and its problems, Tink and Jing returned to the apartment.


  The appalling scene that met their eyes completely shocked them from their complacently contented mood.


  Torn sheets of music were strewn about the floor and over the entire apartment brooded a dismal silence.


  The three chord girls were crouched in terror on top of the mantel clock, their eyes wide with fright. Nastee was stretched comfortably on the keys of the piano, his impish face adorned with a sly, mischievous smile.


  “Oh!” Jing gasped faintly. “Something terrible has happened.”


  Tink stared apprehensively at Nastee’s recumbent figure. There was something in his smirking, triumphant smile that caused him considerable uneasiness.


  “Oh,” Jing wailed, “I knew I shouldn’t have left.”


  Her three companions crouched together on top of the clock, and in fearful, drama-charged whispers, related all that had occurred while Tink and Jing had been away.


  Jing turned white.


  “Oh, this is terrible,” she whispered. Turning impulsively to Tink, she cried, “You must do something. You simply must!”


  Tink patted her shoulder and glared accusingly at Nastee.


  “You see the trouble you’ve caused,” he said.


  “Sure,” Nastee said smugly. “I haven’t enjoyed myself so much in years. Boy!”


  “Oh!” Jing cried. “Did you cause all this trouble on purpose?”


  Nastee stretched luxuriously. He was enjoying himself thoroughly.


  “Certainly,” he replied. “It wasn’t hard either. All I had to do was trip the girls when they’d dance past me. It sure played the devil with the music.”


  “Oh,” Jing said faintly. The magnitude and callousness of Nastee’s prank left her breathless. She turned imploringly to Tink.


  “What are you going to do?”


  Tink scratched his head. What a fine mess!


  “I’ll think of something,” he promised. But his voice was lacking its customary cheery assurance.


  “You’ve got to,” Jing said frantically. “If this work isn’t finished on time it’ll be all my fault. I’ll never be given another chance.”


  She buried her face in her hands and began to cry.


  Tink shifted uneasily from one foot to another, appalled by this emotional outburst.


  “All right, I’ll do something,” he said.


  He sat down and screwed his forehead into a frown. This situation was a lulu. He racked his brain for several minutes before he reached two conclusions. The composition would never be finished unless the composer was prompted to return to work. The composer would never return to work unless his wife returned to him, and domestic harmony was restored. Those two things were obvious. Therefore it only remained to get the composer and his wife back together.


  That was all, but that was plenty!


  HE STOOD up and nervously chewed on a piece of thread. The first thing that had to be done was to prevent the composer’s wife from leaving the apartment house and disappearing into the trackless maze of Manhattan. If she got out of the immediate vicinity they might never be able to get her back on time.


  He turned grimly to Nastee and pointed a determined finger at him.


  “You’re going to stop the girl from leaving this building. She can’t have gotten out of the lobby yet. You’re responsible for this entire mess and I intend to see that you help undo some of the damage.”


  Nastee grinned wickedly at him. “I’ll stop her,” he said, “but that don’t do any good. I’ve got things scrambled to the point where you can never straighten them out.”


  With a satisfied chortle he swung himself down from the keyboard and scampered across the floor to the door.


  “That’s the first step,” Tink said. He turned to Jing. “You get your girls together and pick up these torn sheets of music. Then find some glue and put it all back into shape.”


  “All right,” Jing said, “but what are we going to do about the composer?”


  “That,” said Tink, “is my job.” One of the girls from the clock said:


  “He took a bottle of whisky with him to the bedroom.”


  Tink looked nervously at the closed bedroom door, then he squared his shoulders,


  “I’ll handle him, all right,” he said. Jing smiled tremulously at him.


  “I know you will,” she said.


  Tink wished that he shared her confidence. Intervening in the affairs of humans was ticklish enough, but when a quart of whisky had to be considered in his calculations, the situation assumed the precarious qualities of a juggled box of dynamite.


  Drawing a deep breath he slid down the lamp to the floor and advanced toward the bedroom. Jing, on the window-sill, waved encouragement to him as he sallied forth to battle.


  He entered the room by the simple expedient of rolling under the half inch crack provided by the slightly warped door. Inside he studied the scene carefully, and what he saw did not particularly encourage him.


  The young composer was sprawled in a chair beside the bed with the bottle of Scotch within convenient reach. It was apparent from the opened bottle, and his flushed face that he was seeking the solace of Bacchus.


  Tink sat down on the floor and cupped his chin in his hands. This situation required delicacy and tact. He studied the composer carefully and thoughtfully for several minutes.


  IT WAS evident from the young man’s face, he decided, that he regretted his actions, but his pride was preventing him from making the overtures that would effect a happy reconciliation. A bad thing, Tink thought gloomily. Finally he stood and climbed up the spread to the top of the bed. From there he leaped to the top of the dresser. A plan was already forming in his head.


  Not particularly original, he realized, but still it was worth trying.


  He scurried about the dresser top until he found what he was looking for, an ordinary hairpin. Hoisting it to his shoulders he sprang back to the bed and ran along the edge until he was within a foot of where the composer was sitting.


  Then, using all his strength, he threw the hairpin into the air. It landed with a faint metallic plink! on the arm of the composer’s chair and bounced to the floor.


  Startled, the composer looked around and then glanced down to the floor where the hairpin lay gleaming at his feet. He picked it up and stared at it. Then his fingers tightened on the pin crushing it out of shape. An expression of pain flitted over his features as he stared blankly, unseeingly at the pin in his hand.


  Tink watched hopefully. Maybe that reminder of his wife would soften him up and melt away his stubborn pride.


  For several seconds Peter Hardwicke tensed in his chair, then he slumped back and the pin fell from his hand to the floor. With that same hand he reached for the Scotch bottle.


  Tink shook his head disconsolately. No soap.


  He returned to the dresser top and began prowling around.


  For several minutes he searched unavailingly. Then, next to a make-up box, he found an atomizer of perfume. He stared at the bulb and hose leading to the bottle and a smile curved his lips.


  If anything would do the trick—this was it.


  The bulb was taller than he, but after several attempts he managed to crawl onto its round, soft surface and balance himself there. This wasn’t going to be easy, he realized uneasily.


  He waited until the jelly-like surface settled under his feet, then he leaped high in the air, jerking his knees under his chin. Descending, he kicked downward with all his might.


  But something had happened to his timing. Instead of hitting the bulb flush, he struck its sloping side. The results of this change of procedure were just short of disastrous. Fortunately a jar of soft, filmy powder was next to the atomizer, and Tink’s surprised body bounced from the bulb into this cushioned receptacle.


  The powder closed over his body in a billowing, cloying wave, burying him completely. When he struggled up, choking and gasping, he was thoroughly covered with white, persimmon-flavored talcum.


  And Tink despised persimmon. In spite of this and his ignominious nosedive, he was not ready to admit defeat. Undaunted he emerged from the powder bowl and climbed to the top of the atomizer bulb.


  HE WAS, however, more careful this time. Instead of leaping into the air like a ballet dancer he contented himself with bouncing gently on the rubber surface of the bulb.


  The results were less spectacular but more effective.


  His light pressure on the bulb sprayed a thin, delicate stream of perfume into the air. The tiny globules of perfume hung in the air like motes on a hot day, then gradually drifted downward.


  Peter Hardwicke raised his face suddenly from his hands and there was a wild, tormented look in his eyes. He stared desperately about the room.


  “Good God!” he muttered. “I’m losing my mind. I thought she was standing beside me.”


  Tink worked harder on the atomizer bulb, pumping the delicate aroma until it thoroughly permeated the room.


  He’s weakening, he thought exultantly.


  But Tink weakened before Peter Hardwicke did. Panting and limp, he was forced to cease his heroic efforts a few minutes later.


  The young composer was still holding out. His hands were clenched before him and the knuckles were straining white, but he made no move to leave.


  Tink regarded him disgustedly. Nothing seemed to avail against his steely stubbornness.


  He felt a moment of panic as he realized how much was hanging in the balance. Jing was depending on him to straighten this thing out. What Nastee was doing, he had no idea. The thought of Nastee caused him to clench his fists bitterly. If he had known any real swear words he would have used them without hesitation.


  But he couldn’t give up now. He tramped moodily about the dresser top until he was forced to the realization that he had exhausted its possibilities.


  Then he explored the rest of the room. Finally he came to the closet. The door was slightly ajar and he inspected, without any great enthusiasm, the few miscellaneous garments hanging there.


  They didn’t suggest anything to him so he climbed a bath robe rope to the upper regions of the closet where he saw two shelves.


  On one shelf was a bottle of Scotch. Tink wrinkled his nose distastefully at it and continued upward. On the second shelf he made an important discovery. A loose cloth bag with wooden handles had been shoved back against the wall of the closet, obviously in an attempt to conceal its presence.


  Tink looked inside the bag and he laughed out loud. His tinkling chuckle was, for the first time in an hour, completely carefree and joyous. For he knew his problems were over.


  It would take a little manipulating but that was a minor matter. In fact it only took him two minutes to make the necessary preparations inside the closet.


  Still, there was one job left that was rather ticklish. He had to discover some way to prompt the young composer to open the closet door.


  But now that Tink was on the right track this obstacle seemed a simple matter. His confidence and assurance returned, bringing with them his characteristic ingenuity.


  Popping out of the clothes closet he scampered under the bed and climbed quickly to the table top where the Scotch bottle was placed.


  How to make the young man walk across the room and open the closet door? Tink thought he had it.


  He waited patiently until the composer reached for the Scotch, then with all his strength shoved against the bottle.


  The bottle swayed slightly, the composer’s hand missed the neck by a fraction of an inch and, with another shove from Tink, the bottle toppled from the table to the floor with a splintering crash.


  “Damn!” Peter Hardwicke said disgustedly.


  For a moment he stared broodingly at the bottle without moving a muscle, and Tink’s heart hammered despairingly.


  Maybe it wouldn’t work after all!


  A sigh of relief escaped his lips when the composer finally stood up and walked to the closet for another bottle of Scotch.


  Everything was going to be okay now. Leaning comfortably against the Scotch shot glass, Tink waited happily for developments. A cheerful, expectant smile was on his lips.


  Wouldn’t Jing be proud of him!


  NASTEE felt little enthusiasm for the scene he was witnessing. Mrs. Ann Hardwicke was checking out at the apartment desk and he was finding the whole thing a trifle boring.


  “I’ll send someone for my things,” Mrs. Ann Hardwicke was saying to the desk clerk.


  The young clerk was discreetly curious.


  “Naturally, we’re sorry you’re leaving,” he said. “Has the service been satisfactory?”


  “It’s not that,” Ann said. “It’s—something else.”


  Her voice was miserable.


  Nastee leaned against an ink-well on the desk and yawned. Tink had told him to stop this girl from leaving, but why should he? Tink was getting too high and mighty lately. This would show him he wasn’t so clever.


  At that moment a heavy set, florid faced man bustled up to the desk. He was well dressed and had the nervous air of impatience that stamps self-important people.


  “Boy!” he snapped to the desk clerk, “I’m in a hurry.”


  He pulled out a heavily stuffed wallet and laid it on the desk while he fished in his vest pocket for a pen.


  The wallet lay on the desk, almost touching Ann’s open purse. Nastee looked at the two objects for an instant with contemplative eyes. Then he chuckled mischievously. A golden opportunity!


  Ann thanked the clerk for his kindness and walked away, trying desperately to hold back the tears.


  She was half way across the lobby when she heard an angry bellow behind her. Turning she saw a fat, important looking man striding toward her, waving his arms excitedly.


  The man caught her arm and dragged her forcibly back to the desk.


  “I saw you,” he shouted. “You can’t pull your tricks on me, sister.”


  “Please,” Ann said, “what is the meaning of this?”


  “Don’t gimme that stuff,” the fat man cried. “You stole my wallet. Somebody call the police.”


  “I did no such thing!” Ann said hotly.


  The desk clerk looked his pained embarrassment.


  “Please,” he said. “We can settle this matter quietly. Mrs. Hardwicke, I know you didn’t take this gentleman’s wallet, but if you would let us look through your purse it would prove your innocence.”


  “Why, certainly,” Ann said.


  She opened her purse and her knees began to tremble. A man’s wallet was lying among her make-up and letters and change.


  “Oh!” she said faintly. She was too terrified to do anything but stare at the incriminating wallet.


  “You see?” the fat man cried triumphantly. He snatched his wallet from the purse.


  “It’s—some mistake,” Ann said helplessly.


  “I’ll say it was, sister,” he snapped. “You’ll have time to regret it, too. The cops are always happy to catch one of you hotel thiefs.”


  “I’m not a thief,” Ann said, starting to cry. “I live here with my husband.”


  “That’s a hot one, sister,” the man said. “Wouldn’t care to take me up to your husband, would you?”


  Ann sniffled miserably.


  “No, I wouldn’t,” she said in a muffled voice. She couldn’t crawl to Peter now that she was in trouble. She started crying harder.


  “Of course you wouldn’t,” the man snapped. “You’re lying from the start to finish. And don’t think those crocodile tears are going to help.”


  “They’re not c—croc—odile tears,” Ann said, between sobs.


  “Mrs. Hardwicke,” the desk clerk said, “I think it would be wise to take this man up to see your husband.”


  “Your darn tootin’,” the man said. “If you’ve got a husband I want to see him. Come on.”


  He dragged Ann to the elevator and the desk clerk followed, distraught.


  Nastee lay on the desk blotter, weak with laughter. It had been the funniest thing he had seen in years . . .


  PETER HARDWICKE jerked open the closet door of the bedroom and was almost hit on the head by the heavy knitting bag which fell from the top shelf. He picked it up slowly. One string of yarn had been tied to the inside doorknob, so that when he opened the door it had pulled the bag from the shelf.


  With fingers that suddenly trembled he opened the bag and lifted out several half-finished tiny garments. Under a ball of bright blue wool he saw a pair of knitted boots, about two inches long.


  He stared dazedly at the knitted baby clothes, his face whitening. Remorse flooded over him.


  “The poor kid,” he choked. “And I drove her away.”


  Feverishly he stuffed the garments back into the knitting bag and grabbed his coat from the closet. He banged out of the room like a madman.


  Tink smiled contentedly. Things would straighten out now. Whistling merrily he jumped to the bed and bounced to the floor.


  Peter Hardwicke was striding toward the living room door when an imperative, angry knock sounded. He jerked open the door. Ann was standing there, between an angry looking fat man and the desk clerk. Her eyes were red from crying.


  The fat man stepped forward importantly.


  “Look here, mister,” he began, but he got no farther.


  Peter shoved him out of the way and grabbed his wife by the shoulders.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” he said roughly.


  Ann started crying again as Peter’s arms went around her hungrily.


  “Just a minute,” the fat man broke in angrily. “Your wife tried to steal my wallet. What are you going to do about it?”


  It took several seconds for the import of this remark to sink into Peter’s mind. When it did he took Ann by the shoulders and gently moved her out of the way. Then he stared thoughtfully at the heavy set, red-faced man.


  “What am I going to do about it?” he repeated softly. “Just this. If you aren’t out of my sight in three seconds I will turn your life insurance policy into a claim. Do you follow me?”


  The fat man got the general drift.


  “Now, listen Buddy,” he said uneasily, “I—”


  “One!” Peter said firmly.


  “But—”


  “Two!”


  The fat man turned and ran. When Peter said ‘three’ his padded posterior was disappearing around the corner of the corridor.


  Peter put his arm about Ann’s shoulder.


  “Come on,” he said gaily. “I’ve got an overture to write. Now that there are three people interested in it I can’t fail.”


  Ann squealed as Peter swung her up in his arms and strode into the apartment.


  Tink and Jing had watched this scene with shining eyes.


  “Oh, Tink,” Jing said, “you’re wonderful.”


  Nastee appeared in the doorway, an unpleasant scowl on his face.


  “Bah!” he said. “Everything I do turns out wrong.”


  Tink looked at him thoughtfully.


  “Maybe this will be a lesson to you,” he said.


  “Bah!” said Nastee.


  Jing was humming softly to herself.


  “I think,” she said sweetly, “that Nastee needs a more forceful kind of lesson. Don’t you agree, Tink?”


  Tink looked at her and nodded.


  ORCHESTRAL HALL was crowded to capacity with smartly dressed men and women. From their vantage point on the edge of the conductor’s podium, Tink and Jing breathlessly regarded the glittering scene.


  The orchestra was tuning up in the pit and the sound of the experimental scrapings drifted through the air, as exciting as sparks in a breeze.


  In the expectant audience Jing picked out the young composer, Peter Hardwicke, and his wife. They were sitting together, hand-in-hand, occasionally looking happily at each other.


  “I hope the overture is good,” Tink said.


  “It is,” Jing said, “I know.”


  Nastee was present also, sullen and ungracious, sitting glumly by himself a few inches from Tink and Jing. His little face was screwed up unpleasantly and Tink realized uneasily that more devilment was being plotted behind those surly features.


  “Remember, Nastee,” he said worriedly, “you’ve promised not to start any trouble here.”


  “Bah!” Nastee said.


  “Nastee,” Jing said suddenly, “you must stay on this side of the podium with us. If you cross to the other you may cause trouble.”


  Nastee leered at her, then stood up and walked defiantly to the opposite side of the podium.


  “I’ll do what I like,” he called back nastily.


  “Jing,” Tink sighed, “that’s not the way to handle Nastee. When you tell him not to do anything, that’s the first thing he’ll do.”


  Jing smiled to herself.


  “That’s what I thought,” she said.


  A thunder of applause broke from the audience then as the conductor, a stocky, flowing haired genius, made his appearance and marched to the podium. He acknowledged the ovation with a brief bow. Turning, he faced the orchestra and drew himself up to his full height.


  Then, with the traditional gesture for attention, he rapped sharply on the podium with his baton.


  All three of the sharp blows landed squarely on Nastee’s head, knocking him flat on his stomach, dazed, breathless and aching all over like a sore tooth.


  The sounds of his outraged, wailing shrieks were completely drowned out by the crashing chords of the overture.


  Tink looked at Nastee’s sprawled, dazed figure, and he began to laugh uncontrollably. He laughed until tears came to his eyes and then he turned weakly to Jing.


  “You’re wonderful,” he said. “You knew what would happen to Nastee at the other end of the podium, didn’t you?”


  “That’s why I told him not to go down there,” Jing said primly. “Of course I wasn’t sure he’d get hit, but the chance was too good to miss. I felt just a little bit guilty, but I’m sure the lesson will do him good.”


  Tink stared at the elfinly beautiful girl in helpless admiration.


  “Gee,” he said, “your wonderful.”


  Nastee raised his aching head weakly.


  “Bah!” he said.


  [1] See “Tink Takes a Hand,” October ’41 Fantastic Adventures.


  In this story, Tink and Nastee make a wager, selecting a bystander, and proceed to discover which of them is most capable—Tink in making the victim happy; Nastee in making him miserable. Tink finally won the bet by locking Nastee in a wall safe, where Nastee had gone to steal a jewel in a rather underhanded trick.


  [2] Of the many legends that abound in Irish mythology, one of the most charming is the folktale of the little people who are believed to be spirit or soul of music. These creatures, usually feminine in gender, are reputedly embodied in all great works of music, and it is their presence that lends magnificence to the compositions.


  THE BATTLE OF MANETONG


  First published in the June 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Disaster awaited the Tommies as they charged the Nazis on this beachhead on the Egyptian coast—then an incredible confusion began . . .


  DAWN was spreading a hazy light over the oppressively humid Egyptian plateau when the young German officer received the message.


  He was seated before a radio transmitter with earphones strapped over his closely cropped blonde hair, in a hot airless tent which had been set up at the rear of the small German encampment.


  He read the message carefully a second time, frowning in concentration.


  Then he removed the headphones and stood up. He beckoned to another young officer who was dozing on a cot in the corner.


  “Relieve me for a few moments. I must deliver this message to Captain Hohffer immediately.”


  Picking up his sharply peaked hat he strode from the tent. He had only to pass the mess kitchen and a line of supply trucks before reaching the large tent marked with the insignia of the swastika.


  The Captain’s orderly saluted him, presented arms.


  “A message for Captain Hohffer,” the wireless operator snapped. “It is important.”


  The orderly lowered his gun and drew aside the flap of the tent. The wireless operator saluted and entered the tent. Captain Hohffer was seated at a large table in the center of the tent frowning absorbedly at maps and charts. A kerosene lamp smoked on the table and provided a yellow flickering illumination.


  The captain was a tall, spare man with a prominent, bony nose and glacial, blue eyes. His uniform tunic was open at the throat and a cigarette was burning low in his fingers.


  He looked up sharply as the radio operator saluted.


  “Yes?”


  “Message for the Captain,” the young officer said stiffly. “It’s from Intelligence Headquarters. I thought I should bring it right over, sir.”


  THE captain took the message and scanned it rapidly. When he finished reading a tight smile spread his lips. His cold blue eyes glinted with amusement.


  “You did right, Herr Lieutenant,” he said. “These orders are extremely important. We break camp immediately. That is all.”


  When the wireless operator had departed the Captain called his orderly.


  “Summon Lieutenant Mueller and Oberlieutenant Schmidt here at once,” he said crisply.


  When the two officers entered his tent a few moments later the captain permitted himself the luxury of a smile.


  “For several weeks,” he said, “we have been waiting here for orders. Now the orders have arrived, and most pleasant orders they are. Intelligence has learned that a column of British troops is escorting a caravan of wounded natives and colonials back to Cairo. This column will pass within about five miles of our present position. They will be forced to cross the Nile tributary at that point. Their approach to the bridge is over a wide plateau known as the Manetong area. There is no cover on this stretch. Our artillery will be set up on the opposite side of the river. From that point we’ll be able to command the bridgehead and the Manetong plateau. When the British column reaches that our artillery will blow them to dust.”


  “What is the strength of the British force?” Lieutenant Mueller asked. There was a hint of cautious nervousness in his voice.


  Captain Hohffer smiled. “Insignificant in comparison to ours,” he replied. “You know our policy is to strike only when the numerical advantage is greatly in our favor. The British will not have a chance, of that you may be sure.”


  THE long winding British truck column proceeded slowly through the barren foot hills that led to the Manetong plateau. The column consisted of twenty eight creaking trucks loaded to capacity with soldiers, most of them wounded. Their uniforms were dusty and tattered from the ravages of the screeching, blasting sandstorms that howled incessantly over the plateaus of Libya and Egypt.


  In a small rattling car at the head of the slowly crawling procession rode Major Archibald Douglass, a stocky, red-faced man of fifty, the commander of the small force. The interior of the car was like an oven. Perspiration rolled steadily from the major’s forehead, cutting muddy furrows through the yellow caked dust on his face.


  For the dozenth time he mopped his flowing face and cursed the heat and the dust in fluent language. The driver, a gaunt Australian with a dirty bandage over his head, grinned in frank admiration at the major’s eloquence.


  “The heat is annoying, sir,” he said.


  The major snorted, “That’s a bit of understatement, corporal. This heat is hellish. The only advantage to this climate is that the Jerries die like flies in this heat. Can’t stand it at all.”


  “Good thing,” the Australian corporal muttered.


  For a few minutes they bounced along in a hot, oppressive silence. The road was only a rutted pathway a few feet wide, and its uneven shoulders rocked the car with monotonous regularity.


  The major’s keen narrowed eyes swept carefully over the horizon.


  “Too bad for us today if we bump into a tank corps of Jerries,” he said quietly. “Intelligence decided they couldn’t spare a tank escort for us. Hope they know what they’re doing.”


  The Australian driver nodded grimly—


  “We’d be nice pickings for the Jerries. They’d have a good time with a truck caravan of wounded soldiers. Just their blasted style.”


  “Well,” the major said philosophically, “I see no point in worrying about it. If we get past the Manetong plateau we’ll be out of danger. Once beyond that open stretch and over the bridge I don’t think the Jerries will bother us.”


  FOR another few moments they drove in silence. Then the major tilted his head and a faint frown creased his forehead. He glanced at the driver and then peered into the white glaring sky.


  After a long anxious scrutiny he cleared his throat.


  “I say, corporal,” he said, “do you hear anything?”


  The corporal was staring fixedly at the rutted road but the knuckles of his big hands had whitened on the wheel. He nodded slowly.


  “Sounds like a blooming buzzing fly.”


  “Or a wasp,” the major said softly.


  He shaded his eyes with both hands and swept a long glance over the cloudless glaring sky.


  “Must be pretty high,” he said, after a moment.


  The driver swallowed the dust in his throat.


  “Do we keep going, sir?” he asked. The major glanced at him and smiled slightly.


  “Of course. These wounded men need attention and hospital care. Naturally we will continue on. But keep your eyes sharp, corporal.”


  As the small car jolted along, the major unslung his field glasses and carefully wiped the film of dust from their lenses.


  “I’ll do the same,” he said as they drove on in silence . . .


  Captain Hohffer was waiting impatiently as the young flyer clambered from the cockpit of his ship and dropped to the dry, hard ground.


  “Well?” he snapped. “Have you located the British column?”


  “Yes, Sir,” the lieutenant answered, saluting. “They are about six hours from the bridgehead. They are travelling very slowly.”


  “Good, good,” Captain Hohffer said, smiling. “Those six hours will give us ample time to prepare a pleasant reception for them.”


  Turning he swept keen experienced eyes over the scene of preparation that surrounded him. He was standing on a wide knoll that overlooked the sluggishly moving Nile tributary and the Manetong plateau. It was over this broad exposed plateau that the British column must travel.


  Captain Hohffer smiled mirthlessly and swung about to face the opposite side of the knoll where his men were setting up their artillery. As his careful eye checked off each group of men and each maneuvering truck and tank, he nodded slowly in a pleased manner.


  EVERYTHING was progressing satisfactorily. When the stupid British arrived they would be ready for them. His artillery would smash the British column in one decisive blast. Then the mopping up process would be only a formality.


  The entire success of the attack depended on the unexpected devastation of the artillery barrage. For that reason Captain Hohffer was enraged at the information brought to him by Lieutenant Mueller a few moments later.


  “I regret to report,” Lieutenant Mueller said nervously, “that my men have met great difficulty in establishing artillery positions as you ordered. The ground is too soft to support the weight of the guns.”


  Captain Hohffer reddened in anger. “Fool!” he said furiously. “I will not listen to excuses. Everything is hinged on the artillery barrage. It must be as I have ordered.”


  Lieutenant Mueller mopped his brow anxiously.


  “My men have discovered a brick foundation in the form of a square at the base of the knoll. If we could mount our guns there and—”


  “Impossible!” Captain Hohffer stormed. “Their fire would not clear the top of the knoll. Are you so stupid, lieutenant, that you cannot realize that?”


  “We could build a platform on the brick foundation,” the lieutenant suggested desperately. “That was what I had in mind, Captain. If our guns were mounted on a structure thirty or forty feet high their fire would easily clear the top of the knoll. The brick foundation is deep and solid. It would easily support the jarring of the guns.” Captain Hohffer was silent a moment, frowning thoughtfully. Then he said:


  “How do you propose to raise the guns to the top of this structure?”


  “We have hoist equipment,” Lieutenant Mueller answered. “It would only be an hour’s work to raise the guns in place after the platform is completed.”


  “And how long will that take?” Lieutenant Mueller made a swift mental calculation.


  “If we use every available man in its construction,” he answered with assurance, “I can promise the Captain that the work will be completed in three hours.”


  Captain Hohffer glanced at his watch.


  “Possibly your proposal will be feasible,” he said. “Show me this foundation now. I will decide.”


  AT THE entrance of the Manetong plateau the British column halted. Major Archibald Douglass crawled stiffly from his car and walked back along the line of trucks.


  The infantry escort was lying on the hot hard ground resting gratefully. It was almost three in the afternoon—the hottest hour of the day—and they had been marching steadily since dawn.


  The major nodded to them as he walked by and they grinned back.


  In the west the sun was dropping slowly, a blazingly intense ball of molten brass in a white sky. The major cast a careful glance over that deceptively peaceful sky.


  He hadn’t heard any more planes and that only increased his caution. A funny feeling persisted in him that they were heading for danger. He shook the feeling away with an irritable shrug and began his inspection of the truckloads of wounded men.


  The heat and the flies and the pain of festering wounds drove many of the wounded men into feverish hysteria; others it killed outright. But a large number of the wounded, the major saw, were conscious, enduring every second of their agony, features drawn into meaningless masks, eyes distended in torment.


  Hard bitter lines etched themselves into the major’s face as he walked on, surveying truck after truck full of pain-crazed men.


  There was nothing he could do for them but get them to hospitals as quickly as possible. Nothing on earth was going to prevent him from doing that, he decided.


  This thought, with its touch of melodrama, almost made him blush. The major was not a heroic figure, given to stage speeches about Empire and Courage,


  He was simply a man who did his job.


  As he neared the end of the line of trucks a faint voice hailed him.


  Glancing toward the sound of the voice the major saw an aged, patriarchal Hebrew lying in a special litter in the last truck. The man’s brown, deeply seamed face was covered with a flowing white beard and his wise solemn eyes were filmed with a fog of pain.


  HIS name, the major remembered, was Mosoch. The venerable patriarch was another victim of German barbarism. Both of his legs had been broken and he had been shot through the shoulder.


  But he still lived. He had been invaluable to the major on the desert trek. Knowing Egypt like a wise father knows his child, he had counselled and advised the major in many ways.


  Smiling, the major stepped to the side of the truck.


  “It won’t be long now,” he said cheerfully. “You’ll be in a hospital bed this time tomorrow.”


  “I will be where He wills it,” the old man answered, nodding slowly. His thin, veined hands gripped the frayed, leather bound book that lay next to him, and his deep eyes looked upward.


  “That which has been written,” he said, “is as inevitable as the dropping of a stone or the flowing of a river.”


  Awkwardly the major patted the old man’s shoulder.


  The Hebrew turned his eyes to him.


  “I must warn you,” he said softly. “We are traveling toward the place which He declared accursed. Wicked Sennaar, blasted symbol of man’s evil, lies ahead of us. We must not go on. Our feet must not trod the ground that has felt the wrath of God. Disaster falls swift on the evil ones who violate the commands of the God of Jehovah. So much has been written.”


  The old man’s voice trailed off weakly. His eyes turned to the heavens. His cracked, dust-caked lips moved painfully as his fingers caressed the book at his side.


  The major turned slowly from the truck and started back to his car. The men climbed to their feet and swung their rifles to their backs as he passed.


  They knew from the set of his jaw that they were going on . . .


  In a few minutes the line of trucks was crawling wearily onto the broad lap of the Manetong plateau—heading for the narrow bridge that spanned the sluggish Nile tributary.


  Beyond that bridge was a low wide knoll spreading peacefully along the Nile stream—and hiding what lay behind it . . .


  CAPTAIN HOFFHER stood beside the towering firing structure which his men had erected at the base of the knoll. The foundation of the platform was made of huge slab bricks, held together by ancient, crusted slime.


  With excellent efficiency his men had built a platform of steel and timber that reached forty feet in the air.


  On the broad top of the firing structure heavy guns had been mounted, their ugly snouts covering the Manetong plateau.


  Captain Hohffer felt a gloating anticipation mounting in his breast. Everything had been planned to the last detail. Every man was at his post, awaiting the signal.


  With calm deliberation the captain drew his revolver from its belt holster.


  He glanced at his watch.


  The British were now almost at the bridge.


  When he fired his gun the heavy artillery on top of the firing structure would blaze away. That one devastating barrage would completely wipe out the column of trucks.


  The British would not have a chance. They would never realize what hit them.


  Captain Hohffer smiled and raised his gun in the air. This would be a great personal triumph. He might receive the Iron Cross. Who could tell?


  He would give his men an extra rest period when this was over. Building that structure hadn’t been an easy task. Even with every man it had been exhausting work. The men were very tired. Even now, awaiting the bark of his gun, they were sluggish and listless.


  Yes, he would give them an extra rest period—after the thunderous barrage of his heavy artillery had destroyed the British column.


  Glancing again at his watch, his finger tightened on the trigger of the gun. He was chuckling when he fired the single clear signal shot . . .


  THE major, riding in the head car of the small truck column, heard the shot and his blood ran cold.


  The truck column was only twenty yards from the bridge, and he realized with sickening clarity, that somehow he had led his men into a trap.


  At his command the tall Australian driver slammed on the brakes and the major scrambled out of the car. With a quick glance he swept the terrain. Not a spot of cover in miles!


  The shot had been fired from behind the knoll that loomed beyond the narrow river.


  Silence followed that first shot, but it was broken again by another revolver shot. Two more scattered revolver shots followed in quick succession and again there was silence.


  The major stared bewilderedly at the knoll. If this was a trap it was a peculiar one. But he didn’t waste any more time pondering the peculiarity of the situation.


  There was only one course of action to follow.


  “Fix bayonets!” he bawled down the line at his men. “Follow me.”


  Jerking the revolver from his holster he sprang onto the bridge and charged across to the opposite shore.


  At his heels was his Australian driver, and behind him thundered the rest of his men, seventy-three strong.


  The rise that led to the top of the knoll was a gradual slope a hundred yards in length. Up this the major’s troops charged, bayonets fixed.


  They had no conception of what lay beyond the rim of the knoll. They could hear nothing, or see nothing that would give them an indication of what they were attacking.


  The major reached the top of the knoll first. The scene that met his eyes almost stopped his heart.


  A complete German attacking force was spread at the base of the knoll. A huge structure supporting a dozen pieces of heavy artillery had been erected, and dozens of tanks flanked it on either side in attacking formation.


  Hundreds of German soldiers manned the equipment. At first glance the major knew that he and his men had blundered into a trap from which there was no escaping. But as his eyes swung over the scene his fear for his men was replaced by sheer incredulous amazement.


  For the hundreds of German soldiers were not preparing to open fire or unleash a savage tank attack. They were milling about in confusion, as if they had forgotten their orders, or were completely demoralized by some major catastrophe.


  THE major was almost too stunned to take advantage of the situation. But as his men crowded up the slope at his heels, he snapped to a full appreciation of his advantage.


  “Charge!” he yelled. “Give ’em hell!”


  At the base of the slope, beside the towering artillery structure, the major met a maniacal German officer. He was the only man who offered any resistance.


  He was screaming, “The fools! The fools! They won’t listen to me. They’ve gone mad. They don’t understand—”


  When this officer saw the charging British soldiers he fired wildly at them, but his aim was erratic. The major dropped him for good with one careful shot.


  After that it only took a short time to round up the Germans, disarm them and confiscate their equipment . . .


  “Damndest thing I’ve ever seen,” the Australian driver said to the major, “This whole bunch of kraut heads act like they’ve gone sun daffy.”


  The major didn’t answer. Queer, disturbing thoughts were plucking at his brain, but he was too busy superintending the job of taking over the German camp, to worry about anything else.


  Those of the wounded that could be moved were shifted to the faster German trucks, and sped on to Cairo. A number of soldiers were left to guard the prisoners, captured tanks, and artillery.


  It was a long tiring job to organize and manage, but through it all the major’s attention wandered time and again to a number of things beyond his understanding.


  Had all the Germans been suddenly sun-struck? That question popped into his mind a dozen times during the long hot afternoon, as he watched the dazed, glassy-eyed, stumbling prisoners being herded into trucks.


  And their vague, senseless mumblings, incoherent and meaningless—


  Finally the long tiresome job was done. The prisoners were under guard, his own men were fed and quartered for the night, and the major could relax.


  That is, after he wrote his nightly report, he could relax.


  In an improvised tent he stared for a long moment at the sheet of paper on the table, before tearing it up and throwing it disgustedly into a corner.


  Lighting a cigarette he strolled out of the tent. Night, black and swift, had descended. The bowl of the dark sky was studded with myriad pin points of silver.


  Looming above in the blackness was the bulky outline of the firing tower the Germans had constructed to elevate their artillery.


  The major walked slowly along the row of trucks that held those unfortunates who couldn’t be moved. He would start them on their way as soon as possible. Some strange attraction drew him to the end of the line, where a white cloaked figure with a flowing beard lay in uncomplaining agony, mumbling his ageless prayers.


  MOSOCH, the Hebrew, was lying patiently in his litter, and he looked up when the major approached.


  One glance into those sunken, filmy eyes was enough to reveal that the angel of death was laying his soothing hand on that noble, suffering brow.


  “My time is come,” Mosoch said feebly, “it has been written. On this place where the wrath of the God of Jehovah has been felt, I find my moment. Here, where the command of the Lord has been violated, I depart. That much has been written. Good-bye, my friend.”


  “Please,” Major Archibald Douglass leaned forward and gripped the old patriarch’s arm, “you mustn’t go. I mean—I mean without explaining what you’ve said. About the wrath of the Lord, I mean. I must know.”


  He leaned forward as the old man’s lips fluttered laboriously. The major heard three words, three strange, unbelievable words.


  The last word was followed by a gasping choke, and before it had ceased to sound, Mosoch was dead.


  Shaken, the major returned to his tent. He smoked three cigarettes nervously trying to decide what to write in his official report of the action. Through the flap of the tent he could see the looming bulk of the artillery structure the Germans had built.


  What a good joke on them.


  After a while Major Douglass wrote his report.


  He wrote: “In a skirmish at the bridge head of the Nile tributary, our force was able to capture the personnel and equipment of an ambushing German camp. Our success was due primarily to the bad judgment of the enemies’ selection of artillery positions He smiled as he wrote that last line. The report was rather inadequate but, after all, what else could he say?


  In a military report he couldn’t point out the significance of a fact that had only occurred to him a few moments ago. Namely, that the Manetong plateau derived its name from a contraction of two English words, “many” and “tongue.”


  Nor could he relate the incident of a feverish, dying Hebrew who had whispered to him that the curse of the Lord lay over this ground because on it presumptuous man had attempted to erect a structure into heaven.


  For adding all this together, his superior officers would decide that he was trying to imply that the Germans had accidentally built an artillery structure on the foundation of the ancient, almost legendary Tower of Babel.


  Which was perfectly silly, of course.


  SAFARI TO THE LOST AGES


  First published in the July 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  What thing could be so valuable that five people would face certain death in Earth’s dim past to gain possession of it?


  CHAPTER I


  The Present


  BARRY RUDD glanced up from the charts on his desk as McGregor, his burly, square-faced assistant, lumbered into his office.


  McGregor’s red face was redder than usual and there was an outraged gleam in his normally mild eyes.


  “Boss,” he said hoarsely, “I’m reaching the limits of my patience. No fair man will deny that I’ve stood for a lot, but this is the final straw. I just can’t take any more.”


  “What’s up, Mac?” Barry Rudd asked quizzically.


  “It’s just this: We’re goin’ soft as lap dogs on a cream diet. When I think of what we used to be and what we are now I could weep for the shame of it. And it’s gone far enough, I tell you. Right now is the time to stop.”


  The big Scotchman paused and swept a heavy arm about the elaborately furnished office.


  “This ain’t our style, boss,” he said, almost pleadingly. “We don’t belong on the two hundred and fifteenth floor of an office building.”


  Barry Rudd stood up, grinning faintly. He was a tall young man with solid shoulders and narrow hips. His features were regular and pleasant, but his gray eyes were startlingly out of place in that ordinary face. His eyes were the eyes of a man who has seen everything the world contained and who has found much of it not worth looking at. They were not cynical, but, rather, amused, as if deep inside he were grinning at something that others couldn’t see.


  “Are you sure it’s not spring fever that’s bothering you, Mac?” he asked, still smiling.


  “Spring fever!” McGregor snorted. “That’s not my trouble and you know it. I’ll tell you what’s bothering me.”


  “I wish you would,” Barry sighed.


  “All right. Time travel today is just as common as telephones were a couple of hundred years ago. You can’t deny that we had a lot to do with convincing people that it’s a safe and sensible pastime. Now that, in a nutshell, is my gripe.”


  Barry ran his hand through his black kinky hair and laughed.


  “I don’t follow you, Mac. Sure time travel is safe. If it wasn’t we’d be darn soon out of business. If people weren’t making vacation excursions into the past there would be little use for our time travel agency, our machines and our services. We organize, equip and direct expeditions into the past. It’s a good business. We make nice money. I don’t see your complaint.”


  McGREGOR jammed his hands into his pockets and paced nervously up and down the room, breathing heavily.


  “Maybe I can’t explain what I feel,” he growled. “In the old days we had fun. There was a lot of excitement exploring the past. Sure, it wasn’t all coffee and cake, but damn it, it was living. Remember that fracas we had in the twelfth century? The time I got captured by the Saracens and you got there just in time to save me from being cut into sixty-six pieces?”


  “I remember,” Barry said softly. McGregor’s words were churning memories to life within him.


  “Now,” McGregor went on disgustedly, “we’re acting as nursemaids for a lot of tittering school teachers who don’t want to go back any farther than their own grandparents. I tell you it ain’t right. And this girl is the last straw. She—”


  “Girl?” Barry interrupted. “What girl?”


  “Didn’t I tell you?” McGregor stopped pacing. “I guess I was so mad I forgot all about it.”


  “I guess you did,” Barry said drily. “She’s out in the reception room now,” McGregor continued moodily. “She wants to see you.”


  “Why didn’t you send her in?” Barry asked.


  “I was just going to,” McGregor said guiltily, “when all of a sudden I looked at her and got mad all over. I told her to wait and I came in to get this off my chest.”


  Barry sat down behind his desk and toyed with a pencil with lean strong fingers.


  “What’s wrong with her?” he asked ironically. “She must be pretty terrible if the mere sight of her caused you to explode like this.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with her,” McGregor muttered. “She’s little and pretty with great big eyes. But she’s either a college dame or a society debutante. I could tell that from her clothes.”


  “Very shrewd of you,” Barry said with faint sarcasm.


  “You don’t get what I mean,” McGregor said miserably. “If we start taking business like that we’re sunk forever. She’ll probably want us to take a party of young punks back fifty or sixty years for a party or something. Or maybe she’ll want an expedition for a sorority initiation.” The big Scotchman shuddered visibly at the thought. “Don’t you see, boss,” he went on desperately, “if we start sending out joy rides like that we’re through. Let me tell her you aren’t in. Then let’s lock the door of this office and throw the key away. That’s the only way we’ll ever get away.”


  “It’s a tempting idea,” Barry said thoughtfully, “but it’s out of the question right now. Maybe when we get ourselves straightened out financially we can make a break like that. Now you’d better show the young lady in before she decides to take her business somewhere else.”


  “All right,” McGregor grumbled mournfully, “but wait and see. You’re making a mistake.”


  WHEN the girl walked into his office, Barry received a start. McGregor had neglected to say that she was extraordinarily beautiful. Her hair was long and dark and her eyes were the clearest, deepest and bluest that Barry had ever seen. There was a lithe grace in her stride as she approached his desk.


  He stood up and held a chair for her. “Thank you,” she said. “You’re Barry Rudd, aren’t you?”


  “Guilty,” he smiled. “What can I do for you?”


  She didn’t answer immediately. Instead her deep eyes regarded him thoughtfully, almost appraisingly.


  “Is anything wrong?” he asked.


  “I don’t think so,” she said slowly. “You’ve changed a little, but not too much.”


  “Changed?” Barry asked, mystified. “Have we met before?”


  “No,” the girl said, “we haven’t met before. But five years ago, Mr. Rudd, you were a special hero of mine. I suppose every girl in her teens has one. I collected all the pictures and stories of you that I ran across and pasted them into a scrapbook. I followed your career as closely as I could. It used to be my fondest dream that I could go with you on one of your exciting trips into the deep past.”


  Barry ran a finger under his collar uncomfortably.


  “That’s very nice,” he said awkwardly, “but why are you telling me this now?”


  “Because,” the girl said quietly, “I need the Barry Rudd of five years ago. I need the Barry Rudd who laughed at the danger of time travel, who loved the excitement of it, who flashed deeper into the past than any man has since, and did it with a smile on his lips. There was something about that Barry Rudd that made him seem a knight in shining armor to a silly sixteen year old girl. I’m wondering if the armor is still shining, Mr. Rudd.”


  Barry sat down behind his desk, face expressionless. He cupped his chin in his hands and stared steadily at the girl.


  “Suppose you tell me what you want?” he suggested quietly.


  The girl leaned forward eagerly and Barry noticed that her small hands were clasped together, the knuckles whitening with strain.


  “My name is Linda Carstairs,” she said. “My father, Professor Carstairs, traveled into the past about three months ago. His trip was supposed to be a very brief one. In fact he only took food enough for three or four days. He was accompanied by his laboratory assistant. They haven’t returned.”


  “I remember reading about it,” Barry said, “As I recall they were going back to the fourth century. Is that correct?”


  “No, it isn’t,” the girl said evenly. “For some reason or other there was a great deal of secrecy about the purpose of the trip and father didn’t announce his real destination. Actually he was planning on traveling much deeper than the fourth century.”


  BARRY straightened up, a flicker of interest in his eyes.


  “Just where was he going?”


  “He was attempting to reach the era before the North American ice age,” the girl answered. “He estimated it at thirty thousand years B.C.”


  “Thirty thousand years B.C.” Barry muttered. “Whatever put an idea like that in your father’s head?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Linda Carstairs said helplessly. “It was necessary and that was sufficient reason for him.” Barry was silent for a moment. Then he said,


  “And you want me to go after him? Is that why you came here?”


  “I know he isn’t dead,” Linda said passionately. “Everyone has told me I’m crazy for thinking that, but it isn’t a matter of logic or reason. It’s something I feel inside me. I came here because I felt you were the one person who could help me. Please, won’t you?” Barry suddenly found it impossible to meet her eyes. He dropped his gaze to the pencil he held in his hands.


  “You must realize,” he said uncomfortably, “that what you are asking is practically impossible. It just isn’t feasible. Besides the expense and the danger there’s the possibility that your father—I mean, well, we might not find any trace of him.”


  Barry lifted his eyes to the girl’s and what he saw there brought a stain of color to his cheeks. It wasn’t actually contempt. Worse, it was something close to pity.


  “I’m sorry to have troubled you,” she said, standing up. “I was looking for a man by the name of Barry Rudd, but I seem to be about five years late.”


  She turned on her slender ankles and started for the door, but not so quickly that Barry didn’t see the trembling of her firm small chin.


  The door opened before she reached it, and McGregor stuck his big red face into the room.


  “Well, boss,” he said resignedly, “I suppose we’ve got ourselves a job, eh?” In the next brief instant Barry Rudd did a lot of thinking. He thought of the comfortable, safe existence he was enjoying, the sensible, dependable business he was building, and he wasn’t pleased.


  He thought of Linda Carstair’s deep blue eyes and the look of contemptuous pity that he had seen in them and he wasn’t pleased with that either.


  He stood up and there was a reckless smile on his lips. A smile that had been absent for almost five years.


  “Miss Carstairs,” he said suddenly. “Please don’t go. I’ve changed my mind.”


  “I knew it,” growled McGregor. “Now we are sunk.”


  Linda Carstairs was half way through the door when Barry spoke. She stopped dead and turned slowly, almost as if she didn’t trust her ears. When she saw the smile on his face her eyes changed to stars.


  “I wasn’t wrong,” she breathed. “I wasn’t too late.”


  McGregor scowled at the floor. “What kind of a stunt are we in for now?” he demanded of Barry.


  Barry solemnly removed the office keys from his pocket and tossed them to him.


  “You may lock the office,” he said, “and then throw those as far away as you can. We’re nomads again.”


  “Hot dog!” McGregor yelped. “How far, boss?”


  “It’s the jackpot this time,” Barry said, “thirty four thousands years should do it.”


  McGregor had a hard time swallowing.


  CHAPTER II


  30,000 Years Into the Past


  IT TOOK a week to make the necessary arrangements. Barry checked every detail of the trip personally. It was while he was checking a long list of supplies, frowning absorbedly at the items listed, that the door of his office opened and Linda Carstairs entered.


  With her was a tall, heavyset man of about thirty-five years. He had a frank, open face, and blond, almost wheat-colored hair. His eyes were a pale blue, surprisingly keen and intense. The tweeds he wore fitted him well, giving his bigness a smooth, trimmed-down look.


  Barry shoved the papers from him and stood up.


  “Mr. Rudd,” Linda smiled at him, “this is my fiancé, Bruce Allerton. Bruce was one of my father’s closest friends.”


  The men shook hands.


  “Glad to know you, Allerton,” Barry said. He appraised the other man carefully. You’re not good enough for her, he found himself thinking. This was a foolish, illogical thought, and he smiled wryly to himself. What difference did it make to him?


  “Thanks,” Allerton said, smiling affably. “I’ve heard a lot about you from Linda. And of course I’ve read all about your adventurous past.” His glance dropped to the desk, swept over the charts and specifications. “Don’t take a chance on anything slipping up, do you?”


  “No,” Barry answered, “we don’t. If you’ve ever time-traveled you’ll realize that there are enough unknown factors to meet, without adding to them by carelessness or oversight.”


  “Bruce understands that,” Linda said quickly, “he’s had some experience with time travel himself. He made all the arrangements for father’s trip. Father wouldn’t trust the last minute inspections to anyone but Bruce.”


  Her attitude was defensive and Barry smiled.


  “I’m sure he’s very capable,” he said diplomatically.


  “It’s because I understand some of the risks you’re taking,” Allerton said, “that I objected to Linda’s going with you.”


  “Going with me?” Barry raised an eyebrow and glanced at Linda. “It’s the first I’ve heard of it.”


  “I didn’t tell you,” Linda said, blushing, “because I knew you’d object. But I am going. This means everything to me.”


  BARRY noticed her grimly set jaw and sighed.


  “Okay,” he said. “As long as you realize what you’re letting yourself in for it’s all right.”


  Allerton objected, “But it’s very likely to be dangerous, darling.”


  “I don’t care,” Linda said stubbornly.


  “All right,” Allerton shrugged his big shoulders philosophically, “if that’s the way you want it. But if you think I’m going to let you tackle this thing alone you’re crazy. If you go, I go.”


  “Now, Bruce,” Linda said softly, “that’s sweet of you, but I really—”


  “That’s final,” Allerton said. “If you go, I go. How do you think I’d feel if anything happened to you? You know I’d never forgive myself.”


  “Okay, okay,” Barry said, feeling suddenly irritable, “this is not a sight-seeing tour we’re taking, but it’s your own business if you want to come along. We’re arranging to leave tomorrow night about nine o’clock. Allerton, bring along a complete set of equipment, clothes, guns and gear for yourself. Miss Carstairs, you do the same. Get metal-fabric clothes that will take a beating and don’t forget inhalators. We’ll have to leave from approximately the same position that your father did. Now here’s something else I’d like to know. Can either of you give me any reason that might have influenced Professor Carstairs to travel thirty-thousand years into the past?”


  Allerton shook his head.


  “I was pretty close to the professor,” he said, “but I don’t know why he made the trip. His work here was concerned with synthetic energy. He was making very wonderful strides. As a matter of fact the company which he and I established to distribute his invention is just starting to expand.”


  “And you?” Barry glanced at Linda. “You can’t think of any reason either?” The girl shook her head.


  “Okay,” Barry said. “Until tomorrow night you’ll have to excuse me. I’ve got a million things to do.” . . .


  The time ship was designed in the shape of an ovoid, almost forty feet long. Its brilliant gleaming surface refracted light at what seemed odd angles and this peculiarity created the optical effect that the sides of the ship were pulsating in shimmering waves.


  Barry and McGregor stood by the open door of the ship making an exhaustive last minute check-up of supplies and equipment.


  “Well,” McGregor muttered, scratching his unruly red hair, “I think we’re all set.”


  He was dressed in smooth metal-fabric breeches and knee-high leather boots. A heat resistant helmet with an inhalator attached was dangling from the thick belt at his waist.


  Barry’s keen eyes traveled carefully over the duffel bags which were stacked outside the ship. Then he glanced impatiently at his watch.


  “We’re ready,” he said. “Linda and Allerton should be here any minute.” He turned and stepped through the door into the interior of the ship. Small, brilliant phosphorescent lights set into the ceiling every few feet bathed the ship with brightness.


  The three crew members glanced up and Barry nodded to them.


  “All set?” he asked.


  One of them, a tall thin man with leathery, wrinkled skin and sharp, blue eyes, turned from the intricate controls of the ship and said,


  “Never be more so.” He grinned and went on, “Seems like old times, doesn’t it?”


  BARRY smiled fleetingly and the effect on his face was interesting. The hard, almost cold lines of his mouth softened and his gray eyes brightened.


  “Yes, Upton,” he said, “it does. We’ve made a lot of these trips together.”


  The man called Upton wiped his hands on his breeches.


  “We’re going a long way this time,” he said soberly. “Any idea of what we’ll find back that far?”


  “We’ll find trouble,” Barry stated matter-of-factly. He turned to the other two crew members who were stacking concentrated packages of food into the small, compact compartments of the ship.


  “When you’re through,” he told them, “start stacking the gear into the ship. We aren’t waiting for anyone.”


  When he left the ship he saw that it was almost dark. McGregor was a huge shadow against the blackness.


  “They haven’t showed yet, eh?” Barry said grimly. “Do they think this is a suburban bus that leaves every hour?”


  The time ship was resting in an enclosed area about a half mile from the laboratory where Professor Carstairs had departed.


  “Maybe,” McGregor said hopefully, “they changed their minds.”


  “Women,” Barry said disgustedly, “never change their minds except when you’d rather they didn’t.”


  As if in direct substantiation of this remark the door of the enclosure opened and Bruce Allerton and Linda Carstairs appeared.


  Linda ran forward, Allerton following.


  “I hope we aren’t late,” Linda said breathlessly.


  “You’re on time,” Barry said. He realized that he sounded curt and he was irritated with himself for it. Subconsciously he had been hoping she would be late, so he would have something to grumble about.


  Linda climbed into the ship without answering and Allerton stepped forward.


  “Everything ready, skipper?” he asked jovially.


  Barry noticed that two bulky ray guns were strapped to his waist. As a rule only show-offs and fools carried two weapons like that, but he had the impression that Allerton was neither a show-off or a fool. The guns seemed perfectly at home and Allerton looked as if he would know what to do with them if the need arose.


  The two crew members had loaded the gear into the ship now and Barry, with a last quick look about, said, “Let’s go. The sooner we get started the sooner we’ll be back.”


  “That sounds encouraging,” Allerton said. “I hope it works out that way.” Barry entered the ship after McGregor and Allerton had closed the door behind him.


  In the lighted interior he saw that Allerton was attired the same as he and McGregor and the crew members, but when he glanced at Linda his mouth settled into a thin straight line.


  She was wearing a boy’s shirt and absurdly small boots, but instead of breeches, she wore a short, metal-fabric skirt that failed by several inches to cover her bare knees.


  She caught his glance and blushed. “I’m sorry if I seem to stare,” Barry said with a grim smile, “but I was just wondering about the practicality of that skirt if we have to make a trek through insect infested underbrush. Didn’t I tell you to get breeches?”


  “Y-yes,” Linda said, “but I looked atrocious in them.”


  Barry heard McGregor groan softly. “Okay,” he said, “it’s too late to do anything about it now.”


  He strode to the control panel of the ship. For a few moments he made calculations on a line-spiralled chart, then he set two rheostats and moved a calibrated bar into place.


  Upton was at his side, his keen eyes moving over the control panel.


  “I think that does it,” he said to Barry.


  Barry nodded. “McGregor,” he snapped. “See that the door is sealed and the oxygen vents opened a point.”’


  In a moment McGregor answered, “Everything set, Boss.”


  Barry’s hand closed over a master switch. Then he hesitated and swung about to face the occupants of the ship. His eyes passed over them slowly.


  “BRUCE ALLERTON was sitting next to Linda, smoking a cigarette calmly. McGregor and the two crew members were standing together at the end of the ship, Upton was at his side. Linda’s eyes were on the floor and her cheeks were still faintly flushed. Barry noticed with amusement that she had curled her feet under her and pulled the skirt down over her knees.


  “I want one thing understood,” he said quietly. “My job is to get this party back safely and I need absolute obedience if I’m going to do it. If that isn’t entirely satisfactory to anyone he’d better not go any farther.”


  Allerton looked up. “Why naturally, old man, what you say goes. You can count on me to do just as you wish. That goes for both Linda and myself.”


  “Fine,” Barry said. “If anything should happen to me, McGregor will take over.”


  He swung back to the control panel and gripped the master switch.


  “Here we go,” he said.


  He shoved the switch forward . . .


  FOR an instant there was a complete silence in the ship, broken only by the movement of the occupants. Then, so lightly at first as to seem only a vibration, a soft humming noise was audible.


  Barry’s eyes roved swiftly over the instruments.


  Then he settled back.


  “We’re on our way,” he said.


  “Is this all there is to it?” Linda asked.


  Barry nodded. His eyes were half closed and there was a faint smile on his lips.


  “It isn’t very exciting, is it?” he murmured. “No noise, no flashing lights or dizzying speed.”


  What he had said was true, he thought. There were no external evidences to amaze or shock a time-traveler. But to those, like himself, who had traveled much, there was something else. It was a feeling, a subtle awareness of cosmic motion. Their time ship, a slim ovoid of gleaming speed, was flashing back through the distant mazes of time, criss-crossing from layer to layer, sinking deeper and deeper into the labyrinthine depths of the unguessable past. It was lifting the veil of mystery that guarded the secret of the cosmos and, at the same time, it was multiplying that mystery a thousand fold.


  It was this nameless sensation that Barry always experienced. A feeling of being an integral, though infinitesimal, part of a larger and more vast system than it was possible to imagine. Some never felt it.


  Linda said unexpectedly, “There is something exciting about it.” Her voice was hushed and somewhat troubled. “Something you can’t describe or analyze, but you feel it, nevertheless.


  Allerton laughed, his big voice striking a jarring note in the stillness of the ship.


  “What nonsense!” he chuckled.


  Barry glanced at him distastefully. Again the thought hit him that Allerton wasn’t good enough for Linda Carstairs.


  He shrugged and closed his eyes. If he wasn’t careful he’d be developing a prejudice against Allerton, founded only on his own foolish ideas.


  Gradually, listening to the faint soothing humming, he was able to forget the matter. For a long time he sat before the control panel, hardly moving a muscle.


  It was three hours later before he opened his eyes and moved his arms and shoulders.


  The humming noise had stopped.


  Barry stood up.


  “Okay,” he said. “Here we are.”


  CHAPTER III


  Barry Meets the Bird-Girls


  THERE was silence for an instant in the ship. Then McGregor moved to the door, and Allerton and Linda stood up.


  “Careful,” Barry said. The interior of the ship was becoming uncomfortably warm. A heavy drop of perspiration dropped from his forehead to the floor.


  He stepped ahead of McGregor to the door, his hand moving instinctively to the holster at his belt. With a cautious hand he opened the door until a crack of bright light appeared and then he shoved it open all the way, blocking the door with his body.


  For a long silent moment he remained in the ship, his eyes traveling about in a wide careful arc. Then he stepped from the ship to the ground, his whipcord muscles tensed and ready. It was only after he had satisfied himself that there was no immediate danger that he waved to McGregor.


  “Okay,” he said. “It looks safe enough.”


  The ship had landed in the middle of a small clearing, bounded on four sides by huge green masses of coarse underbrush. The floor of the clearing was covered with a matting of coarse rank grass that was as thick as leather shoe strings.


  The air was close and oppressive, hardly stirring the heavy, towering shoots of green brush. The foliage of the forest was dense and foreboding, seeming to brood in a sultry silence.


  Linda and Allerton followed McGregor’s burly form from the ship. Barry was still taking stock of their environment, his eyes sweeping about the upper branches of the dank, lush undergrowth.


  The sky overhead was brilliantly white and the sun, a molten ball of brass on the horizon, still beat hotly on this jungle.


  “It’s terribly primitive, isn’t it?” Linda said at his side.


  Barry nodded. “This is the interior of the North American continent, yet it’s wilder and more primeval than the darkest spots in the Africa of our time. Your father landed near here. Tomorrow we’ll set out with a searching party, scouring the vicinity in widening circles until we find his machine. It’s too late to do anything now, but I’m going to take Upton and make sure this is a safe camp site.”


  “You’ll be careful, won’t you?” Barry glanced sideways at her, one of his rare grins breaking the hardness of his face.


  “Sure thing,” he said. Still smiling he strolled to where McGregor and Upton were clearing the thick matted grass from the ground.


  McGregor’s broad back was soaking wet and heavy drops of sweat were dripping from his forehead.


  “A blighted land, it is,” he growled. “I’m lucky if I don’t melt away to nothing in this heat.”


  “It’ll do you good,” Upton said unsympathetically, “to boil some of that grease out of your system.”


  “Why, you bag of bones,” McGregor roared indignantly, “a canary couldn’t get a meal from the meat on your skeleton.”


  BARRY chuckled to himself as he approached the two men. There was nothing serious in their wrangling. It went on eternally, but good naturedly.


  “Upton,” he said, “get a couple of rifles and a compass. You and I are taking a short look around. Mac, I want you to set up camp and post a guard until I return. Don’t let anyone leave this clearing under any circumstances.”


  “I got you, boss, McGregor nodded, “but why don’t you let me go with you? You may need me.”


  “You’re needed here,” Barry said. “Besides, according to Upton, you’ve got a little too much avoirdupois to make a good hiker.”


  McGregor scowled down at the matted jungle floor.


  “Wait ’til I get a dictionary,” he said fiercely, “if avoordewpoise means what I think it does, that little shrimp had better look out.”


  Upton came up then and Barry took a rifle from him. It was a short weapon, with a slim barrel and a heavy, insulated drum attached to the stock. In spite of its unprepossessing appearance it was a savage instrument, capable of stunning a charging animal with one devastating electric blast.


  Barry checked its compact, powerful battery and did the same with the revolver at his waist.


  Then, with Upton close at his heels, he plunged into the dense jungle. His intention was to circle the camp and make sure that there was no possible danger lurking in the immediate” vicinity.


  Using a long heavy knife with a razor-sharp edge to hack away the clinging trailers, he plowed on, sinking almost to his ankles in the loamy soil.


  The noise of their passage introduced them to the first signs of life they had noticed. From the overhanging boughs above their heads brilliantly plumaged birds flashed into sight and disappeared with shrill, raucous cries. When the birds were motionless it was impossible to detect them against the green background, for their green and brown wing feathers camouflaged them completely. But when they opened their wings their gorgeous breast colorings and inner wing feathers created the illusion that small, noisy rainbows were flitting through the somber green bushes.


  It was a half hour later before they came to another clearing, a great deal larger than the one in which their ship had landed.


  Barry checked the compass, as they paused to catch a breath. They were both grimy with dirt and damp with sweat.


  “We’ll cross the clearing,” Barry said, slipping the compass back to his pocket, “then circle the camp before returning. Come on.”


  They started across the clearing, Barry in the lead.


  THE sun was just beginning to slide over the far horizon and there was a still, breathless feeling in the close air, as if all the life in this young pulsing jungle had suddenly been stilled.


  Barry noticed it and glanced warily about the clearing. The blood-red shafts of light that speared through the towering brush threw grotesque shadows flickering across the open space. In the white, crimson-shot sky, mighty birds, so far off as to appear only as drifting specks, circled restlessly.


  Suddenly a frenzied flurry of wings beat against the air and a score of birds flashed from the bush, their fear-crazed screams blasting the unnatural silence.


  Then Barry heard a ponderous threshing to his right. Wheeling he saw the heavy brushes on that side of the clearing trembling like straws in a gale and he felt the matted earth beneath his feet quiver.


  Grabbing Upton by the arm, he unslung his rifle.


  “Back up!” he said tensely.


  The two men were in the middle of the clearing. They were equally vulnerable from all sides, but Barry wanted to retreat from the thing whose passage shook the earth like the trip-hammer blows of a giant.


  They had not taken more than three steps, cautious backward steps, when a mighty, incredible roar jerked them to a halt, stunned. An instant later a whole wall of matted brush and vegetation crashed to the ground and through this a monstrous animal emerged.


  Barry’s impressions were too instant, too distorted by the horrifying immediateness of the situation to be reliable, but he had one terrible flashing image of hot, baleful eyes, mighty slavering jaws and huge hooked teeth.


  The creature’s four powerful legs raised its long scale covered body fully ten feet from the ground. A massive bludgeoning tail lashed viciously back and forth, churning the underbrush into debris. Its scaly back and sides were a dull green in color.


  “Don’t move!” Barry said softly.


  Slowly he raised the rifle to his shoulder, but before he could aim, the mighty creature reared itself on its legs and charged forward.


  Dropping to his knees Barry fired desperately, pumping electric blasts into the beast as rapidly as his finger could trigger the rifle.


  The charging monster roared horribly. It was no more than fifty feet from them, slithering over the ground with incredible speed. The champing sound of its hideous jaws was like the noise of two boulders grinding together.


  “Run!” Barry yelled.


  He leaped to his feet, but he had not covered five yards when a terrible, fear-crazed cry sounded behind him. Wheeling, his heart climbed to his throat, as he saw Upton, sprawled on his face, not twenty feet in front of the roaring monster.


  A trailing loop of grass had caught his ankle and hurled him to the ground. Barry sprang toward him, whirling the useless rifle about his head with both hands. When he reached Upton’s side he hurled the heavy rifle with savage strength at the yawning jaws of the immense beast.


  The creature’s jaws closed with a greedy snap and Barry heard the rending sound of splintering wood and cracking steel.


  Barry jerked Upton to his feet. The giant, crocodile-like monster was so close that its hot, fetid breath swept over them in a nauseating wave.


  The two men started to run, but, with incredible swiftness, the gigantic beast slithered around and lashed out with a claw-like paw.


  BARRY hurled himself to the ground, shouting a futile warning to Upton. The forepaw, with its horrible raking talons swept harmlessly over him, but it struck Upton with terrible force, flinging him through the air like a rag doll. When he hit the ground he sprawled grotesquely on his face and lay still.


  Sobbing a curse, Barry crawled to his feet and ran toward Upton’s limp, queerly huddled figure. Half way there the scale covered beast struck at him.


  Barry ducked instinctively and the blow did not land directly, but grazed his shoulder with only partial force. But that was enough to numb the whole side of his body and slam him to the ground with bone shattering force.


  Through a misty fog of pain Barry realized that he was lying on his stomach, his face pressed into the coarse matted grass of the jungle floor. Groaning he rolled to his side. The effort took all of his strength. An excruciating pain was leaping along the side of his body and black spots were flickering before his eyes.


  The mighty primordial beast crouched directly in front of him, its thirty foot tail lashing through the grass with the noise of a steam gusher.


  Barry tried to struggle to his feet but the effort was too much for his pain-weakened body. He slumped back gasping.


  The giant lizard moved toward him, attracted by the motion. Its huge, saber-toothed jaws opened wide and a coarse red tongue licked out greedily.


  Instinctively, Barry shrank away. But it was purely a reflective action. His brain was clouding over and a vast weariness was settling in his arms and legs. He tried to fight against the sensation, but it was a futile battle. His eyes closed and his body relaxed limply against the floor of the jungle.


  How long he remained in this comatose state he had no way of reckoning. He wasn’t unconscious, his brain was still functioning, but the will and the incentive to fight and live were draining from him.


  It was a sound that roused him.


  One instant the only noise in the jungle had been the breathing of the monstrous reptilian beast and the drumming of his own heart. Then, with an abruptness that shocked him to awareness, the jungle stillness was shattered by the crescendo thunder of mightily beating wings.


  Barry fought away the weariness that was enveloping him and forced his eyes open. The incredible sight that met his eyes stunned him to full consciousness.


  For diving toward the immense beast were scores of mighty birds, their brilliantly plumaged wings extended to the limit of their great span.


  The giant green beast swayed uncertainly, then turned sideways as the thunderous beat of the diving bird’s wings grew in volume. They were only a few hundred feet in the air, diving like streaking comets straight for the back of the reptilian monster.


  Barry struggled to a sitting position and stared in amazement at the plummeting birds. It was difficult to make out anything but their outlines because they were diving through the last brilliant rays of the setting sun. This coated them with a shining luster that flashed and sparkled as they dropped earthward.


  When they were only a hundred feet from the ground, Barry shaded his gaze with his hands and strained his eyes to bring them into a recognizable focus.


  When he did see the birds plainly, the breath left his lungs in an incredulous gasp. For the shapes hurtling toward the gigantic beast were not birds but—girls, slim, brown skinned girls, with long straight black hair and classically chiseled features. Their mighty wings, a dozen feet from tip to tip, were black and glistering in the lancing light of the setting sun.


  IN THE hands of the bird-girls were gleaming swords, curved in viciously efficient designs. Straight at the unprotected back of the beast they launched themselves, their gleaming blades whistling shrilly as they cut through the air.


  The attack was of unbelievable savagery. In squads of three and four the bird-girls swooped down, chopping viciously at a spot just behind the neck of the huge green monster.


  A roar of baffled rage split the air as the great beast reared on it hind legs and pawed the air in frantic attempts to batter the zooming bird-girls to earth with its huge claws.


  Barry sank to the jungle floor, his heart hammering painfully. His pain-racked body was weakening, his senses clouding. The titanic battle raging before his eyes was like some mad fantasy, a distorted figment of imagination that couldn’t possibly be real.


  Then from the diving ranks of the bird-girls a single figure soared clear and skimmed toward him. Barry watched in fascination as this lone bird-girl dropped to the ground on slim bare feet within a dozen yards of him. At that distance he could be certain that this marvelous creature was a flesh and blood being, and not a product of his imagination.


  The magnificent black wings folded over her shoulders like a cloak as she moved closer. He could see her eyes, black and primitive, as devoid of emotion as those of a hawk. A single tawny animal skin covered her lithe brown body, but it did not conceal the grace and symmetry of her savagely beautiful form.


  He tried to stand then but the pain brought a wave of giddy nausea that detonated a conflagration of flashing pin wheels in his head. A black-out was imminent but he fought desperately against the approaching oblivion as he saw two more of the bird-girls detach themselves from the attacking group.


  He saw them land and skip over the ground with feline grace toward him. With his last conscious sensation he felt strong hands on his shoulders and arms, and then he felt himself soaring upward with the lightness and buoyancy of a cloud.


  That was all he remembered.


  CHAPTER IV


  The Beast-Men


  AS DARKNESS wrapped a black mantle around the glistening time ship and the small camp erected about it, McGregor’s impatience turned to anxiety.


  His massive body was a heavy shadow against the night as he stalked grimly about the clearing, pausing only for frequent glances at luminated dial of his wrist watch.


  “The blasted fool!” he growled around the pipe stem which was gripped in the vise of his heavy jaw. He stopped pacing and stared worriedly into the black jungle, in the direction which Barry and Upton had disappeared several hours before.


  He didn’t hear the light step beside him. The first indication he had that he was not alone was Linda Carstair’s unexpected hand on his arm.


  “You’re worried, aren’t you?” she said.


  He swung to face her, seeing her small face as a vague indistinct blur in the darkness.


  “Yes,” he said, almost roughly, “I’m worried about Barry and Upton. They should’ve been back by this time.”


  “Possibly they’re lost,” Linda suggested.


  McGregor snorted. “Barry could find his way here blind-folded. No, they’re not lost. It’s more serious than that.”


  “Maybe,” Linda’s voice shook, “they’ve found my father or have come across his machine.”


  “I’ve thought of that,” McGregor said. “It’s a possibility—but a blasted slim one.”


  “If they’ve met some kind of trouble,” Linda said, “we shouldn’t be wasting time talking about what to do. I think we should set out after them.”


  “Good girl,” McGregor said. There was grudging admiration in his voice. “I had just come to that idea myself. Barry told me not to budge from this site, but you’ll be safe with Allerton and what’s left of the crew.”


  “There’s no sense in your going alone,” Linda said firmly. “If Barry and Upton are in trouble it will take more than one man to get them out of it. The only sensible thing for us to do is lock the ship up and set out after Barry and Upton at dawn.”


  “Well,” McGregor grumbled, “I don’t like the idea of taking a woman along on a trip like this.”


  “Nonsense,” Linda said. “I don’t intend to remain here so you may consider the matter settled. We’ll leave at dawn.”


  “All right, all right,” McGregor muttered helplessly. “We’ll leave at dawn.” A shaft of light cut between them as the door of the time ship opened and Bruce Allerton sauntered toward them.


  “What’s up?” he asked, glancing from McGregor to Linda.


  “Barry and Upton haven’t returned,” Linda explained. “Mr. McGregor is worried and so am I. We’ve just decided to send out a searching party if they aren’t back by dawn.”


  “That’s the logical thing to do,” Allerton said, nodding. His gaze shifted to McGregor. “I suppose you plan to take the two crew members with you?”


  “I’m takin’ everyone with me,” McGregor said grimly. “It’s Miss Carstair’s idea that we make a convention out of it.”


  “It’s the only thing to do,” Linda said, turning to Allerton. “Don’t you agree, Bruce?”


  Allerton laughed nervously. “Really, darling, I’m not sure that it’s the wisest course of action. There’s no telling what we’ll encounter in the way of danger. Of course,” he added hastily, “I’m thinking only of you. For myself I wouldn’t care.”


  “Then it’s all set,” Linda said. “Yeah,” McGregor said drily, “it’s all set. We break camp at dawn . . .”


  WHEN the first slanting streaks of gray light slanted through the trees into the clearing, the small party was ready to leave.


  With McGregor’s bulky figure leading the way they filed into the dense, trackless jungle, following the faint path that Barry had made the day before.


  Linda followed McGregor and Allerton and the two crew members brought up the rear. They had traveled for perhaps an hour when McGregor plunged through a thick tangle of brush into a wide clearing. Instantly he flung up an arm and shouted a warning to the others. Dropping to his knees he jerked a gun from his belt, while his eyes shifted swiftly about the clearing.


  The sight that had prompted his action was one of the most amazing he had ever witnessed. In the center of the clearing was the carcass of an immense beast, fully fifty feet long. The jaws of the beast were distended in death, displaying great rows of terrible teeth. Lying on one side, the creature presented a picture of numbing terror. Its green sides were hacked in a hundred places, and in these gashes thousands of insects fed.


  He heard Linda gasp in horror as she crowded beside him and saw the monstrous creature sprawled on the floor of the jungle.


  Then he saw the sprawled body a few feet from the beast and he climbed to his feet and moved warily toward it, still sweeping the silent surroundings with cautious eyes.


  He turned the body on its back and for a long, silent instant regarded the battered, blood-caked features, set in the final rigid expression of death.


  When he turned blindly from the sight he saw that Linda and the others were watching him in fascinated horror.


  “Upton,” he said tonelessly, through stiff lips.


  Linda’s sob was the only sound to disturb the shocked silence. For a timeless interval no one spoke, then Allerton said quietly,


  “There’s no sign here of what happened to Barry Rudd. He might be still alive.”


  McGregor stood still, his big hands clenched, staring at the ground. Finally his eyes moved over the ground, reading the account of what had happened in the battle marked ground.


  For long moments he studied the grass covered jungle floor and then he looked up, an expression of wonder on his rugged red features.


  “What happened to Barry?” Linda demanded desperately.


  McGregor stared at her and ran a hand through his coarse matted hair.


  “I don’t know,” he said huskily. “One guess would be that the tribe which killed that monster captured Barry and carried him off.”


  “Why do you say tribe?” Allerton asked.


  “No one person,” McGregor answered grimly, “could possibly have killed that beast. It’s almost too much to believe that a hundred men could do it.”


  “In that case,” Allerton said, “I suggest we get back to the time ship as quickly as possible. We aren’t prepared to meet a tribe of savage aboriginals.”


  “We’re goin’ ahead!” McGregor snapped. “Barry Rudd may be still alive, and as long as there’s that chance, we aren’t turning back. Make up your mind to that, everyone!”


  Allerton shrugged. “You’re the boss,” he said.


  McGregor glanced down at Upton’s still body, then said to the two crew members,


  “Get your shovels out. We’ve got a job to do before we go on . . .


  THE service at Upton’s shallow grave was brief. McGregor turned from the unmarked bier, his heavy features working. There were unashamed tears in his eyes. Only for an instant did he show the emotion he felt. As he swung his pack to his shoulder his jaw had hardened and the light of battle was in his eyes.


  “Come on,” he growled, making for the opposite side of the clearing where the green wall of the jungle rose forebodingly.


  The rest of the party followed him without hesitation. Allerton and the two crew members gripped their revolvers in their hands and their eyes swept the brush with increased caution.


  With McGregor hacking a way for them, the party forced their way deeper and deeper into the dank forest. The immense shoots of brush shot up fifty and seventy-five feet above their heads and the rising sun filtered through the mossy leaves with a pale flickering light. The floor of the jungle was matted and soggy and the tangled swampy underbrush was almost as impenetrable as rusted clusters of barbed wire.


  Perspiration streamed down McGregor’s broad face and his boots sunk a full six inches into the rotting slimy vegetation that packed the forest ground. His shoulders worked rhythmically as the heavy three-foot knife in his hands swung back and forth, cleaving a swath through the stifling thorny underbrush.


  Linda struggled on in his wake. Her bare legs were scratched in a dozen places by the thorny trailers which she brushed against. Her small jaw was set grimly as she forged silently ahead . . .


  It was almost noon and they had been on the march for six hours before McGregor halted. The steaming jungle was as hot as an inferno and the blazing sun at zenith poured a barrage of intolerable heat over them. But it was not because of this that McGregor stopped. Some sixth sense carried a subtle warning to his nerves.


  As the small party halted, the big Scotchman turned and swept the silent brooding jungle with worried eyes. He had the feeling that they were not alone, that they were being watched by alien eyes.


  “Seen any sign of life?” he asked Allerton.


  Allerton shook his head. “I haven’t seen or heard a thing,” he said.


  McGregor still paused uncertainly. The feeling was strong, but there was nothing in the way of concrete evidence to support it. Finally he shrugged and resumed the slow, painful work of hacking a trail through the jungle brush.


  He had not covered more than ten yards when he caught sight of something gleaming through the green swampy tangle of shrubs. The shining reflection of light was directly in front of them, not more than fifty yards away.


  McGREGOR approached cautiously, but when he had covered half the distance to the strange object he let out a jubilant whoop.


  “Luck’s with us,” he cried, turning to Linda. “We’ve found your father’s time ship.”


  Electrified, Linda halted. Then, with a cry, she stumbled forward, following as closely behind McGregor as possible. They reached the time ship almost together and the others were right on their heels.


  The time ship was small, eight feet long, six feet high, a slender glistening ovoid, a miniature replica of the one in which they had just spanned the gulf of time. Now, covered with trailers and scraggling brush it looked as amazingly out of place as a dinosaur would in a formal park of the two-hundred and fiftieth century.


  It had obviously been deserted for days for the lush, swiftly growing jungle had crept up, wrapping tentacles and limp leaves about it in a camouflaging embrace. Only a stray glimmer of light had caught McGregor’s eyes. Had he missed this they might have passed within twenty feet of the machine without being aware of its existence.


  McGregor chopped through the encircling brush and jerked open the door of the machine. The interior of the ship was empty. He stepped into the ship and flicked on the lights. One sweeping glance of inspection showed him that everything in the ship was in perfect order. No signs of a disturbance. He noticed a small can of concentrated vitafood and two plates resting on a table near the wall.


  Everything indicated that the professor and his assistant had left the ship intending to return but quite obviously they hadn’t.


  Linda had followed him into the ship and as he turned he saw the misery on her face and the expression of wordless despair in her eyes.


  “Don’t give up, yet,” he said. “There’s still a chance of finding your father and we won’t quit as long as there is a chance.”


  “You said that of Barry,” Linda said hopelessly.


  “And I mean it,” McGregor said grimly. “I don’t quit easily. Right now I’m going to scour this ship from top to bottom to see if I can find a clue as to where your father was heading for. You better wait outside. There isn’t room in here for both of us to turn around in.”


  WHEN the girl had left, McGregor dropped to his knees and rummaged through the small compact drawers, making guesses as to what equipment and clothes were missing. Then he inspected the delicate machinery with a keen practiced eye.


  After a complete inspection of all the multiple devices necessary to time navigation and a careful look at the energy tubes, he rose to his feet, a worried frown cutting a furrow over his eyes.


  For a long moment he stood still, hands jammed into his pockets.


  He was thinking. It was a process which he generally did not bother much about, but now it was forced on him. He had learned something—something ugly and disagreeable, and its implications affected the safety of what was left of his party.


  A grim hardness settled along his heavy jaw and a dangerous gleam of anger frosted in his eyes, as he realized what he must do.


  He wheeled and stepped toward the door of the ship, but before he reached it a shrill cry sounded—the terrible, marrow-chilling scream of a woman in mortal fear. It was followed by a bestial chorus of hoarse roaring shouts, and the swift rush of heavy feet.


  McGregor’s big hands balled into fists as he sprang through the door of the ship. Linda and Allerton and the crew members were fighting for their lives against a dozen shaggy, savage cave men, who had apparently materialized from the brooding emptiness of the jungle.


  One sweeping glance stamped this scene on his mind, then he was leaping forward into the fray, a hoarse battle yell springing from his throat.


  The cave men attackers were huge, massively muscled creatures, with lustful piggish eyes and slanting foreheads covered with coarse matted hair. Loin clothes of animal skin were their only covering, the rest of their haircovered hides being naked.


  In their hands they carried thick clubs, studded with sharp rocks bound into place with leather thongs. The leader of the savage horde, a roaring giant of a man, carried a peculiar hammer-shaped club, formed by a huge shining rock set in the forked end of a stout stick. As this sub-human beast leaped toward one of the crew members, he swung the hammer in a glittering arc above his head.


  McGregor sprang at the massive brute who was struggling with Linda. With the force of a pile driver his mallet-like fist crashed into the bestial creature’s face. The blow caught the cave man by surprise. With a hoarse grunt of pain he sprawled to the ground, his slavering jaw hanging queerly.


  Jerking his gun from his belt McGregor shot the man before he could arise. With a protecting arm around Linda’s shoulders the big Scotchman swung the deadly muzzle of the gun about to cover the remainder of the attacking horde.


  But before he could fire the giant leader of the band reached the crew member, who faced him desperately. The swinging, blazing hammer descended in a blinding arc, striking the crew member a terrible blow.


  INSTANTLY the hammer head seemed to explode, great lances of brilliant light forked out and a rending, ear splitting detonation shattered the air. The crew member was hurled to the ground by the force of the blast, his whole torso blackened and charred by the fiery fury of the strange weapon.


  With a hoarse scream of triumph the giant cave man sprang over the lifeless body, the hammer swinging again.


  McGregor fired frantically at his lunging figure but his electrical pellets were wide of their mark. Other cave men were rushing at him and he swung the gun about and blazed directly into their midst. Some stumbled and went down, black holes bored through their heads and bodies, but the rest charged relentlessly at him, their small, piggish eyes glaring with a murderous rage.


  To his left McGregor heard another burst of thunderous noise and he could feel the scorching heat of the strange weapon singeing his clothes.


  The butt of the gun in his hand was dangerously hot, but there was nothing to do but keep firing. Then it happened. His finger closed on the trigger and the gun did not respond. It had jammed or burned out. With a curse McGregor hurled the gun straight into the face of the nearest charging cave man. He swung Linda behind him and lashed out with his fists. The suddenness of this new attack bewildered the savage attackers for an instant. Two of them sprawled to the ground under the sledge hammer blows of his swinging fists, before they reorganized their ranks and charged in a tight unified body.


  A club struck his forehead driving him to his knees, but still he fought. Blood was streaming into his eyes and his arms seemed as heavy as anchors but his indomitable will kept them pumping, slugging, flailing even as the irresistible wave of huge bodies swept over him crushing him to the earth.


  He heard Linda scream, then another blast of sound enveloped him, driving every last vestige of will and consciousness from his mind. It was the last he remembered.


  CHAPTER V


  Human Sacrifice?


  BARRY RUDD regained consciousness slowly. It was like emerging gradually from darkness to light. One instant he was falling, deliberately and inevitably, but slowly, like an aimlessly drifting feather, through foggy darkness; then as his senses cleared he felt the air rushing against his cheeks and he realized that he was dropping as swiftly as a plummet.


  His eyes were closed but he could feel the claw-like grips on his shoulders, and hear a mighty thunder of driving wings over his head. Memory returned to him then. With dreadful clarity he recalled the onslaught of the monster, the death of Upton, the incredible attack of the bird-girls, his own black-out.


  These fleeting, lightning-swift realizations flashed across his mind, almost too quickly for assimilation.


  Before he had time to appreciate their implications, his feet scraped a hard surface, the grips on his shoulders released, and he plunged forward on his face.


  The jarring fall brought him back to full consciousness. Opening his eyes he saw that he was lying in the center of what appeared to be a large, rock-floored valley. This impression was dispelled when he struggled to a sitting position and saw a vast domed ceiling extending cone-shaped to a small opening hundreds of feet above his head. Through this round opening in the ceiling daylight poured, illuminating the vast hall with a hazy, imperfect light.


  A slight sound behind him attracted his attention. Turning, he saw two of the slender, imperious bird-girls regarding him with their emotionless black eyes.


  It was obvious that they had brought him to this strange place after killing the monstrous jungle reptile, but their motive for doing so was completely incomprehensible to him. Why had they brought him here? Why had they saved his life in the first place?


  These questions were burning in his mind as he studied the incredible bird-girls, but he realized that he was not to learn the answers, at least for a while. For the bird-girls were preparing to leave.


  A swift look flashed between them, an unspoken decision was reached and one of the girls leaped into the air, her great wings drumming mightily as she soared upward, circling toward the opening at the apex of the ceiling.


  Entranced, Barry followed the bird-girl’s slim graceful form as it flashed above him, in ever-ascending circles. As she reached the round opening her slim body with outspread wings was silhouetted for an instant against the streaming light—then she was gone.


  The other girl leaped into the air, but the drumming of her wings was drowned out by another sound that broke suddenly in the vast, vaulted chamber.


  THE new sound was a hoarse cry, shouted by dozens of roaring, raging voices. Barry twisted and saw that from a number of narrow niches in the walls, men were pouring. Men with thick, hairy chests, mighty arms and legs and sloping bestial foreheads. In their hands were primitive clubs and stone axes. As this terrifying horde charged forward, their long arms swung before them, knuckles grazing the ground, and their hoarse voices rose in a raging, demoniacal scream.


  Barry was too stunned by their terribly swift appearance to do anything but helplessly watch, but the bird-girl’s wings beat the air violently and frantically as she heard the soul-chilling chorus of their voices.


  Barry saw her flash a terrified glance over her shoulder. Fear was stamped on her proud lean features and her savage dark eyes flashed like those of a trapped animal.


  She was almost twenty feet above the ground and gaining altitude with every second, but the raging horde of savage men were redoubling their speed. The concentration of the pack was centered on the flying girl, their howling scream seemed to be directed against her and none of them paid any attention to Barry.


  When the leaders of the horde reached the spot they apparently realized that the girl was beyond their reach, for their screams of rage doubled in volume and they leaped futilely into the air, flecks of froth drooling over their tusk-like teeth.


  One of them drew back his arm and flung his club wildly into the air, but it was wide of its mark. The bird-girl was almost fifty feet above their heads, flying frantically for the narrow aperture at the ceiling that meant escape and freedom.


  The action of this one savage was a signal to the others. Almost immediately the rest of the pack were hurling their clubs into the air and screaming with disappointment as the missiles missed their mark.


  Barry found himself tensely praying that the girl would make her escape. For some unknown reason she had befriended him and, for an equally unknown reason, these monsters were enraged at her.


  It was just at the moment that she seemed certain of escape that it happened. She was wheeling in a narrow circle, her great wings extended to their fullest spread, when a stone axe, spinning through the air with incredible speed, slashed into her right wing.


  Her thin cry of pain went through Barry like a knife. A roar of bestial exultation sprang from the horde as the bird-girl fell toward the ground, her uninjured wing beating mightily in a desperate but futile attempt to check her fall. The injured wing, hung at a sharp angle, broken and helpless.


  When her slim swiftly dropping body struck the rocky floor, a half dozen of the pack leaped for her, clubs raised. Had she moved she would probably have been battered to death at the same instant, but her body was motionless, lying limply on the ground, one splendid wing thrown wide, the other, shrunken and twisted, folded close to her.


  For a second the pack hesitated, then they dropped their clubs and after a moment of fierce guttural babbling among themselves, they picked up the bird-girl’s limp form and started away with it.


  AT THE same instant the remainder of the horde swung on Barry. He had been expecting this and, with an effort he rose to one knee, resolved to die fighting. But the intentions of the savage pack were not murderous. Ignoring his feeble resistance two of the burly creatures grabbed his arms, two others grabbed his legs and they lifted him from the ground and carried him after the cluster of savages who were bearing the bird-girl.


  Across the wide rocky floor and into one of the narrow niches, which was actually a small hallway leading off the larger room, they carried him. Illumination was provided by torches of blazing ropes which were stuck into the walls, casting a smoky flickering light over the dim musty passageway.


  For several moments the pack of brutish, ragged men tramped on in stolid silence, the shuffling tramp of their feet being the only sound to disturb the clammy stillness. Then the passageway widened out and merged with a larger room, hung with imperfectly treated hides and floor coverings of matted rope. The low ceiling was burned black from the guttering of smoke from the many blazing torches and several primitive couches of stone were set against the rock walls.


  Barry was deposited without ceremony on one of these couches and the men turned and filed out of the room, the muffled tramp of their footsteps gradually fading away into silence.


  Alone, Barry sat up carefully and examined his leg and hip. The bruise was still painful, but the throbbing had stopped and he was satisfied that no bones were broken. Then he stood up and inspected the rude room. A quick glance was all that was required for this. There were no openings or windows, but in the corners he saw narrow crevices through which the smoke was drawn from the room. These flues helped but little. Great clouds of dirty smoke seemed to congeal in the middle of the room and hang there like some evil spectre.


  He had completed his brief examination of the quarters when he heard a sound behind him. Turning quickly he gave a gasp of pure relief.


  For a man stood in the entrance of the room.


  Not a sub human, apish creature, but a small, gray-haired man with intelligent blue eyes and lean, kind features. This man wore a faded, ragged shirt, grimy breeches and knee boots. Barry’s relief at seeing a human being was so intense, that he couldn’t speak.


  “Sorry if I startled you,” the man said, smiling.


  Barry drew a shaky breath. “It was the most pleasant shock I’ve received in a long time,” he said. It was then that the significance, the import of this man’s presence hit him.


  “You’re Professor Carstairs, aren’t you?” he demanded. “Linda Carstairs’ father.”


  “Why, yes,” the blue eyes twinkled, “I do happen to be Professor Carstairs. How did you happen to know me?”


  Barry sat down weakly on one of the stone couches.


  “It’s a long story,” he said.


  WHEN he had finished talking tiny furrows of worry lined the professor’s face. For several moments he was silent, one hand drumming nervously on his knee. Then he said:


  “It was like Linda to set out after me, but I’d feel better if I knew she was safely at home. Frankly there’s nothing she or the other members of her party could do to rescue us, even if they did happen to discover that we are being held.”


  “Are you sure?” Barry asked quietly. “Is there no way to escape from this place?”


  Professor Carstairs smiled fleetingly and shrugged.


  “Perhaps I shouldn’t speak with authority because as it happens, I haven’t tried to escape. Still, my opinion would be that such a venture would be impossible. Now, I will tell you my story. I came here to this remote age because my research indicated that it was at approximately this time that the Germanic legends were in embryo, so to speak. The legend I was particularly concerned with was that which dealt with the Thunder God, known as Thor. Every mythology has a counterpart of Thor. The Romans called him Vulcan; the Indians called him Twakstrie, and so forth. My belief is, or was, that these legends were based on fact, that a thunder god, and thunder hammer, had existed. Since my work is in the field of synthetic energy you can understand what it would mean to me if I could discover and analyze the original hammer of Thor. There, I might find the secret, the keystone, to the solution of the problem of synthetic energy.”


  “I gather,” Barry interrupted, “that you haven’t found any trace of the hammer.”


  The professor nodded slowly. “My companion and I arrived at this age without difficulty, but in our first foray into the foreboding jungle we stumbled upon a party of these Cro-Magnon creatures. In the struggle my companion was killed. I was brought here and have been here since.”


  “Why,” Barry asked, “have they kept you alive?”


  “As to that,” the professor answered, “I can only surmise that I, and you also, are being reserved for some very special manner of elimination. I have given some study to the monolithic inscriptions on the walls of these caves and the most prevailing one is that of sacrificial rites, coincident, as nearly as I can figure, with the full periods of the moon. It is therefore not a bad guess that you and I are scheduled to slake the blood thirst of one of their disagreeable gods.”


  THE professor spoke blandly, almost cheerfully, but there was no mistaking the undertone of grimness in his words.


  “There must be something we can do,” Barry said quietly, “I’m not in the habit of quitting without a fight. How far do you suppose this place is from where you left your time ship?”


  “Not terribly far,” the professor answered thoughtfully. “As I recall we had only marched a few hours when I was able to sight the mountain top under which these caves have been tunneled. You might not have noticed it but the main chamber of this unique place is simply the inner core of a long extinct volcano. From that dead core our industrious hosts chiseled deep into the interior of the mountain until they have literally honeycombed it with their caves. It was a measure made expedient by the great number and variety of ferocious carnivora which roam the jungles. If you plan to escape, my friend, remember that fact well. You will be forced to cover miles of swampy jungle, infested with the most malignant types of reptiles and animals. That is doubtless why my hosts have given me a good deal of freedom about the place. They respect my intelligence sufficiently to realize that I would not be rash enough to dare the dangers of the jungle alone.”


  “You are not alone now,” Barry said with quiet emphasis.


  The professor’s mild blue eyes met Barry’s and his frail shoulders shrugged wearily.


  “My young friend,” he said softly, “I admire your will and I respect your courage. But I am afraid they will be of no use here.”


  “One more thing,” Barry said after a pause, “I’ve told you about the bird-girls, but you didn’t comment. What is your opinion of them?”


  “More guess work,” the professor replied. “They are represented in the monolithic inscriptions, so it is safe to assume they have existed for quite some time. Possibly they are the source of the Valkyries, the beautiful bird-girls, of the Germanic mythology. At any rate they are an extremely interesting mutation. Mother Nature in her wisdom might have equipped these daughters of hers with wings to enable them to survive the dangers they would meet in the plains. With wings, even the most ferocious dinosaur can be eluded. In their countenance, as you have described them, there is a definite resemblance to the North American Indian, who is still buried thousands of years in the future. That is another speculation. Why they helped you I can, again, only guess. They might reason that you were of their type, as opposed to the beast you were fighting. Therefore their sympathies were with you and they came to your aid. What to do with you then became their problem. Since they know that the cave men live in the volcano, and since you resembled the cave men, the logical thing was for them to bring you here, which they did. The reception they received will undoubtedly serve to stifle any such charitable inclinations which might arise in the future.”


  Barry twisted slightly and a twinge of pain shot up his side.


  The professor’s keen eyes caught his wince.


  “You’re hurt,” he said anxiously. “I’m an old fool for gabbing on like this. Lie down on these skins and I’ll bring some salve and bandages. I had them with me when I was captured. Then you’ll need some broth and a night’s sleep to put you on top of the world. Do as I say now.”


  Barry obeyed the suddenly decisive professor meekly.


  “One thing though,” he said, “the girl they captured looked as if she might be hurt. I’d feel better if you’d see if there’s anything you can do for her.”


  “All right, all right,” the professor said testily, “I’ll look after everybody in the ward but first of all I want to look after you.”


  WHEN the professor had dressed the ugly scratches and bruises on his side and fed him a deep wooden bowl full of steaming broth, Barry relaxed against the comfortable warmth of the thick skins. He was not worried about the party he had brought back to this savage past. They were, he knew, in McGregor’s capable hands. The realization that he might never again see the big Scotchman gave him a deep wrench. Surprisingly, however, he had the same sensation when he thought of never seeing Linda Carstairs again.


  He dozed off, still unable to make sense out of his thoughts and emotions.


  The professor awakened him. After another meal he felt almost up to normal. The rest and food had performed a miracle on his tired, weakened system. Strength was flowing again through the muscles of his hard, well packed body.


  “You look like a different man,” the professor said, “Naturally that is gratifying for I take full credit for my patient’s recovery. I regret to say my other patient is not doing as well.”


  “The girl?” Barry asked quickly. “You’ve seen her?”


  The professor nodded.


  “They have locked her away in a small cave. They are all extremely elated over her capture. She will, I imagine, be put to use during one of their sacrificial ceremonies, if she lives that long.”


  “Why do you say that?” Barry asked.


  “She will not eat,” the professor said. “She will languish away inside of a week, like any wild thing in captivity. Probably it is the kindest thing that could happen to her.”


  “Could I see her?” Barry asked.


  “Possibly,” the professor said thoughtfully. “Keep close to me. I have freedom here, because the cave men all feel immensely superior to me physically. Mentally, too, I suppose,” he added wryly.


  With the professor in the lead they left the small smoky chamber and followed a narrow corridor for several hundred feet. Rooms branched off this tunnel and Barry had quick glimpses of the living quarters of the cave men. Great slovenly females and savage wiry children peered curiously at him as he walked past.


  They met several males lumbering along in the opposite direction, but the only attention they received was a noncommittal grunt.


  “I think it’s going to be all right,” the professor said. With a smile, he added, “The males, fortunately, feel superior to you, too.”


  At the end of this corridor the professor stopped. He pointed to a heavy door, made of slabs of wood bound together with leather thongs and hinged by the same device.


  “She is in there,” he said.


  A torch cast an eerie smoky yellow light over the door and through its chinks. Through one of these Barry was able to see the interior of the small, rock-walled room. It took an instant to adjust his eyes to the poorly lighted enclosure but when he did he saw the girl, a dark motionless shape, crouched in the farthest corner of the room. He could not see her face, but in the semidarkness, her brilliant dark eyes gleamed like two tiny flames.


  Listening he could hear her breathing, harshly, fearfully, as if each shuddering breath were to be her last. It was that sound, piteously terrible, that spurred him to action.


  “There must be something we can do,” he said determinedly.


  “It’s no use,” the professor protested. “I placed a bowl of broth before her earlier today, but she won’t touch it. There’s nothing you can do.”


  BARRY didn’t bother answering.


  Quickly he untied the leather thongs that secured the door, opened it and stepped inside the room. The light from the corridor fell across the floor, cutting a swath through the darkness, affording him a clear view of the girl.


  She crouched against the wall as he moved cautiously toward her, her gleaming eyes darting about as if seeking escape.


  The tendons in her throat were taut and strained, and her lips were drawn in pain from her strong teeth.


  Barry stopped in the middle of the room and for several minutes remained absolutely motionless. Then he slowly eased himself on one knee and picked up the crude wooden bowl of broth. He waited again and then slowly extended it toward the girl.


  She crouched away from the extended bowl.


  Barry held it out until his arm was tired, then he set it again on the floor. He tried this twice again with no success.


  Then he held the bowl to his own lips and drank. The girl watched him with narrowed eyes. After a pause he extended the bowl to her. She hesitated, tremblingly indecisive, then crouched away again.


  Barry drank again, but the girl would not take the bowl from him. In despair he set the broth down and left the room.


  “It’s useless,” Professor Carstairs said.


  “I guess you’re right,” Barry said glumly. He closed the door discouragedly. Then he heard a strange sound from inside the room. Putting his eyes to one of the larger chinks, he saw that the girl had picked up the bowl and was drinking the broth, her bright eyes still staring steadily over the rim of the bowl at the door.


  He grabbed the professor excitedly and pulled him to the door.


  The professor looked for an instant then cocked his head appreciatively.


  “Well, well,” he said, a deep satisfaction in his voice, “she gurgles her soup like a lady. My boy, you have unexpected resources.”


  The next day they returned to the room with another bowl of broth, several pieces of roasted meat and a strange assortment of bandages, leather strips and lengths of wood, hacked down to a thickness of a quarter of an inch.


  “Are you sure you can do it?” Barry asked anxiously, as he untied the leather thongs on the door.


  “My boy,” the professor said touchily, “to a man who has performed cellular transformation operations, a splint should not be too difficult. If she will keep still I can patch that wing as good as new.”


  When they entered the room the girl watched them warily, but she showed no signs of fear. There were deep lines of pain in her face and beads of sweat ringed her forehead. A sickly white pallor was showing through the deep tan of her skin.


  She drank the soup hungrily, without hesitation. But she would not touch the meat until Barry had eaten almost half of it. Then she devoured the rest.


  “We might have to put a splint on you,” the professor said, “to show her that it’s all right.”


  But two attempts to bind the injured wing convinced them that it was a hopeless task. The girl crouched in terror from them, shielding the broken wing with her body.


  “What now?” the professor asked helplessly.


  “I’ll show you,” Barry said grimly.


  With a quick motion he grabbed the girl’s arms, pinioning them behind her. She fought him in savage silence, but the surprise of his movement had given him the advantage. It took all of the steely strength in his arms to hold the girl while the professor straightened her broken wing.


  “Hurry,” Barry panted.


  “Doing my best,” the professor said through his teeth.


  Barry held the girl, face downward on the floor, his knee in her back, but she continued to fight and struggle with savage strength.


  The professor worked in swift silence. When he set the wing the girl strained convulsively for an instant, then her head fell forward to the floor.


  “I think she’s unconscious,” Barry said.


  “Good,” the professor snapped. “I can work that much faster.”


  IN a matter of minutes he was binding the splints into place with leather thongs. Then he strapped the wing to the girl’s body and stood up.


  “All through,” he said. “In a week or two it should be fit as a fiddle.”


  Barry turned the girl on her side and balled his jacket into a pillow and slipped it under her head.


  Her eyes flickered open as they were leaving. The expression in them was inscrutable. There was pain and fear and watchfulness, but behind that there was a faint expression that was impossible to name.


  Barry closed the heavy door and shook his head.


  “It isn’t likely,” he said, “that we’ll ever receive a vote of thanks for that job.”


  Professor Carstairs putted his lips musingly.


  “You never can tell,” he said. “Stranger things have happened.”


  They started back down the rock hewn corridor toward the room which Barry had been using, but they had not traveled a dozen feet before they became aware of a sudden commotion, a clamorous excitement sweeping through the halls and corridors of the underground caves.


  Hoarse guttural shouts echoed about them, and they saw a dozen of the shaggy cave brutes lumbering past an intersection, their faces twisted in savage anticipation.


  The huge, dull-faced women crowded into the corridor from the living quarters, their monkey-like children clinging to their legs, squealing in excitement.


  “What’s up?” Barry demanded.


  The professor shook his head worriedly.


  “We’d better investigate,” he answered.


  They started off at a trot, but before they crossed the nearest intersection, four formidably armed cave men appeared and, with a wild yell, sprang at them.


  The attack was so unexpected and the savagery of the shaggy creatures so irresistible that Barry was hurled to the ground before he could raise his arms to defend himself. Resistance was useless, but still he struggled desperately, lashing out with both fists at his bestial attackers.


  A stunning blow from a heavy gnarled fist exploded a constellation of fireworks in his head. Dazed, he slumped to the floor, fighting doggedly at the mists of darkness that were rising to cloud his mind.


  Rough hands jerked him to his feet and he felt himself being half dragged, half carried along the rocky floor of the corridor.


  The very abruptness of the motion revived him to some extent. A dozen feet ahead he could see three burly figures dragging the limp form of Professor Carstairs between them. There was a babel of sound in his ears as the cave men grunted and chattered among themselves like a tribe of excited apes.


  There was a triumphant, gloating note in their voices, as if some long and eagerly awaited event were about to transpire.


  Groggily, Barry attempted to make some kind of sense out of the violent reversal of the cave men’s attitude toward the professor and himself. It was no use. His tired brain gave up the struggle to think.


  HOW long or how far he was dragged through narrow corridors, he had only the vaguest idea. It seemed hours and miles, but he was conscious enough to realize it had probably been only a fraction of that.


  The forward motion stopped abruptly. Dimly he heard the shuffling, rhythmic tramp of heavy, bare feet approaching, coming nearer . . . nearer . . .


  Exultant cries sounded about him and from a distance answering shouts filtered to his consciousness. Lifting his head Barry saw another and larger band of the savage cave creatures tramping, toward them. Leading this horde was a gigantic figure of a man, muscled and massive, with a fantastically bestial countenance. This lumbering savage carried a club on one wide shoulder. In the forked end of the club a flashing, glittering stone was lashed, and its luminous emanations threw a pale flickering glow against the walls of the caves and over the dull faces of the pack.


  Barry’s eyes flicked from the giant leader of the approaching group, and a sudden shock of amazement jarred him to full consciousness. For in the center of the shaggy, savage pack of cave men, were three weary, dirt stained figures, stumbling along under the fierce prods of their captors.


  Incredulously, he stared, his heart hammering painfully.


  His eyes swung in an agony of apprehension to Professor Carstair’s inert form, sprawled piteously on the rocky floor, then back to the advancing horde, to the small, dark haired girl, whose frail slimness was terribly emphasized by the towering bulk of the brutes who strode beside her.


  “Linda!” he cried frantically.


  At the sound of her name the girl looked up, and an expression of sudden hope and joy flooded her strained features.


  “Barry,” she whispered.


  That faint sound went through him like a powerful elixir. With a sudden frenzied burst of strength he broke away from the hands that held him, and staggered toward her. Two shaggy creatures sprang after him, bellowing madly, but before they reached him, his inspired strength faded and he crashed forward to the hard floor.


  CHAPTER VI


  Waiting for Death


  “THERE will be a full moon tonight!”


  Professor Carstairs spoke the words slowly, with careful unmistakable emphasis. In the small dimly lighted chamber where he and Barry had been confined, they echoed with a fatalistic ring.


  Barry lifted his head from his hands and looked up haggardly at the professor’s slight figure.


  “That means curtains for us then?” he asked.


  “I’m quite certain of it,” the professor answered. “You noticed the excitement in the face of the creature who brought us our food this morning? You hear the undercurrent of restless anticipation that drifts in to us? Very evil portents, both.”


  Barry stood up and savagely paced the narrow width of the cell.


  “If only we knew what these beasts had done with Linda and McGregor and Allerton,” he raged. “It’s waiting here helplessly while she might be hurt, or in danger, that’s driving me crazy.”


  “The others are safe until tonight,” Professor Carstairs said heavily. “What might happen then is something I dare not let myself think about.”


  Barry slumped against the wall, gritting his teeth to hold back a groan. It was not his own life he regretted losing. It was the thought of Linda, frail and defenseless, going forth to a barbarous death, that brought red flecks of madness before his eyes. Since that brief moment, a week ago, when he had seen her, pitifully stumbling before the callous shouts of the brutish, gloating men, he had known that her fate was more important to him than his own. If, in dying, he could save her, he would consider it a light payment. But to go to death, futilely and uselessly, unable to raise a finger to help her, was maddening.


  There was no way of measuring the passage of time in their dark damp dungeon. A faintly flickering torch in the corridor cast an oppressive, uncertain illumination through the chinks in the door of their cell. No other light reached them.


  After an interminable stretch of time, the professor lifted his head. “Listen!” he said tensely.


  A faint shout reached them and before it faded it was echoed by other voices, growing louder and closer. A tramping of feet that seemed to jar the solid rock floor came to them, and the eager howling voices swelled to an unbelievable crescendo as the mightily thudding feet neared.


  Then, with a crash, the timbers of the door shattered and a half dozen shaggy demoniacal figures broke through and fell on them. Barry felt leather thongs cutting into his arms and wrists, then he was jerked into the corridor between two of the cave men.


  A milling horde of the savages surrounded him and in the pale light their slavering fangs and unkempt hair gave them the appearance of lusting animals.


  A hoarse sing-song chant broke out from them as they hustled him down the corridor. Then, hours and miles later it seemed, he was dragged through a crude arch way into the vast vaulted chamber that was the core of the volcano. Moonlight streaming through the hole hundreds of feet above his head, bathed with soft mellow light the incredible scene that confronted him.


  THE large, naturally-formed arena was jammed with the shaggy men, the slovenly women and the shrieking children of the cave tribe. From wall to wall they formed a solid, screaming mass of primitive humanity. Flaring torches set in niches in the wall touched their glaring eyes with points of light and transformed them to glowing pools of insane frenzy.


  On their hideously twisted faces was the stamp of mob lust, thirsting for vengeance, for sacrifice, for blood.


  Barry tore his eyes from the terrible spectacle of these unclean savages caught in the turbulent stream of their own enraged passions. His gaze swung to the center of the arena, and cold film of perspiration broke on his face.


  For, tied to an immense pillar, were the forms of Linda, McGregor and Allerton. McGregor’s fiery red head was thrown back in rage, but Allerton was slumped limply against the column. He would have fallen if it hadn’t been for the thongs that bound him to the pillar. Linda was standing calmly, her head high, but there was a desperate terror in her eyes.


  Barry took in the entire dreadful scene in one flickering instant, before he was shoved roughly through the howling mass of savages toward the sacrificial pillar.


  Half stumbling, half falling, he almost lost consciousness as the maddened mob, incited by the vision of more victims, clawed at his face and clothes. Shrieking children were held high by foaming-mouthed mothers, to strike at his face and head with small fists, clenched around sharp rocks.


  If it hadn’t been for his escort he would have been torn to pieces before he had traveled a dozen feet. As it was, the mob was shoved away, the rows of bestially contorted faces falling aside like waves before the prow of a ship.


  At last the nightmare passage was made and Barry was shoved against the pillar beside Linda. Heavy leather thongs were whipped about his shoulders and arms, the ends of the bonds were jerked tight through crude stone loops which had been chiselled into the pillar. In another few seconds the battered figure of the professor was hauled through the crowd and tied beside him.


  The old man’s white head slumped forward to his breast and his knees buckled, until only the pressure of the thongs kept him from falling.


  The savage horde fell back from them then and squatted on the floor, their heads and eyes directed toward the shaft of moonlight that speared through the volcano opening, flooding the amphitheatre with its ghostly blue light.


  From their throats poured a deafening, throbbing chant that filled the vast arena with its ominous volume. They seemed more like savage hounds baying at the mystery of the moon, than human creatures.


  Barry twisted against his bonds until he could look down at Linda. His throat was tight as he saw the tiny smile she forced to her trembling lips.


  “Will it be—swift?” she asked softly,


  “I think so,” he said.


  There had been a thousand things in his mind to say to this girl but now they were gone. Or rather the necessity for saying them was gone. Somehow their silence seemed to be saying more than any words could.


  “Boss!” It was McGregor’s voice, cheerfully undismayed. “I didn’t think I was going to see you again this side of creation. Things look dark, don’t they? If I could get my hands free for a minute I’d show these howling apes a trick or two.”


  “Barry,” Linda whispered, “will you please hold my hand? I don’t want to be afraid.”


  Barry twisted until he could hold her small cold hand in his.


  “You won’t be,” he said. “That’s a promise.”


  “I hope my father doesn’t regain consciousness,” she said, a moment later. “If he goes—not knowing—it will be easier.”


  THEY talked then for a while.


  Barry told her how he had been brought to the place and of meeting her father. Against the background of, the kneeling cave men and their savage, chilling chant, the tale lost its sense of unreality. Linda explained, aided by occasional profane comments from McGregor, how they had been attacked and captured by the marauding horde of savages and brought to their underground dwelling after a forced march through the almost impassible jungle.


  Further conversation was made impossible then by a tremendous roar from the barbaric mob which ringed about them. Several dozen of the huge men had sprung to their feet and were hurrying to the archway through which Barry had been led. A wild commotion was raging at the entrance to the arena. The excitement communicated itself to the farthest corners of the hall, and almost as a single man, the kneeling horde rose to its feet, screaming maniacally.


  Barry saw then the cause of the intense excitement. A small band of cave men had entered the arena, in their center was the slim dark-haired bird-girl. There was no fear in her lean haughty face, but her expressive eyes flashed vainly about the hall, like tiny birds flying at the bars of an invisible cage. Her arms were bound, and her great black wings hung at her side. Barry noticed that the wing which had been broken was still encased in the crude splint which the professor had applied.


  The insane demonstration of the horde reached new heights as the slim figure of the bird-girl was shoved through their midst. Fierce, gnarled hands grabbed at the long silky wing feathers that flowed behind her, and, in some case, came away holding them clutched triumphantly.


  The girl stared straight ahead, her head held high, her lustrous black hair streaming back to her shoulders. There was something scorning and disdainful in the proud set of her shoulders, the rigid arrogance of her bearing.


  “She is magnificent!” Linda breathed.


  The inner fringes of the mob split and the bird-girl was shoved roughly into the cleared space about the pillar. One of the guards lumbered to the column and began untying a bundle of leather braids that had been lashed to one of the stone loops, while the other kept his grip on the bird-girl’s bound arms.


  She was standing almost directly in front of Barry, and her dark inscrutable eyes settled on his with a fixed stare.


  There was no expression on her features. They remained sternly and haughtily set, but there was a peculiar, questioning quality in the look she fixed on him.


  Barry saw that her injured wing hung straight and clear from her side and that while the splint was crude and cumbersome, it shouldn’t seriously affect her flying.


  If she had the chance to fly . . .


  The thought struck him and simultaneously he acted. The one idea in his mind was that if there was any chance of this creature escaping, any possibility of cheating the barbarous cave men of her torture and death, he wanted to give her that chance.


  HIS legs weren’t bound and the bird-girl’s massive guard was standing within three feet of him. Flattening his back against the pillar for more leverage, he jerked his knee up and lashed out with his boot-shod foot. His swiftly traveling, powerfully driven foot caught the surprised guard in the pit of the stomach. With a wild yell of pain he clasped both hands to his belly and sank in agony to the floor.


  For an instant the bird-girl stood rooted to the spot, staring stupidly at the writhing figure of the guard. A half dozen of the cave men were leaping for her, but still she remained motionless, her eyes swinging from the fallen guard to Barry. She looked at him an instant, her black eyes as unrevealing as ever; then, with a gloriously lithe and free motion, she leaped into the air. Her great wings spread mightily and beat like fluttering drums as she soared upwards.


  Pandemonium raged in the jammed arena.


  Barry twisted about and saw that the bird-girl was already a dozen feet above his head, circling upward with slow steady beats. Even at that distance it was apparent she was favoring her injured wing, for she was veering slightly to the right with each wing stroke.


  Roaring with rage, a dozen of the cave men hurled their stone axes at the slowly ascending figure of the bird-girl. Barry held his breath as the missiles flashed past her miraculously missing their mark.


  “Oh God!” he cried. “Let her make it!”


  If it wasn’t for the girl’s weakened wing she would have been out of range by then, but she was forced to fly painfully and slowly, gaining only a few feet with each laborious circling of the arena.


  The guard whom Barry had kicked crawled sluggishly to his feet, his bestial face contorted with rage. Barry was gazing upward at the desperately laboring girl, when something like a sledge hammer crashed into the side of his face. His head snapped back against the stone pillar with a sickening crunch, and the last thing he heard was Linda’s scream . . .


  WHEN he opened his eyes again his head was throbbing painfully, but he saw that the assembled tribe of cave men were again on their haunches, their eyes fixed in mystic concentration on the bright shaft of moonlight that streamed through the opening of the volcano.


  Linda’s hand squeezed his warmly.


  “Are you all right?” she whispered.


  “I seem to be,” he said groggily. “What hit me?”


  “The brute you kicked,” Linda said angrily. “He struck you when you weren’t looking.”


  Barry grinned bitterly and spat the salty blood from his mouth. Linda’s fingers tightened on his hand again.


  “Barry,” she whispered, “she made it!”


  CHAPTER VII


  Thor’s Mighty Hammer


  “FINE,” Barry said grimly. “How long have I been out?”


  “About an hour, I think,” Linda said. “You have a nasty bump on the back of your head. It hurt me just to look at it.”


  Barry swung his eyes over the arena. The hundreds of savages who filled the place from wall to wall, were waiting in ominous, expectant silence. Their eyes were riveted to the small opening at the apex of the vaulted ceiling, and gleaming with unholy fervor. The only sound was that of their hoarse breathing. Barry saw then that the shaft of moonlight struck the ground about twenty feet from the pillar to which they were bound, and it was moving inexorably toward them. They were directly under the opening through which the moonlight poured, and in a short while the moon would pass directly overhead. Then the shaft of light would strike them directly, bathing them completely in its calm soft radiance.


  Barry realized then for what the crouching savages were waiting. They were waiting for the inevitable rotation of the moon to point its finger of light at the victims bound to the sacrificial pillar.


  When that happened the crouching cave men would slake their blood thirst. Glancing down at his feet, Barry repressed an involuntary shiver as he noticed faded rusty stains at the foot of the column. Only, .he knew, they weren’t rust stains.


  Linda looked up at him and smiled faintly.


  “In fifteen minutes it will be over,” she said softly. Her eyes turned involuntarily to the shaft of brilliant light, creeping closer and closer, then she looked back at him. “I understand,” she said quietly.


  Barry felt thankful that she had guessed why the cave men were waiting. He wouldn’t like having to tell her.


  He heard a faint sobbing sound then and, twisting about, he saw that Allerton was regaining consciousness. The man’s big body seemed somehow shrunken. His face was pallid and the strands of wheat colored hair that fell over his forehead was dark with perspiration. There was a furtive, fearful light in his eye as his gaze flicked over the watching, waiting cave men.


  “I don’t want to die,” he whispered hoarsely. That was all he said, but every shuddering breath he drew was like a moan.


  “If you start blubbering,” McGregor said with terrible earnestness, “I’ll get my hands loose if it’s the last thing I do and choke you till your tongue hangs down your shirt front. Remember that!”


  The imperceptibly advancing shaft of moonlight was now only five feet from the pillar and Barry noticed a sudden stir in the silent ranks of the cave men.


  THE huge, tremendously muscled brute who had led the party, which had captured Linda and McGregor, was striding through the crouching ranks of the cave men and on his shoulder he carried the brilliantly flashing stone that was lashed into the forked end of his club.


  A murmur rippled through the tensely watching savages as this impressive creature shoved his way through them and advanced to the base of the pillar to which the victims were tied.


  Barry saw with a quick glance that the fatal shaft of light was already touching one side of the pillar, spreading its illumination over McGregor and Allerton. In a few minutes it would completely bathe them with its deadly brilliance.


  The huge savage shouted a stream of unintelligible sounds, his coarse features working insanely, the terrible light in his small, close-set eyes gleaming with the lustful fever for blood.


  He leaped from one foot to the other in a wild dance that was hideous in its suggestion of bestial emotion and raw savagery, continuing at the time, to scream his wild words into the night. Swinging the glittering stone about his head he hopped in and out of the shaft of moonlight, bellowing in a mad ecstasy when the radiant light touched him, and whining in a dreadful monotone when his leaps carried him into the darkness again.


  Then raising the club high above his head he dashed it to the ground at their feet. Instantly a crescendoing detonation split the air and a brilliant bolt of light flashed up from the earth, searing their faces with its blinding heat.


  With a wild cry the cave savage hurled himself to the ground, grabbed the glittering hammer and scrambled to his feet again.


  Once again the nightmarish dance began, the whirling club gleaming with a thousand refracted lights as it spun crazily about the head of the impassioned dancer.


  A steadily growing chant was rising from the tensely watching tribe. Their eyes were like tiny sparks of hell-fire in the darkness, and their whitely gleaming teeth crunched and champed as the hoarse mouthings of their dancer rose to new heights of frenzy.


  Barry held Linda’s hand tightly.


  “Chin up,” he said quietly. “It will soon be over.”


  The feverishly mad gyrations of the dancing savage were reaching a climax. The shaft of moonlight was inevitably spreading over the pillar. Now all but a tiny portion of the blood altar was gleaming palely under its mellow luminescence.


  With a last mighty scream, so terrible that Barry felt Linda’s hand tremble in his own, the dancer jerked himself erect, every muscle tautened, the gleaming hammer held high above his head.


  His glaring eyes fixed on them with the frightfulness of a madman’s stare and the muscles of his brutish face froze in a horrible expression of demoniacal violence.


  Then the shaft of brilliant moonlight shifted its last inevitable fractional inch—and the pillar of sacrifice with its five human victims was completely covered with the radiant beam of the moon.


  The horde of cave people surged forward, their savage faces disfigured by their consuming emotions, and a gloating roar swept upward from their throats.


  Their barbaric high priest raised himself on his toes and lifted the hammer of death high above his head.


  BARRY instinctively tensed himself for the shattering death he knew was coming. His fingers gripped Linda’s hand in a last mute farewell.


  Then, with startling suddenness, the moonlight was blacked out and the arena was plunged into abysmal darkness. The transition from gleaming light to deep blackness came so swiftly and so unexpectedly that an incredulous murmur drifted up from the thronged hall.


  One instant the small band of victims had been glaringly revealed in the full light of the moon—the next they were as invisible as if a mantel of black velvet had been thrown over them.


  Then a few flickering strands of light trailed into the arena, but simultaneously the air was rent with the sudden sound of mightily throbbing wings!


  A sudden exultation swept through Barry as he saw dozens of the slim streaking bird-girls, gleaming swords in hand, flash through the shaft of moonlight and dive with incredible savagery at the bewildered mass of cave men.


  Instantly he realized that the blackout had been caused by their wings as they drifted into the core of the volcano. Then, as they plummeted into the arena, the moonlight broke through their beating wings, throwing grotesque effects of light and shadow against the floors and walls of the amphitheatre.


  A bedlam of noise and terrified confusion raged about them, as the first ranks of the bird-girls dove into the packed jam of cave men, their gleaming, viciously curved swords slashing savagely, relentlessly, irresistibly.


  The guttering torches on the wall cast an eerie illumination over the incredible scene. As the surprise of the bird-girls’ devastating attack waned, the cave men began to fight back, fighting barbarously, desperately for their very lives.


  Their stone axes and blunt clubs crashed into the attacker’s whistling swords and the sound was like the roar of thunder. Many of the bird-girls fell, crippled by savagely thrown axes or clubs, but even as they fell they drove the points of their curved swords into the packed mass of cave men beneath them.


  Their ferocity was unbelievable. With unceasing savagery they dove into the ranks of the cave people, slashing, stabbing, hacking and harrying. Like the mythical harpies they gave no quarter or rest, but increased the ruthlessness of their attack with every second.


  From the formation of the bird-girls, a figure suddenly detached itself, wheeled in a circle and dropped to the ground next to Barry. It was the girl whom he had fed, whose wing he had set and to whom he had given liberty.


  There was no expression on her lean savage features as she slashed away the bonds that held him. When he was free she regarded him for an instant, her black eyes still inscrutable and unrevealing, then she wheeled and sprang into the air.


  Within ten feet her great right wing folded and she fell to the ground. Her eyes were still savage and unafraid as she met her death at the hand of a shaggy brute, who died himself an instant later as a flashing sword plunged home to his heart.


  With his lips set stiffly, Barry untied Linda, then McGregor. When he turned to the professor he found that the old man’s eyes were open.


  He struck his bonds from him in a few seconds, but when he turned he saw that Allerton had slumped to the ground, out cold.


  He spun and saw that the relentless onslaught of the bird-girls had driven the cave men toward the entrance of the arena. Some were still fighting back but the large body of them had fled to the security of the corridors and caves where they could not be followed.


  The professor’s hand was suddenly on his arm.


  “Barry,” he spoke swiftly, “there’s a side entrance from this hall that leads to the jungle. Follow me.”


  McGregor had already slung Allerton’s limp form over his broad shoulders.


  “Okay,” Barry snapped. “Lead on.”


  He grabbed two of the bird-girls weapons from the floor and taking Linda by the arm strode after the professor and McGregor . . .


  BARRY broke the trail through the jungle, using the curved sword as a jungle knife to hack a path through the thick rope-thick trailers and underbrush. Linda followed him, then the professor and Allerton, who had come around shortly after they left the arena, with McGregor bringing up the rear.


  It was a tense silent party. Two hours in the black brooding jungle was enough to try the toughest nerves, but their desperate anxiety was not the prowling carnivora, but the two-legged beasts who trailed them.


  Suddenly Barry stopped and swung around.


  “Don’t make a sound,” he whispered.


  For a moment the jungle silence enveloped them, oppressive and evil.


  Then, far to their rear, they heard the sudden shrill shriek of a frightened bird.


  “They’re still following,” McGregor muttered.


  “They’ll follow until they get us,” Barry said grimly. “They’re gaining steadily. They’re following our trail which makes it easier for them.”


  He turned to Linda and the professor.


  “I told you once I’d expect obedience on this trip. I want you two to go on ahead. McGregor and I will drop back and fight a rear guard, delaying action. It’s the only chance of any of us getting through this thing.”


  “But, Barry,” Linda protested, “You—”


  “No arguments,” he said quietly. “You’ll have to do as you’re told.”


  “What about me?” Allerton said uneasily.


  Barry’s jaw hardened fleetingly. Then he shrugged.


  “You go on with Linda and her father. They’ll need protection.”


  McGregor snorted disdainfully.


  “Fine lot of protection he’d—”


  “Mac!” Barry snapped. “That’s all of that. No more talk now.”


  Linda looked at him for an instant, tears in her eyes, then she turned and followed Allerton and her father. Soon the jungle swallowed all but the faint noise of their passage.


  “Swell spot for us,” McGregor grumbled.


  Barry grinned. “I know you better than that, Mac,” he said. “You love this and don’t try and deny it.”


  “Well, what’s our program?” McGregor asked.


  Barry explained. “I don’t believe there’s a large band following us. Not enough noise. Possibly there are only two or three able to travel. We’ll ambush them as they pass by us. They won’t be expecting a battle and we’ll have the advantage of surprise.”


  “Sounds kind of interesting,” the big Scotchman said grimly. “I’m anxious to get a decent crack at these apes.”


  Without any more talk they concealed themselves in the dense underbrush that lined the path they had made. Barry’s hands tightened on the handle of the sword he carried. McGregor was similarly armed, but such weapons might be pitifully ineffective against the brute strength and animal cunning of the cave men they were to attack.


  They did not have long to wait. Within fifteen minutes the normal noises of the jungle faded away and soon they heard the tramp of feet and the rustle of great bodies against the jungle foliage.


  Peering through the screen of underbrush Barry soon saw the figures of three of the Cor-Magnon creatures padding along the trail. In the lead was the giant brute who carried the blazing stone in his club. Barry felt a chill of premonition as he saw this gleaming weapon resting on the shoulder of the massive leader.


  In the moonlight he could see the smooth play of mighty muscles and see the rise and fall of cavernous chests, and he could see the expressions of vindictive rage and lust that were stamped on the coarse thick features of the cave men.


  His jaw hardened grimly. Linda’s life might depend on what happened in the next few moments.


  THEN the moments of cramped waiting were over. The swiftly striding cave men were within six feet of them now and in an instant they would pass between them.


  Barry took a death grip on the haft of his sword and then the muscles of his legs uncoiled like powerful steel hurling him at the massive leader.


  The advantage of surprise was his, and it was a decisive one. His slashing sword, in one blow, nearly decapitated the massive creature who carried the exploding stone weapon.


  Almost without a sound the leader of the small group staggered back, blood pouring from his neck. He pitched to the ground and the weapon he carried exploded with a blinding flash as it struck the hard earth.


  Spinning quickly he saw that McGregor had had the same success with the creature he had attacked. But the third and surviving member of the horde was already leaping at Barry, face twisted in terrible rage, his massive club swinging in a powerful arc.


  Barry sprang back, but a trailing vine caught his heel and slammed him to the ground as the cave man leaped forward.


  The club was descending in a mighty circle when McGregor sprang at the savage. The blow, intended for Barry, caught him on the side of the head with a sickening wet crunch.


  Barry was on his feet before the snarling cave man could wield the club again. He dodged a devastating swipe, then stepped in swiftly, his sword plunging home with a savage thrust that froze an expression of amazed agony on the bestial features of the massive cave creature.


  Before the man sprawled to the ground, Barry was at McGregor’s side, holding his head in his arms. The red of his hair was stained with a deeper red, and his face was pinched with pain.


  But he smiled, faintly, weakly, but still a smile.


  “I always had the hardest head,” he gasped. “That—blow would have knocked you cold, but—it didn’t hurt me a bit.”


  “Sure, sure,” Barry said softly. “You’re okay.”


  “No I’m not,” the big Scotchman said painfully. “I wouldn’t lie to you Barry, you know that. I’m done in.”


  “Don’t be a fool,” Barry said desperately. “We’re only a mile or so from the professor’s time-ship. He gave me the location. I can get you there in no time.”


  McGregor gripped his arm.


  “Can’t go to the professor’s ship,” he gasped. “Listen to me Barry. Somethin’ funny there. Meant to tell you before now.”


  “Don’t try and talk,” Barry said softly. It was all he could do to keep his voice even, for he knew that the big Scotchman was on his last safari.


  “Gotta talk,” McGregor gasped stubbornly. “The professor’s time-ship hasn’t enough entropy juice to make a return trip. Only had enough to get here. Not enough to take it back. Some damn fool drained the tank of return trip fuel. Don’t go there. Head for our ship. It’s the only way you can get back. Sorry I can’t go back with you Barry.”


  The big hand on Barry’s arm tightened for an instant, then fell away. Barry looked down into his friend’s peaceful, still smiling face, and a single sob shook his shoulders.


  For a long moment he knelt there silently, then he rose to his feet. The gleaming, fiery stone weapon was a bright glow against the darkness of the ground. He picked it up gingerly, careful to handle it by the wooden club end, then he checked his compass and without a backward glance struck off into the jungle. . .


  SPEED . . . Speed . . . Speed. The single word seemed burned in his brain as he plowed frantically through the clinging underbrush.


  McGregor’s dying revelation acted as a whip lashing him on and on and on.


  Not enough entropy juice to take the ship back . . .


  Then Linda’s words:


  . . . Father left the last check-up to Bruce . . .


  It was all so suddenly and terribly clear. Allerton, driven by greed and a desire to dominate completely the company he and the professor had formed, had obviously decided to eliminate the old man by marooning him in time. Entrusted with the job of checking over the professor’s ship, he had deliberately drained an entropy tank, consigning the professor and his companion, to a one way ticket to oblivion. Now, he was alone with Linda and her father, heading surely for the large ship, which he would know was the only one able to make the return trip. Unsuspecting, the professor and Linda too, were in the gravest danger.


  Speed . . . Speed . . . Speed.


  The word burned into his brain.


  Sobbing for breath, he fought desperately through the dense undergrowth, hacking like a madman at the trailers and vines that entangled him. An eternity passed . . .


  It was another hour before he reached the clearing where they had originally landed. With a prayer of thankfulness he saw the slender shimmering shape of the time-ship through the darkness of the night. There still might be time.


  Then he heard the shout. It was a thin wavering cry of angry helplessness.


  Staggering with weariness he broke into the clearing and by the pale illumination of the moon he saw two figures locked in fierce combat alongside the ship.


  Even in that light he recognized Bruce Allerton and Professor Carstairs. The professor was hanging desperately to Allerton, but with an oath, the larger man swung the professor’s slight figure from him and struck him heavily in the face. The professor fell awkwardly to the ground and did not rise.


  Allerton wheeled then, as if warned by a sixth sense, and faced Barry. The wheat colored hair hung in his blazing eyes and his chest rose and fell heavily with every gasp.


  “You!” he snarled. There was a black hate and bitterness in the way he ground out the word. “You won’t stop me. No one will!”


  With an inarticulate bellow he sprang at Barry.


  Barry’s exhausted body rose to meet this final test. He lifted the brilliantly gleaming stone weapon he was still holding and swung it at Allerton’s charging figure. But he overestimated his strength.


  The club slipped futilely from his nerveless, limp fingers and dropped to the ground. Oddly, the handle jammed in a crevice in the earth, and the club head of flashing stone did not touch the ground.


  Allerton slewed to a stop, a gloating smile on his face.


  “Thanks for the weapon,” he said mockingly.


  He bent swiftly and grabbed the hammer by the head.


  It was the last thing he ever did. The roaring explosion lifted him off his feet and hurled him backwards a dozen feet through the air. When his eyes cleared after the blinding detonation, and the acrid smoke settled, Barry stumbled to the professor’s prone figure. With the last of his waning strength he lifted him in his arms and carried him into the time-ship.


  Linda was stretched out on a cot and there was a small bruise above her temple, but she was breathing evenly.


  The professor opened his eyes as Barry eased him into a chair.


  “Your arrival was most opportune,” he said heavily. “That fiend planned to leave us here and take Linda back with him. My boy, you have more than saved my life. You have saved everything in life that is dear to me.”


  Barry looked at Linda’s pale lovely features and smiled.


  “Maybe I had a selfish motive,” he said.


  The professor regarded him for an instant and there was a hint of the customary twinkle in his keen blue eyes. He nodded his head slowly. “I see,” he said, “I see.”


  Linda stirred slightly then and Barry dropped to his knees beside the cot. When she opened her eyes he was smiling. “Everything is all right,” he whispered. “Don’t try to speak now.”


  The professor set the controls and mechanism for the return trip, but before he made the final adjustment, Barry swung around to him. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked. The professor looked at him blankly. “No. Why?”


  “What about your mission here?”


  “Oh!” the professor nodded, “You refer to my search for the hammer of Thor—the hammer weapon of the cave people is the legendary hammer.”


  “Well,” Barry said, “aren’t you going to take it back with you?”


  “Oh that won’t be necessary,” the professor was absorbedly tinkering with the intricate mechanism of the ship. “You see, there was no problem of synthetic energy in the action of the explosive hammer. It was simply a highly magnetized rock which released an electrical charge when grounded. That ended my interest in the matter. I have another problem facing me now. It has to do with the entropy zone movement of time travel. I must get back and get to work on it.”


  A frown settled over his forehead as he leaned nearer the control board of the ship. It was obvious that he had forgotten everything else.


  Linda squeezed Barry’s hand.


  “Do you think,” she said, “that you can stand a research scientist for a father-in-law?”


  Barry looked down at her solemnly. “It’s a lot to ask,” he said, “but you almost balance things up. Notice I say ‘almost’.”


  He slipped his arm about her shoulders as the professor engaged the master switch. “We’re on our way,” he said quietly.


  “Together,” she whispered.


  DUNCAN’S DREADFUL DOLL


  First published in the July 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Duncan Digit found it was extremely necessary to see that no harm came to the doll, because what happened to it happened to him. Then he lost it—and things happened!


  DUNCAN DIGIT was a tall, amiable young man with an immense capacity for Scotch whisky and an equally immense capacity for making a fool of himself on any and all occasions.


  Perhaps he had other qualifications but no one had ever noticed their existence. If such qualities did exist they were dwarfed by his two more prominent characteristics.


  At the present moment he was displaying these two major idiosyncrasies to the crowd that thronged about his night club table.


  With a wide smile, that had a fixed frozen quality, he raised his glass in an unsteady gesture.


  “Eat, drink and be merry,” he chirruped gaily, “for tomorrow I die.”


  The blonde at his right hiccoughed apprehensively but Duncan regarded her solemnly.


  “Ish truth,” he assured her mournfully. Over the din provided by the exceedingly brassy band, he repeated sadly, “tomorrow I die. My dear aunt ish arriving tomorrow to cut me out of her will. Like that!”


  With an emphatic gesture, he brought the edge of his palm down on the table. A glass toppled and spilled. Scotch dribbled to the floor. Duncan watched this waste sadly.


  “Ish shame,” he muttered. “Tomorrow I die.”


  In spite of Duncan’s state of mind, everyone else at the small, crowded night club seemed to be in high spirits. Liquor flowed merrily and the babel of voices was frenziedly gay.


  The only other person who seemed to share Duncan’s melancholy was a wrinkled, ragged Gypsy who stood in one corner of the room and moodily observed the festivities. On her fat brown arms a dozen charm bracelets clinked together as she moved, and a red and white bandana was draped over her dark greasy hair.


  Madam Pilar had every right to be unhappy. She had to spend six nights a week in the hot, airless, smoke-filled club, and that was enough to make anyone unhappy.


  SHE worked at the club as a fortune teller and seer, and since the fortunes of the crowd were invariably not worth telling, the job was very dull.


  Disconsolately she moved about the room and finally stopped before Duncan’s table.


  He looked up and blinked drowsily. Then he shook his head and took another gulp from his drink.


  “Ish better than pink elephants,” he muttered philosophically. Looking again, he was pleased to discover that the apparition had not vanished. Maybe it wasn’t an apparition.


  “Have a drink?” he asked warily. “Tomorrow I die,” he added in the way of further inducement.


  Thank you,” Madam Pilar said in a toneless voice. She sat down. “Why do you die tomorrow?”


  “I got enemies,” Duncan said vaguely.


  “Who . . . are they?” the Gypsy demanded.


  Duncan burped sleepily. “Too many to count.”


  The Gypsy leaned forward and regarded him steadily.


  “I have charms to protect you,” she whispered.


  Duncan brightened. “Thas’ good. Need lotsa charms.”


  The Gypsy brought forth a small ragged doll from the voluminous folds of her dress. It was about ten inches high. The face of the doll was completely blank.


  “Do you notice the resemblance?” the Gypsy whispered impressively.


  “Spitting image,” Duncan said, nodding vigorously.


  “This will protect your body from physical harm,” said the Gypsy. “Never leave it out of your possession.”


  Duncan stared blearily at the doll. “Ish cute,” he said fondly.


  The Gypsy dug into her dress again and brought out a small scissors. With a quick gesture she snipped a lock of hair from Duncan’s head.


  Duncan nodded approvingly.


  “Just a trim, though,” he said, wagging a finger.


  The Gypsy took his hands in hers then and rapidly snipped the nails from his index and middle fingers. She wrapped the lock of hair about the nail parings and stuffed the tiny ball into an opening in the doll’s chest.


  “The voodoo spell of the doll will protect you always,” the Gypsy said solemnly. “Keep it always with you and you will be safe. Never, never, leave it out of your possession. Do you understand?”


  Duncan looked into the eyes of the Gypsy. They burned strangely at him, piercing through his alcoholic stupor.


  He reached out and took the doll in his arms.


  “I understand,” he said, hiccoughing jerkily. “The li’l guy stays with me from now on. Jush like to see somebody take him away.” He smiled blissfully down into the doll’s blank face. “We’re pals, thatsh what we are!”


  When he looked up again the Gypsy was gone.


  DUNCAN awoke the next morning in his own apartment. The events of the previous night were vague and cloudy, but he was agreeably surprised to discover that his head felt normal.


  He lay in bed for a few moments staring at the ceiling, and then he became aware that he seemed to be bouncing slightly on the mattress.


  The sensation was not unpleasant, but it was definitely disturbing. He sat up straight, but he continued to bounce up and down.


  “Well, well,” he said aloud.


  The door of his room opened then, and his valet, a thin, impeccable, imperturbable little man, entered, bearing a tray in one hand and an ice pack in the other.


  “Good morning, sir,” he said.


  “Is it?” Duncan was still rocking about on the bed and his mind was occupied with that problem. He didn’t care whether, it was a good morning or not.


  “Look here, Beetle,” he said abruptly, “am I bouncing around on this bed, or am I not?”


  Beetle set the tray down and considered the situation.


  “Yes, sir,” he said gravely.


  “Yes, what?”


  “You definitely seem to be bouncing.


  Do you find it diverting?”


  “Hang it, Beetle,” Duncan said plaintively, “I’m not doing it on purpose.”


  “Really sir,” Beetle’s tone was politely astonished, but not particularly interested.


  Duncan continued to bounce on the mattress. “Was I very drunk last night, Beetle?” he asked.


  “No more than usual, sir.”


  “I presume I made an utter fool of myself,” Duncan said gloomily.


  “I presume so, sir.”


  Duncan climbed from the bed. The solid floor felt comforting, but his shoulders and body were still shaking in an annoyingly rhythmic fashion. Even though he was absorbed with this disturbing phenomenon, he gradually became aware that Beetle was waiting to tell him something. And one look at the strained lines on the man’s normally impassive face was enough to warn him that the news he bore was unpleasant. “Well, Beetle,” he said resignedly, “what is it?”


  “Your aunt has arrived, sir.” Beetle’s voice was quietly despairing as he added, “She is waiting for you in the sitting room. If I may say so, sir, she seems a most determined woman.”


  “Hah!” Duncan cried bleakly. “That’s a classic understatement. Is she alone?”


  “There is a young lady with her,” Beetle stated. “Her name is Elvira Scragg.”


  “Lovely name,” Duncan said bitterly. “Reminds one of a riveting factory during the rush hour. Elvira Scragg! Bah!”


  “Shall I tell them you will see them right away?” Beetle asked.


  DUNCAN sat gloomily on the edge of the bed, and although he was still bouncing about, his mind was on other matters. His aunt, a majestic creature named Agatha, was here for the express purpose of cutting him out of any share in her estate. Duncan gnawed nervously on his finger nails. That was a pretty situation. If he couldn’t keep on the right side of her during her stay, there was no chance of her changing her mind. He sighed heavily.


  “Tell them I’ll be right out. Ask them if they’ve had breakfast. Be nice to them Beetle. Remember the old Digit fortunes hang in the balance.”


  A half hour later Duncan, dressed and shaved and looking reasonably, fresh, strode into the sitting room of his apartment a desperately cheery word of welcome on his lips.


  “Dear old Auntie!”


  His full-throated bellow brought a flicker of annoyance to the face of the large, granite-visaged female who was sitting in the room’s most comfortable chair.


  Duncan’s Aunt Agatha looked up at him in faint disgust.


  “How do you do, Duncan,” she said, with a commendable attempt at civility. “This,” she said, waving a careless hand at a large, lumpy girl who was looking anxiously at Duncan, “is Miss Elvira Scragg, the daughter of my oldest and dearest friend—for heaven’s sake, what’s the matter with you?” Duncan’s shoulders were still bouncing and jogging about and there was nothing he could do to improve the situation.


  His aunt was peering closely at him with a slightly alarmed expression on her face.


  “What is it? St. Vitus Dance?”


  “Oh, no, no,” Duncan said quickly, “nothing like that. How do you do, Miss Scragg.” He changed the subject and nodded to the young lady and was rewarded by a toothsome grin and an awkward mumble in acknowledgment.


  But his aunt was not to be distracted.


  “Duncan!” she said sharply. “You don’t seem well. Why are you shaking and bouncing about? Stop it this instant, I say!”


  It was a time for desperate measures.


  Duncan executed a hippety-hop dance step and writhed his shoulders like a snake with prickly heat.


  “Just a little dance step I picked up,” he explained glibly. “It’s the rage of the town now. They call it the Jive Bomber. Everybody’s doing it.”


  “Oh,” Miss Elvira Scragg cried, “it looks exciting. Can we do it together?”


  From the firing pan into the fire, Duncan thought miserably.


  “It’s strictly a solo,” he said rapidly.


  “Oh.”


  At that fortunate moment Beetle entered the room to announce breakfast.


  “Fine,” Duncan cried. “I’m starved. Would you care for a spot of bacon and eggs, auntie?”


  “At three in the afternoon!” Aunt Agatha was aghast.


  “Oh,” Duncan said.


  Elvira and his Aunt followed him into the breakfast nook that commanded a sweeping, inspiring view of the park. It was a cozy spot but Duncan was in no mood to enjoy his breakfast or the esthetic appeal of the scenery.


  As Beetle brought in the coffee, Aunt Agatha cleared her throat impressively. Duncan was still bouncing around on his chair, wondering when the hell the crazy nonsense would stop.


  “Duncan,” Aunt Agatha said, “I have good news for you. Frankly, at one time, I considered disposing of my fortune to charity, instead of leaving it to you, my sole relative.”


  Duncan listened hopefully and forgot about his jouncing, bouncing body.


  “But I have changed my mind,” Aunt Agatha continued. “I feel that my money should stay in the family. While I do not consider you competent to handle my affairs, I believe that if you selected a proper marital partner, one who would exert a temperate influence over your irresponsible nature, the steadying result of such an arrangement might transform you into the sort of person to whom I could safely leave my property. In short Duncan, you must marry; and you must marry a girl who will be a rock of caution and prudence and firmness. A rock to which you can anchor yourself forever.”


  DUNCAN gagged slightly on his coffee. The horrible vision his aunt’s words called up was bad enough; but he had a terrible premonition of the “rock” his aunt had in mind.


  Again Aunt Agatha cleared her throat.


  “Such a girl,” she declared impressively, “is Elvira Scragg, daughter of my dearest friend. She would be a wonderful wife for any man, but for you Duncan she would be absolutely perfect.”


  Duncan’s terrifying premonition had not been wrong. He allowed himself a quick glance at Elvira Scragg. God! Things were far worse than he had imagined. If he wanted any slice of his aunt’s vast estate, and he certainly did, he would have to link himself with this lumpy, streaky-haired, toothsomely grinning creature.


  So perturbed was he by this dreadful thought, that he didn’t notice it immediately when his peculiar bouncing and shaking suddenly ceased.


  When he did realize that once again he was his normal stable self, he felt immensely relieved. It was difficult enough to face Aunt Agatha and her strategems, without having the thing complicated by an attack of whirling dervish tantrums.


  Elvira Scragg noticed his sudden immobility; the sudden cessation of his twitching torso apparently fascinated her.


  “Oh,” she said, “is that the end of the Jive Bomber dance?”


  “What?” Duncan asked blankly. Then: “Oh yes, that’s the wind-up. There’ll be a slight wait for the next show.”


  “I do not intend to be unreasonable,” Aunt Agatha continued, impervious to the interruptions. “I will give you and Elvira a period to become acquainted before you become betrothed. I am sure Duncan, that you appreciate the wisdom of my decision in this matter. Even if you don’t, it does not matter. Aunt Agatha knows best.”


  Elvira looked hungrily at Duncan.


  “I’m sure she does,” she said in a voice that practically gloated.


  Duncan felt suddenly faint. Like a condemned man he slowly began to eat his bacon and eggs . . .


  AT THE same time, but in another section of the city, a taxi driver-by the name of Mike Rafferty, climbed from his cab before a wooden building which housed his favorite saloon.


  Mike Rafferty was feeling in a very glum state of mind as he opened the rear door of the cab to make his usual morning inspection for chance dimes or nickels sometimes dropped on the floor of his cab.


  He was feeling glum because the last of his passengers had been a drunken young playboy, who had passed out before Mike could get him to his destination. It had been necessary for him to practically carry the young sot up to his apartment, and the young bum was not a light load.


  Grumbling morosely to himself he opened the door. The first thing he saw on the floor of his cab was a small rag doll. He remembered then that the drunken playboy had been holding the doll in his arms when he got into the cab, but in his drunken stupor, he had forgotten to take it with him.


  The thing was of no value at all, Mike decided. Just a cheap rag doll the young man had taken a drunken fancy to. The young drunk, he remembered, had placed it carefully on the seat beside him, but it had fallen to the floor.


  “Sure,” Mike said aloud, “it must have taken a bouncing around here on the floor of the cab.”


  Disgustedly he picked up the doll and entered the saloon. The bartender was wiping the bar with a damp rag when he saw Mike walk in, carrying the rag doll in one hand.


  “So you finally reached your second childhood, eh?” he jeered. “Started carrying dolls, have you?”


  Mike sat wearily on a bar stool and ordered a drink. He tossed the doll onto the damp bar.


  “Some drunken young fool left it in my hack last night,” he explained. He shook his head gloomily. “What’s the young generation comin’ to, I wonder.” He looked more closely at the doll, “Sure, and that’s funny,” he said. “What is?” the bartender said, sliding a stein of, suds along the bar.


  “I just noticed,” Mike said, “that this little raggedy doll looks surprising like the young man who left it in my hack.” The bartender bent over and joined in the scrutiny.


  “Well,” he said, “the young fool couldn’t’ve looked like much, is all I can say.”


  “He didn’t,” Mike said gloomily. “What’re you goin’ to do with it?” the bartender asked.


  “Me? What would I be doin’ with it? Throw it out, that’s what, and good riddance.”


  The bartender picked up the doll and tossed it carelessly under the bar.


  “That’ll save you the trouble,” he said. “My sweeper will throw it into the garbage when he cleans up tonight.”


  The two men went on talking and the doll was forgotten.


  Neither of them noticed that it had landed under the beer spigot and that the steady drippings from the spigot splashed across its head. In a very few moments the doll had become a soggy beer-saturated mess . . .


  DUNCAN ate his breakfast without relish. Even though the bacon was succulently crisp and the eggs were smoothly golden, he couldn’t work up much enthusiasm.


  His Aunt Agatha and Elvira regarded him unwinkingly as he ate, and that didn’t help his composure particularly.


  The ultimatum which his aunt had delivered left him with a limp battered feeling. The gruesome proposition boiled down to one of two things. Marry this repulsive girl, Elvira, and be in the money; spurn her and face the world a pauper.


  Duncan shuddered. It was ghastly. He opened his mouth to pop in a piece of toast, but before he could do so, he suddenly hiccoughed, unmistakably, loudly and clearly.


  There was a moment of startled silence in the room.


  Aunt Agatha looked at him as if he were a bug under a microscope slide.


  Duncan mumbled an apology and went back to his food guiltily.


  But something was terribly wrong!


  The fork fell from his suddenly clumsy fingers. He knocked over a glass of water reaching for it. In the middle of this confusion he hiccoughed again.


  Aunt Agatha and Elvira were peering at him in startled amazement.


  “What is the matter?” Aunt Agatha demanded.


  Duncan hiccoughed gently and the knife fell from his fingers with a strident clatter.


  The room seemed to be whirling about before his eyes. There was a dull roaring sound between his ears and a hot ball in his stomach.


  The signs were unmistakable.


  He was drunk! Absolutely. There could be no doubt of it. In another few minutes he would fall on his face. But he hadn’t taken a drink since he’d climbed out of bed.


  What was the matter with him?


  Even in his foggy state he realized that there was something monstrously peculiar about the whole situation: How could he have suddenly become blind drunk without so much as having smelled a cork? It was impossible! It was incredible! Still—it was a fact!


  He glanced owlishly from Aunt Agatha to Elvira. He noticed with dismay that they were both looking at him in frozen horror.


  That wouldn’t do. This wasn’t the way to creep into their hearts and impress them with his sterling virtues.


  He’d have to show them the true Duncan. The gentleman and scholar, the bon vivant, the hail-fellow-well-met.


  He leaned back in his chair and hooked his thumbs in his vest pockets. His eyes shifted lewdly from Aunt Agatha to Elvira.


  “What a pair of bags,” he muttered thickly.


  “What!” cried Aunt Agatha, rising to her feet.


  “No offense, no offense,” Duncan said in a vain attempt at mollification. “Just a slang expression I picked up in the pool room. Neat, isn’t it?”


  He also rose to his feet, but he knocked his chair over backwards in the effort. He swayed slightly on the balls of his feet, while the room swayed with him.


  AT THAT point Beetle entered. To his credit he took in the situation in one rapid glance.


  Gently, but firmly, he took Duncan’s arm and led him from the room. Duncan’s last memory was sprawling on a comfortable bed and licking his lips contentedly. Then the scene faded into oblivion.


  When he opened his eyes again Beetle was standing beside the bed, arms folded, face expressionless and eyes sternly disapproving.


  “Whash a matter?” Duncan said thickly,


  “Are you feeling better?” Beetle asked frigidly.


  “What happened?” Duncan demanded. “How did I get drunk?”


  “Is the modus operandi important, sir?” Beetle asked icily.


  “Yes,” Duncan said, making an effort to sit up. “How I got drunk is the most important thing of all. I didn’t take a drink. I didn’t even look at a bottle. And still I suddenly pass out. Maybe it was something I ate.”


  Beetle sniffed the air significantly. “The aroma you notice, sir,” he said, “is hardly that of bacon or eggs. If I may suggest sir, it is the fumes of strong ale that permeate the room.”


  Duncan sniffed. Beetle was right. The room smelled like a brewery. A sudden ghastly thought struck him.


  “Aunt Agatha!” he cried. “Is she still here?”


  “Yes,” said Beetle. “I succeeded in persuading her that what she witnessed was a violent attack of Septileam Injectorius. I explained that you had been subject to its malign effects for several weeks.”


  “What the hell is Septileaum Injec—whatchamecallit?” Duncan demanded anxiously.


  “Nothing, as far as I know, sir. It is merely a name I coined on the spur of the moment to meet the emergency.”


  “Thank you, Beetle,” Duncan said gratefully.


  “You’re quite welcome, sir.”


  “You’ve got to help me, Beetle. This thing is driving me crazy. Why should I get drunk when I haven’t been drinking? And do you remember this morning? The way I bounced around like a roulette ball and couldn’t help myself? Something’s happening to me, I tell you. Beetle, you’ve simply got to put the brain to work on this thing, before I go completely potty.”


  Beetle frowned faintly and tweaked his nose. Duncan took heart. That was one of the infallible signs that Beetle was thinking. Duncan had great faith in Beetle’s mental equipment. He waited humbly while Beetle turned the matter over.


  “It might help, sir,” Beetle said, at last, “if you would tell me in detail what you remember of last night.”


  DUNCAN told everything he remembered talking stimulated his own memory and finally the incident of the Gypsy and the doll came back to him. He had forgotten that completely. Now he unburdened-himself of the entire story, feeling quite sheepish.


  But Beetle was not amused. Instead he tweaked his nose again reflectively.


  “A doll, was it?” he said softly. “How extremely interesting. And did I understand you to say that the Gypsy warned you not to leave the doll out of your possession?”


  “Yes,” Duncan said, “she seemed quite insistent about that.”


  “Where is the doll now?” Beetle asked.


  “Hang it, I don’t know,” Duncan said. “What difference does it make?”


  “Have you ever heard of Voodooism, sir?” Beetle asked.


  “Certainly,” Duncan said. “It’s that nonsense they put on for the tourists down in Harlem.” He paused and looked uncertainly at Beetle. “Isn’t it?” he asked weakly.


  “While serving Lord Hummerly in Haiti,” Beetle said, tweaking his nose thoughtfully, “it was my pleasure to learn something of the rites of the Voodoo clan. One of the most common means a native employs to rid himself of an enemy is to construct a doll that resembles the intended victim and then stick pins into this doll until the enemy is—ah—no more. Quite interesting, what?”


  “Damn it, what’s interesting about it?” Duncan said nervously. “It sounds perfectly silly.”


  Beetle smiled and stroked his chin.


  There was a mellow, reminiscent light in his eyes.


  “I remember as if it were yesterday the case of Lord’s gardener and the native cook. The gardener angered the cook and the cook took a very neat revenge through voodoo. Ah! Those were the days.”


  “Well, what happened?” demanded Duncan. He felt a touch of perspiration on his forehead.


  “Nothing sensational,” Beetle said. “The gardener, poor chap, died a raving madman a week or so later. I remember to this day how distressed m’Lord was over the whole affair. You see, this gardener was the only fellow in the neighborhood who could make tulips grow in that climate. Naturally, he was missed.”


  “Naturally,” Duncan croaked.


  “Do you see,” Beetle smiled, “why I think it is rather necessary that we learn the whereabouts of this doll the Gypsy gave you. If it is a true voodoo doll the situation is rather serious. For anything that happens to the doll will likewise happen to you.”


  “Oh,” groaned Duncan. “This is terrible. Why did she give it to me anyway?”


  Beetle shrugged.


  “Gypsies have a rather nasty sense of humor, sir. Of course, had you kept the doll in your possession, nothing could have harmed you. Since you have lost the doll you are in a somewhat serious predicament.”


  “Well, we’ve got to find it,” Duncan said desperately. “The last thing I remember about last night is getting into a cab.”


  “Ah!” Beetle cried. “You see it is working already. The bouncing, jostling sensation that affected you this morning was undoubtedly a result of the doll’s bouncing about in the rear of the cab. This narrows down our field of speculation quite considerably. Now in what club did you encounter this Gypsy? I think it expedient that we contact her without delay. Really, I find this problem quite absorbing.” Duncan was feeling quite sick. The thought of a dreadful doll, his alter ego, lost in the wide city where it could be stepped on, kicked around, torn apart or thrown into the lake, was unnerving. The unnerving thought was that whatever happened to the doll would happen to him. Some brat might pick it up and pull the stuffings out of it!


  He lay back weakly, while his insides performed a complete flip-flop. A sheen of perspiration beaded his forehead.


  “It was at the Scimitar club,” he said faintly. “And for God’s sake hurry!”


  “Righto, sir. Cheerio.”


  With that Beetle left.


  FOR THE next hour Duncan tossed from one side of the bed to the other, his imagination running riot. Every possible assault and indignity that could be perpetrated on the human frame leaped before his mind’s eye, and was only banished by the thought of some more horrifying possibility.


  Supposing a car ran over the doll!


  He could almost feel the pressure on his chest and for several seconds he could hardly breathe. Or maybe someone, would decide to use the doll for a pin cushion!


  This anguishing idea was replaced by the thought of what would happen to him if the doll were discarded into a garbage can somewhere.


  When Beetle finally returned Duncan was bathed in a pool of nervous perspiration, and his body was limply exhausted. Beetle’s first remarks did not cheer him.


  “It’s very odd, sir, but the Gypsy seems to have disappeared,” he said. “No trace of the woman at all. That complicates matters a bit. Incidentally, your aunt and the young lady are still waiting in the sitting room. Have you any word for them?”


  “Nothing printable,” Duncan muttered. “We’ve got to do something about this—” He broke off suddenly.


  “What is it, sir?”


  “Beetle,” Duncan cried in a strangled voice. “Something is happening to me.”


  “Excellent,” Beetle beamed. “Perhaps the symptoms will afford a clue as to the whereabouts of the doll.”


  Duncan unknotted his tie and opened his collar.


  “I’m getting warm,” he gasped. “No! I’m getting hot! All over. Do something!”


  Beetle tweaked his nose agitatedly.


  “That is a rather vague symptom,” he pointed out. “Couldn’t you give me something more definite?”


  “I’m starting to roast!” Duncan howled. “What more do you want? A barbecued arm with salt and pepper?” With sudden decision Beetle reached for the phone.


  “I think I have something,” he said. “Operator, will you give me the fire department, please.”


  Duncan swallowed nervously.


  “Fire Marshal?” Beetle inquired pleasantly, a moment later. “How do you do, sir. This is the residence of Duncan Digit. What? No, we do not have a fire here. Yes, that is fortunate.”


  “Cut out the play-by-play description,” Duncan shouted.”


  Beetle looked coldly at Duncan and then turned back to the receiver. “Perhaps you can tell me, sir, if there have been any fires reported within the last few moments. It is rather urgent. Yes, I’ll wait.”


  “What did he say?” Duncan yelled. His shirt was hanging damply to his shoulders and he felt as if he were sitting on a griddle.


  “He said,” Beetle replied slowly, “that he would find out. Compose yourself, sir.” He turned back to the receiver. “Yes? A tavern? Will you repeat that address, please? Thank you, I have it. Thank you, very much.”


  He hung up.


  “What’s the dope?” Duncan demanded.


  “A tavern sent in an alarm not three minutes ago,” Beetle said triumphantly. “This is capital, sir. Your drunken orgy this morning is now understandable. Somehow, the doll was taken to a tavern. There it became saturated with ale—a poor grade, I might add—and your subsequent inebriation was the result. Now that tavern is burning to the ground. It is a wooden frame and I understand that it is going quite rapidly. That accounts for your uncomfortable feeling at the moment.


  Can’t you see how undeniably logical the chain of events is, sir?”


  “Damn the logic,” Duncan shouted. “What’s going to happen to me when that infernal doll goes up in smoke?” Beetle cleared his throat delicately. “Hasn’t it always been your wish to be cremated, sir?”


  Duncan leaped from the bed and struggled into his coat.


  “Yes, damn it,” he said, “but not until I’m dead.”


  “What are your plans, sir? Do you wish a change of clothing? A light snack, perhaps.”


  “Hell no,” Duncan exploded. “I’m going to save that doll if I have to become a one-man fire department. And you’re coming with me. You’ve got the address. Snap into it.”


  HE TORE out of the bedroom, down the hall and through the sitting room like a race horse. Aunt Agatha and Elvira leaped to their feet as he burst into the room.


  “Where are you going?” Aunt Agatha demanded shrilly. “I demand that you remain here. I forbid you to leave. Your manners are positively barbarous. Elvira has been waiting two hours to talk to you and now you are trying to rush out of the house like a madman. I won’t have it, I say. I refuse to be treated like a sack of ashes.”


  Duncan continued his-sprint for the door. Over his shoulder he shouted: “That goes for me, too!”


  He practically flew down the three flights of steps to the street. Beetle was at his heels, panting but grim.


  “A cab! A cab!” Duncan shouted. He waved wildly at the whizzing traffic. Even in the cold spring air Duncan was as warm as toast—burnt toast. “If we don’t get a cab soon, it’ll be too late,” he moaned.


  As if in answer to prayer a Yellow Cab noticed his frantic gestures and slashed over to the curb with a shrieking wail from protesting brakes.


  “Hop in, buddy,” the cabby snapped.


  Duncan jumped into the cab and dragged Beetle after him. Beetle gave the driver the address. It was at the lower end of town and a good distance away.


  “We would appreciate it,” Beetle said, settling back comfortably, “if you take the shortest route. We are in somewhat of a hurry. However, I. shouldn’t advise you to drive recklessly.”


  Duncan grabbed the cabby by the shoulder before he released the clutch.


  “Listen, Buddy,” he said tensely, “I don’t care how you drive but get us there in three minutes and it’ll be worth a hundred bucks to you. I’ll take care of any tickets you get for speeding.”


  “For a hundred bucks I’d take you to Mars,” the driver yelled over his shoulder. “But don’t worry about tickets for speeding. Any tickets we get will be for flying too low!”


  The cab shot away from the curb like a scorched rabbit. Horns blasted angrily as the cab sliced through the traffic like a broken field runner and streaked down the left side of the street through a red light and onto the boulevard.


  Beetle covered his eyes with his hands and sank against the cushions. The ride was a nightmare. Over safety islands, through red lights, around redfaced policemen, the cab scurried across the town like something inspired from Dante’s Inferno.


  And Duncan continued to sweat. As the minutes passed his condition grew worse. Any minute he expected blisters to start popping out on the back of his neck.


  Finally the cab swung off the boulevard, raced down a side street and came to a shuddering stop before an intersection that had been roped off by the fire department.


  “Close as I can get,” the cabby panted.


  “Close enough,” Duncan snapped. He kicked open the door of the cab and raced toward the roped-off crowd that was watching the dramatic and fiery destruction of the wooden frame building that housed the tavern.


  USING his elbows, his knees and his voice, Duncan jammed and fought his way to the front of the line, but there he was stopped by a shouting cop, who placed a heavy hand on his chest and shoved him backward.


  “We got our orders,” he snarled. “Nobody goes through and that means you, mister.”


  “Oh, yeah?” Duncan shouted.


  With all his strength he kicked the cop squarely in the shins. The cop doubled over with an agonized bellow and Duncan slipped under the rope and sprinted across the cleared area that surrounded the burning building.


  The heat was intense. In fact, it would have been unbearable had not Duncan been practically burning up himself. As it was, he hardly noticed the blasts of scorching air that billowed against his face and body.


  He dashed through the raging flames that forked tongue-like from the blazing interior and staggered into the main room of the tavern. Instinct led him unerringly through the inferno to the bar. He knew the doll must be there, for it couldn’t have made him drunk unless it was close to the liquor supply—


  Not liquor. Ale!


  He clambered over the charred and burning bar and dropped behind it. Choking and blinded he fell to his knees and crawled toward the ale tape. His hands swept over the floor in circles as he inched painfully forward. Then a roaring draft of air swept along the bar blowing the dense billowing smoke away, and in that sudden instant of vision Duncan saw what he was looking for.


  The doll, badly scorched and smouldering was within inches of him. It took him only an instant to reach it and stuff it into his shirt.


  Then he staggered to his feet. He realized he was only barely in time. The heavy beams of the ceiling were already sagging dangerously. In another twenty seconds the whole building would probably give way with a crash.


  He was staggering toward the door when he heard a faint sound that stopped him in his tracks. Turning he peered into the swirling smoke and leaping flames.


  In the corner of the room a man was lying on his stomach, helplessly attempting to crawl to his knees. It was his moan that Duncan had heard. The man was huge and fat and a white apron he was wearing identified him as the bartender.


  Duncan lurched to the man’s side, knelt and hoisted him to his shoulder. It took all of his waning strength to struggle to his feet. Swaying perilously he moved toward the door, blinded by the acrid smoke and the perspiration that poured from his forehead.


  AS he reached the doorway he heard the timbers of the ceiling give way with a tremendous rending crash. A rush of scorching air swept over him, and long, greedily licking flames roared with suddenly increased fury about him.


  With his last rush of strength he charged through the doorway and fell into the cleared area that surrounded the building. He didn’t hear the building crash; he didn’t hear the sudden sharp roar from the crowd as they saw him stagger from the blazing doorway; he didn’t hear the popping of flashlight bulbs as quick-thinking photographers recorded for posterity the evidence of his heroism.


  He heard none of this, saw none of this. For he was completely out . . .


  THREE days later, swathed in bandages, Duncan was able to sit up in his comfortable bedroom. Scattered about the floor were dozens of papers carrying the story, complete with pictures of his daring rescue.


  Duncan was the city’s hero. If an election had been held that week Duncan could have been elected Mayor.


  Aunt Agatha tip-toed cautiously into the room and seeing that he was sitting up, hurried to his side.


  “My dear boy,” she cried solicitously, “are you feeling better? Is there something I can do for you? Something I can bring you?”


  “Nothing at all,” Duncan said. “Except for a general fricasseed feeling, I’m all right.”


  “That’s splendid,” Aunt Agatha said enthusiastically, “because I want to talk to you about a very important matter. I’ve definitely decided that you are just the type to handle all of my affairs. Your heroism has proven your true worth beyond a doubt.”


  Duncan beamed through the network of bandages that swathed his face. Things couldn’t be better.


  “But,” Aunt Agatha said, “I haven’t changed my mind about the necessity of choosing a suitable matrimonial partner for you. Elvira is still my choice and when you are well you will have the opportunity to become better acquainted with the dear girl. I’m sure you’ll agree with me then that she will make an ideal mate for you.”


  Duncan’s face frowned beneath the maze of bandages. Things couldn’t be worse! Had he gone through all of this only to wind up tied to Elvira for life. If he had known that was in store for him he would have stayed in the burning tavern. At least, he thought darkly, that wouldn’t have been permanent.


  A discreet knock sounded on the door then and, an instant later, Beetle entered, suave and imperturbable as always. With him was Elvira Scragg. She was beaming idiotically.


  “Elvira,” Aunt Agatha said, “Where have you been? I’ve been looking all over for you.”


  Beetle took Elvira’s hand and smiled at Aunt Agatha.


  “Elvira and I,” he said succinctly, “have been to the City Hall. There a brief but touching service was performed which made One where once had been Two. In short, Elvira and I were married this morning. With both of us it was love at first sight.”


  With a sad bow he turned to Duncan. “As much as I regret the necessity,” he said, “I must ask you to accept my resignation.”


  “Elvira!” Aunt Agatha shrieked. “It isn’t true. It can’t be true.”


  “But it is,” Elvira said dreamily. “It was love at first sight—just like Beetle says—He’s wonderful!”


  DUNCAN leaned back against his pillow with a contented sigh. Things couldn’t be better. Not in a million, years. This removed for all time the menace of Elvira, and it probably would have an excellent effect on his aunt. It would prove to her the inadvisability of amateur match-making.


  A half hour later Beetle said goodbye to Duncan. Aunt Agatha was in her room with a bottle of smelling salts, prostrated.


  “Is there anything I can do before I leave?” Beetle asked.


  “Not a thing,” Duncan, said. “Oh, there is something at that.” He dug into the covers of his bed and pulled out the ragged, scorched doll. “This blamed thing has still got me worried. I might lose it again. I’m not the responsible type, you know. So I wish you’d keep it for me. With you it will be safe and I’ll have a little peace of mind.”


  “Certainly, sir.” Beetle took the doll and put it carefully in his pocket. “I shall keep it close to me always. Goodbye, sir.”


  Duncan watched him leave with regret. Good man, Beetle, hard to find another like him. He felt relieved that Beetle had the custody of that damned doll. Beetle wasn’t the type to shirk a responsibility like that. If he said he’d keep it with him, he’d keep it with him. All the time. That night Duncan woke from a sound sleep with a start. For a moment he was at a loss to determine what had awakened him. His face felt hot and flushed. It was a most peculiar and disturbing sensation.


  He switched on the light and picked up the hand mirror from his night table. For an instant he couldn’t believe his eyes.


  He was blushing!


  Then as understanding dawned on him he chuckled to himself and flicked off the light. After all, Beetle was just sticking to his word. Good fellow, Beetle.


  Anyway, honeymoons didn’t last forever.


  TINK TAKES COMMAND


  First published in the August 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  American soldiers were in Ireland, homesick and unhappy. Tink and Jing, little leprichaun fairy-creatures, decided to do something to cheer them up. But Nastee threw a monkey wrench into things.


  THE SKY above Central Park was an azure canopy dotted with the white puffs of vagrant clouds. The air was as intoxicating as rare wine. In short, Nature was in one of her most benign and delightful moods. Everything was glorious.


  Tink sighed contentedly and closed his eyes. He was lying in the comfortable cup of a soft green leaf-completely at peace with himself and creation.


  Tink’s tranquillity could be traced to circumstances other than the balmy weather. For one thing he was rid of Nastee, his incorrigibly troublesome companion, for a while at least. And that was a distinct relief.


  But there was another thing that gladdened Tink’s heart even more than Nastee’s blessed absence. And that was the presence of Jing, the tiny, exquisite leprichaun-girl whom he’d met a few weeks before.


  He opened his eyes lazily and looked up at her. She was sitting on a toadstool swinging her legs and humming softly. As always he was struck with the piquant allure of her delicate, gracefully molded features and the slim lines of her body that seemed made for flowing, dancing motion.


  She shook her long blonde curls and stretched luxuriously. Then, with a lithe motion, she sprang to her feet and pirouetted brilliantly.


  “Isn’t it wonderful,” she cried. “What is?” Tink asked.


  “Oh, just everything. The weather, the sky, the clouds, everything.”


  “You forgot to mention one other thing that’s wonderful,” Tink said.


  “What?”


  A chuckle bubbled from Tink.


  “The fact that Nastee isn’t around causing trouble is pretty wonderful, I think.”


  “Where is he?” Jing asked. “You told me, but I forgot.”


  “He got homesick and went back to Ireland for a vacation,” Tink explained. “Maybe he’ll decide to stay there for good, but that’s too much to hope for.” Jing sat down again and frowned. “How did he get to Ireland?” she asked.


  “He stowed away on a troop ship. He reached the County Down a few weeks ago. His home village is just a few miles from where the American soldiers have built their camp.”


  “That isn’t far from Belfast, is it?” Jing asked. There was a troubled look in her eyes.


  Tink noticed the expression. “Not very far,” he answered. “Why? Is something wrong?”


  “I don’t know,” Jing answered. “Maybe I’m just being silly, but something in this morning’s paper has me worried. I didn’t think about it at the time, but now—”


  “Now, what?” Tink demanded. “Has it got something to do with Nastee?”


  “It might have,” said Jing. “Maybe you’d better look into it. There’s a morning paper over on that park bench. You’d better read the article.”


  “All right,” said Tink, “I will.”


  HE STOOD up and Jing jumped to the ground beside him, then the two of them skipped across the grass to the park bench. Tink swung himself up by using the braces as a trapeze artist might, but Jing leaped to the seat with one graceful bound.


  When Tink swung himself over the edge of the bench Jing had already found the article in the paper. She pointed to it, as Tink reached her side, panting from his exertion.


  “There,” she said, “what do you make of that?”


  Tink frowned and began reading. The story was datelined: BELFAST. It was headed:


  
    FRICTION SEEN DEVELOPING BETWEEN A.E.F. AND NATIVES OF IRISH STATE


    (Belfast) Captain James Donavon of the American forces in Ulster, today issued an order confining his men to their barracks for the duration of their stay in Northern Ireland. The village of Ballycree which is the nearest village to the American camp has been ruled “out of bounds” for the American soldiers.


    No explanation was given for this drastic action, but reliable observers are of the opinion that it will place a strain on American relations with Ulster. Captain Donavon refused to issue a statement to the Press. This is the first instance of friction between American soldiers and natives of Northern Ireland, all having been peaceful and serene until this time . . .

  


  Tink read the dispatch twice, and he was scowling worriedly when he looked up at Jing.


  “Are you thinking what I am?” asked Jing.


  “I’m afraid so,” Tink said despairingly. “Ballycree is Nastee’s home village. I’ll bet anything he’s at the bottom of the trouble that’s brewing there.”


  “But how could he be,” Jing protested. “It just doesn’t seem possible that he could cause that much trouble.”


  “You don’t know Nastee,” Tink said gloomily.


  “But,” Jing said, “what could he do to disrupt everything that way? And why would he want to make the soldiers mad at the people of Ireland?”


  “No reason,” Tink said. “But he lives to stir up trouble, and I’ve got an awful suspicion that he’s behind this mess. This is terrible.”


  “What are you going to do?” asked Jing.


  Tink sat down and put his chin in his hands.


  “There’s only one patriotic thing I can do,” he said.


  “You mean—”


  Tink nodded. “I’ve got to go to Ireland and stop Nastee. He’s getting too big for his britches. I’ll have to leave right away before things get any worse.”


  “Will you wait for a troop ship?” Jing asked.


  Tink shook his head firmly. “Nope. Haven’t got time.”


  “What then?”


  “I can get a bomber from Mitchell Field and be in Ireland in twenty-four hours. It’s the only thing to do.”


  JING clapped her hands and pirouetted gaily.


  “Oh, won’t that be fun!” she cried. “I’ve never been in a plane.”


  Tink looked at her, startled.


  “Who said you were coming along?” he demanded.


  “I did,” Jing said sweetly.


  Tink decided that it was time to put his foot down,


  “No,” he said firmly, “you aren’t coming. It—it might be dangerous.”


  “I don’t care. I’m coming.”’


  Tink put his hands on his hips.


  “For the last time, no! You absolutely aren’t coming.”


  * * *


  THE huge, American bomber landed smoothly and came to a stop within a hundred feet. When the pilots and radiomen crawled out and dropped to the ground, Tink said:


  “Here we are, but I still don’t think you should have come.”


  Jing grinned at him. “Maybe I can help you with Nastee. Anyway, I won’t be any trouble.”


  The two leprichauns swung down from the plane then and headed for the green, sunshiny Irish countryside—and the village of Ballycree.


  It only took them an hour to reach the small, picturesque, sea-side village at which the first contingent of American troops had landed. The camp where the bulk of the soldiers were bivouacked was situated several miles from the village. A winding dusty road led from the village to the camp, but when Tink and Jing arrived it was free from any travellers and there was not a sign of a soldier in any of the village streets or, what was worse, in any of the town’s numerous friendly bars.


  Tink shook his head sadly as he viewed the cheerless, empty village. The townspeople walked the streets grim and unsmiling; even the children seemed oppressed by the lowering gloom that shrouded the village.


  “Goodness, this is terrible,” Jing said anxiously. “Everybody looks so unhappy that it’s making me feel blue. You just have to do something about this, Tink.”


  “We’d better go up to the camp,” Tink said. “Maybe we can find out something there.” He shook his head worriedly. “This thing looks bad.”


  At the camp they found the same gloomy atmosphere. Soldiers stood about in groups of three and four, saying little, doing nothing. There was a general air of discontent and grumpiness evident.


  “Oh, what are you going to do,” Jing almost wailed. “I just can’t bear the sight of all these unhappy soldiers.”


  Tink patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll think of something, but first of all I think we ought to see this Captain James Donavon who gave the order that confined these men to camp. We may be able to find out something from him.”


  They easily located the officer’s tent and slipped through the flap into its clean, well-ordered interior. At a desk in the center of the tent sat a tall, blackhaired young man, with light blue eyes and a square, determined jaw. He would have been handsome if it weren’t for the black scowl that was stamped on his features. He wore the uniform and insignia of a Captain.


  “I think this is our man,” Tink whispered.


  “I wonder what he’s so mad about,” Jing said, regarding the young Captain with interest.


  Tink frowned. “I think we’ll have to find that out from Nastee.”


  The flap of the tent opened then and an orderly entered and saluted.


  “Excuse me, sir, but I think it only my duty to report that the men are becoming very restless and discontented. They’re doing a lot of talking, sir.”


  CAPTAIN JAMES DONAVON tapped a pencil impatiently against the desk.


  “Well, let them talk,” he snapped. “I’m giving the orders and I want them obeyed. I want none of my men associating with those crazy, unreasonable, hot-tempered villagers.” The Captain stared moodily at the surface of his desk. “That’s final.”


  “But, sir,” the orderly persisted, “our boys and the village people have been getting on splendidly. There hasn’t been one bit of trouble.”


  “Then I’m making sure that there won’t be any,” the Captain said. His eyes were miserable and unhappy as he stood up and snapped.


  “I don’t want to hear anymore about this, do you understand?”


  The orderly shifted uncomfortably.


  “I understand, sir. And you, yourself, won’t be going into the village, either?”


  “No!” Captain Donavon exploded. “I never want to see the place again.”


  “Well, sir, do you want me to pick up your belongings from Mayor McCarthy’s home? I stowed a lot of your gear there as you were billeted with the McCarthy’s when we first arrived.”


  Captain Donavon clenched his fists and jammed them into his trouser pockets.


  “Don’t mention the name of McCarthy in my presence,” he barked.


  The orderly backed toward the tent flap.


  “I didn’t mean to irritate you, sir,” he said worriedly. “I didn’t know you had anything against the Mayor. In fact, since you was so friendly with his daughter, Eileen, I kinda figured—”


  “Get out!” Captain Donavon’ bellowed.


  “But—”


  “Get out!”


  The orderly ducked through the tent flap, white-faced, and the Captain slumped behind the desk, his features grim and miserable.


  “What a nasty man,” Jing said. She made a face at the young Captain and stuck out her tongue at him.


  Tink was leaning against the leg of a camp stool, his forehead furrowed with worried lines.


  “That won’t help any, he can’t see you,” he said abstractedly.


  “I know, but it makes me feel better.”


  Tink sighed. “We’ve got a big job ahead of us. Nastee has quite a head start on us. I guess we’d better look him up first.”


  “How can you find him?”


  Tink said, “follow me.”


  HE LED the way out of the Captain’s tent. In the cleared area enclosed by the soldier’s barracks he paused. When he noticed several men strolling into one particular tent, he nodded at Jing to follow him and started in that direction.


  “Dice game,” he explained.


  “What do you mean?” asked Jing. “Well, it’s a good bet that those men are getting together to play craps. And Nastee loves to start trouble by kicking the dice around and spoiling things in general. It’s an old trick of his. So if there’s a crap game going, it’s a cinch Nastee’ll be around.”


  Tink was proven right on two counts. There was a crap game going and Nastee was on hand. Tink saw him the second he crawled under the tent-flap.


  Nastee was in the center of the ring formed by the gambling soldiers, his sharp little face twisted in a malicious smile. He had obviously already caused a great deal of consternation for there were angry rumblings from the gambling soldiers.


  But with Tink’s arrival Nastee’s fun was over. He saw Tink and the mischievous smile faded from his face. It was replaced by an almost comical look of startled consternation.


  “W—when did you get here?” he said weakly.


  “Never mind that,” Tink said sternly. “I want to talk to you.”


  Dumbfounded by Tink’s unexpected arrival, Nastee allowed himself to be led from the tent where Jing was waiting.


  “Oh, you’re here too,” he said sulkily, when he saw the Leprichaun-girl.


  “What have you been up to?” Tink demanded. “I know you’re at the bottom of this trouble.”


  A sly evasive smile plucked at Nastee’s lips.


  “What trouble?” he smirked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Oh, yes, you do,” Tink said grimly. “What have you done to Captain Donavon?”


  Nastee grinned and stretched out on the ground, cushioning his back against a soft blade of grass.


  “Wouldn’t you like to know?”


  Tink turned despairingly to Jing. “We were right,” he said. “Nastee is behind this trouble.”


  Nastee started to laugh, a thin, piping laugh that shook his whole frame. He rolled on his side, hands clasped over his belly, laughing uncontrollably.


  “This is one mess you’ll never straighten out,” he said, between gasps of laughter.


  Jing regarded his convulsed form with frosty anger. Her small foot tapped the ground in helpless exasperation.


  “I think you’re just terrible to cause all this trouble,” she said stormily. Nastee continued to giggle.


  “You don’t even know what happened,” he said.


  A SPECULATIVE gleam appeared in Tink’s eyes. He remembered something the young Captain had said.


  “I think I do,” he said. “I should have thought of it before this. I’ll bet Mayor McCarthy and his daughter, Eileen, are mixed up some way. I’ll bet you’ve caused some mix-up between the Captain and Eileen. It’s just the kind of thing you’d like to do.”


  “You’re just guessing,” Nastee jeered, but there was a sudden worried expression lurking in his sly eyes.


  Tink noticed the expression and smiled.


  “I was right,” he said, snapping his fingers. “Come on, Jing, we’ve got work to do.”


  “Go ahead,” Nastee said grouchily, “but it won’t do you any good.”


  Tink took Jing by the hand and they skipped across the camp ground to the Captain’s tent. Jing was red-cheeked with excitement.


  “What are you going to do?” she demanded breathlessly. “Can I help?”


  “You certainly can,” Tink answered. “We’ve got’ to work on the Captain and this Eileen McCarthy, whoever she is. I’ll take the Captain, but you’ll have to handle the girl. You can find her in the Village easy enough.”


  Jing clapped her hands excitedly.


  “That will be wonderful,” she cried. “But what will I do?”


  “Just use your feminine intuition and trust to luck,” Tink replied. “I’ll go to work on the Captain and then I’ll meet you about dusk at the camp gate and we can compare notes.”


  “Oh, this will be fun!” Jing cried. With a bright smile she flashed away in a series of brilliant pirouettes . . .


  Tink watched Jing until she was out of sight, then he hurried to Captain Donavon’s tent. He found the young officer seated at his desk, head buried in his hands.


  Tink’s sympathetic nature was touched by the spectacle of the young man’s unhappiness. He felt more anxious than ever to undo the misery Nastee had, somehow, caused.


  But until he. found out the facts of the case there was little he could do. With this in mind he scaled the telephone cord to the top of the Captain’s desk and seated himself comfortably on top of a marble paper weight.


  He put his chin in his hands and studied the Captain carefully. The young officer had lifted his head from the desk and was staring miserably at a small framed snapshot next to the ink-well.


  Tink noticed the lines of pain and worry that interlaced around the young man’s eyes, and he noticed the sorrowful expression in his clear blue eyes, but he also saw the hard determined angle of the officer’s square jaw.


  Tink then turned his attention to the snapshot. And the girl pictured in the snapshot was well worth anyone’s attention. She was young and fair, with an impish sparkle in her lovely blue eyes. Her lips were curved in a smile that illumined her features with a breath-taking radiance. Hair the color and sheen of ripe blackberries fell to her shoulders in two silken smooth braids, lending an old-fashioned dignity to her charming vivacity.


  Tink sighed. She was lovely, that’s all there was to it.


  THE Captain picked up the snapshot of the dark-haired girl, studied it for a moment, then crumpled it in his fist and dropped it to the floor.


  His lips were twisted and bitter.


  “And I loved her so,” he muttered savagely.


  Tink found his sympathies allied with the young Captain. He was obviously a clean-cut, personable young man, and the girl in the snapshot—Eileen McCarthy, probably—had apparently thrown him over because of Nastee’s machinations.


  Her actions, he was sure, were completely unjustified. For the remainder of the afternoon Tink stayed close to Captain Donavon and his liking for the young officer grew with each passing hour.


  When the slanting rays of the sun were fading to a dull crimson glow, he left the tent and hurried to the camp gate to meet Jing. Maybe she had learned something from her visit to the village that would be helpful in unsnarling this problem.


  She was waiting for him, tapping her foot impatiently against the ground. He noticed that her customary smile was not in evidence.


  “What did you find out?” he asked. “Men!” she said. She wrinkled her nose in faint distaste. “I guess they’re all alike. That poor girl!”


  Tink stared at her, puzzled.


  “Why, what’s the matter?”


  “Plenty,” Jing answered cryptically. “But perhaps you’d better tell me what you learned first.”


  For no good reason Tink began to feel faintly uneasy.


  “I didn’t find out much,” he said. “The Captain is a swell fellow, clean, upright, honorable, and this McCarthy girl is a fool if she let anything Nastee did change her mind about him. That’s all I found out.”


  “Oh,” Jing said, “that’s your opinion of him, is it? Well. I think you should know that your precious Captain is nothing but a—a beast, that’s what he is.”


  “You can’t be serious,” Tink said, dazed by her vehemence.


  “I was never more serious in my life,” Jing said firmly. “Your Captain Donavon is an unscrupulous, dishonorable ogre.”


  Tink shook his head unbelievingly. “You’re just being silly,” he said. “You’re acting just like a woman. I don’t care what you think the Captain’s done, I still think he’s all right.” Jing’s eyes were as frosty as the points of icicles.


  “So you don’t care what he’s done?”


  “No,” Tink said stubbornly, “I don’t.”


  “Well,” Jing said frostily, “I’m certainly glad I found out this side of your character.


  “For heaven’s sake, what’s he done?” Tink said in sudden alarm.


  “Oh, nothing much, according to your standards,” Jing said coldly. “He merely happens to be a married man with a wife and five children in the United States, that’s all.”


  Tink felt suddenly weak.


  “But in spite of that,” Jing went on, “he wanted this sweet girl to marry him. I suppose, though, you think that’s all right.”


  Tink swallowed with an effort. He felt dizzy.


  “How do you know?” he managed to ask.


  “I saw a letter written to him by his wife. Full of ‘dears’ and ‘darlings’ and information about his five children. And,” Jing added darkly, “a hint about his sixth.”


  “Sixth!” Tink echoed hollowly. “Yes,” Jing snapped, “and all the while he was leading this poor girl on with sweet talk and proposals. It’s a good thing she discovered the letter on top of his bureau. He was billeted at her father’s home, and while she was cleaning up his room she found this letter. It almost broke her heart, poor thing. When he came back that night she sent him packing. And good riddance. Her father wanted to take after him with a gun, and most of the villagers feel the same way. And you think he’s wonderful!”


  AFTER his first shock Tink’s nimble mind began to function rapidly. Something was wrong!


  “I’ll bet Nastee had something to do with that letter,” he said excitedly.


  “Maybe he did,” said Jing. “And more power to him. He’s prevented a terrible injustice and I think he deserves a vote of thanks.”


  “But,” Tink said, “if the letter hadn’t been discovered everything would have been all right.”


  The words had hardly passed his lips before he realized his mistake.


  “I didn’t mean,” he began a desperate explanation but Jing cut him short.


  “Oh, everything would have been all right, would it?” she blazed. “Just as long as he wasn’t found out, everything would have been ducky. Married, with five, maybe six children by this time, and you think it’s all right for him to make love to every girl he meets—as long as he doesn’t get caught.”


  “I didn’t mean that exactly,” Tink said desperately. “I only meant—”


  “I know precisely what you meant,” Jing said, and her voice was as frigid as an Arctic storm: She turned on her heel and marched away, her chin high in the air.


  Tink stared after her erect, departing back, stunned and miserable. This was something he had never expected . . .


  With a heavy sigh he slouched moodily back to the camp, his thoughts dark and unhappy. Jing had deserted him and the Captain had five children, maybe six, and everything was in a magnificent muddle.


  And Tink didn’t give a damn!


  His bitterness was a result of his realization that he had reached the nadir of his existence; things couldn’t be blacker; his cup of woe was slopping over and the situation couldn’t get worse.


  In that he was mistaken!


  A half hour later, §till slouching despairingly about the camp, he met Nastee.


  Nastee’s sly little face was twisted with a gloating smile, and he was almost dancing in his glee. Tink was too miserably preoccupied to notice these ominous symptoms.


  “Too bad, too bad,” Nastee chortled, “but it’s a case of the best man winning. I always knew she liked me, but I hardly thought she’d throw you over like this.”


  “Like what?” Tink said stupidly. “What are you talking about?”


  “Your girl,” Nastee said, grinning widely.


  “What about her?” Tink demanded.


  Nastee smirked smugly.


  “There’s a party in the glen tonight. She wants me to go with her. I knew she’d get tired of you sooner or later.”


  Tink listened incredulously, a sick empty feeling in the pit of his stomach.


  “I don’t believe you,” he gasped weakly.


  “Come along and see,” Nastee said with a challenging smirk. “I’m meeting, her at the camp gate.” r With a mounting premonition of impending disaster Tink followed Nastee to the camp gate and there he realized that Nastee was not lying.


  Jing was waiting for him!


  She was smiling brightly at Nastee, ignoring Tink completely.


  “I’m glad you could come,” she said warmly.


  Nastee smirked at Tink and took her by the arm.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  They left, arm-in-arm, smiling.


  Tink groaned, watching them depart, Jing’s disloyalty left him stunned and hopelessly miserable. With slumping shoulders and a deep distrust in all womankind, he returned to the camp.


  Night came and he fell into a despairing slumber, resolved to return to America as soon as possible . . .


  WHEN he was awakened from a fitful slumber some hours later by a hand shaking his shoulder, he was still truculent and cynical.


  “Wake up!” a voice said urgently.


  “There’s no time to waste.”


  He opened his eyes, looked up and saw Jing standing over him, a faint flush of excitement coloring her exquisite features.


  “You!” Tink said. He struggled to a sitting position. “You—Brutus,” he said moodily.


  “Don’t be melodramatic,” Jing said. “I only went out with Nastee to see if he’d spill something.”


  “Ha!” Tink said bleakly.


  “For heaven’s sake,” Jing said, a faint annoyance creeping into her tone, “stop acting like the second act of a bad play. I’ll admit I was mad at you for a while, but then I remembered what you said about Nastee being at the bottom of the trouble between the Captain and the Irish colleen, and I decided to investigate.”


  Tink still felt injured but his curiosity got the better of him.


  “And what did you find out?” he asked.


  Jing smiled triumphantly.


  “Nastee is responsible for the trouble,” she announced. “When we got to the glen he started bragging about how much smarter he is than you.”


  “Oh, he did, did he?” Tink said. “Yes he did. He made out a pretty good case for himself too.” Jing giggled. “Then he found a beer bottle with a few drops left, so he crawled in and finished them up. He got so drunk he could hardly get back out of the bottle. I had to pull him out by the hair of his head.”


  “Sounds like everybody had a fine time,” Tink said with a sad sigh.


  “Don’t be silly,” Jing said crisply. “When he got out of the bottle he told me the whole story of how he broke up the Captain’s romance with Eileen McCarthy. Then he passed out under a toadstool. I hurried right here, to tell you.”


  In spite of his hurt feelings Tink found his interest quickening.


  “And what did Nastee do?” he demanded.


  “It’s simply a case of mistaken identity,” Jing said. “I’ll tell you the whole story and you can decide what to do.”


  When she finished Tink leaped to his feet.


  “I should have suspected something like this. Now let’s get this straight. There are two James Donavons in camp. One a private, and the other the Captain. Nastee found some of the private’s mail, planted it on the Captain—Oh, how simple it must have been!”


  “What can we do to help?” Jing asked anxiously. “She’s such a lovely girl it would be a shame if we couldn’t straighten things out for her.”


  “Where’s the letter that started all this trouble?” Tink demanded.


  “I don’t know,” Jing answered. “Nastee wouldn’t tell me. I think he hid it somewhere after the damage was done.”


  Tink frowned. “That’s bad. We need that letter. But we can’t waste time looking for it. We’ve got to figure out some way to make Private James Donavon meet this girl that Captain James Donavon was in love with.”


  “What good will that do?” Jing asked.


  “Can’t tell,” Tink shrugged. “Maybe none. But there’s just a chance if we get them together something will happen to explain the whole thing. You see if this girl realized, that it was another James Donavon’s mail that she had read, it would automatically clear things up.”


  “It’s a long chance, isn’t it?” Jing said worriedly. “And how are you going to bring Private James Donavon and the girl together? No soldiers are allowed to leave camp you know.”


  “I know,” Tink said, “but I’ve got an idea. Come on, let’s go over to the Captain’s quarters.”


  CAPTAIN JAMES DONAVON was seated at his desk when Tink and Jing entered the tent. His orderly was standing beside him.


  “Who shall I send to the village for your luggage, sir?” the orderly asked.


  The Captain was staring moodily at the letters on his desk, his face set in gloomy lines.


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Corporal Reynolds will do, if he isn’t busy. I’ll write out a pass for him.”


  He picked up a pen and pulled a scratch pad toward him. His pen scratched faintly as he scrawled out the pass and signed it hurriedly.


  Tink nudged Jing excitedly.


  “Maybe this is our break,” he whispered.


  “What do you mean?” asked Jing with a frown.


  The Captain stood up and put his hat on.


  “It’s too early for him to leave now,” he said, “but get him started after breakfast. I want to get this thing out of the way.”


  With a brief nod to the orderly he stamped out of the tent, hard-faced and grim.


  The orderly looked after him and shook his head sadly.


  “Too bad,” he muttered, as he left the tent.


  “Come on,” Tink said to Jing.


  He grabbed the telephone cord and clambered to the top of the desk. Jing followed him with a puzzled look on her face.


  “What have you got in mind?” she asked, as she joined him.


  Tink was hastily scanning the pass the Captain had written out and he didn’t answer immediately . . .


  “This might do it,” he said at last.


  He hopped across the desk to where the pen was lying. Exerting all his strength he was able to lift one end from the desk.


  “You’ll have to help me, Jing,” he panted. “Take the other end.”


  “I still don’t see what you’re going to do,” Jing protested.


  “Wait and see,” Tink said with a grin.


  Between them they carried the heavy pen over to the pass the Captain had made out before leaving.


  “This pass,” explained Tink, “has Corporal Reynolds’ name on it. All we have to do is scratch out his name and write in the name of Private James Donavon and presto! our problem of getting him and the Captain’s girl together is solved.”


  Jing shook her head admiringly.


  “My, but you’re clever,” she said.


  Tink set the point of the pen on the paper and Jing lifted the other end in the air. Panting heavily Tink scratched out the name of Corporal Reynolds and wrote in the name of Private James Donavon. When he completed the job he was worn out, but he had the virtuous satisfaction of having completed the first step in his plan.


  “Now what?” Jing asked, when they replaced the pen.


  “Now we head for the village and the home of Mayor McCarthy and his daughter, Eileen: Private Donavon should arrive there in an hour or so to pick up the Captain’s equipment. We want to be there then . . .


  THE interior of the McCarthy home, a pleasant, well-furnished cottage, was well lighted by the streaming morning sun, when Tink and Jing arrived and settled themselves on the mantel to await developments.


  They did not have to wait long. In fifteen or twenty minutes the front door bell rang, and from the rear of the house a big, red-faced, white-haired man emerged to answer it.


  “That’s Mayor McCarthy,” Jing informed Tink.


  The Mayor jerked open the door and the scowl on his face deepened as he saw the uniformed figure standing there.


  “Well?” he demanded truculently.


  The soldier in the doorway removed his hat.


  “Sorry to trouble you, sir,” he said, “but I’ve come for Captain Donavon’s gear.”


  “That’s Private Donavon,” Tink whispered.


  “You mean, you hope it is,” Jing said.


  The beet-red face of the Mayor looked ready to explode. The soldier in the doorway was shifting uneasily.


  “So you’ve come for Captain Donavon’s gear, have you?” he roared. “Well you can take it and good riddance. I don’t want anything of that man’s contaminating my house. And you can tell your Captain for me if I see him on my premises again I’ll set the dogs on him.”


  The soldier in the doorway was a mouse-like little man with scraggly black hair and pale cheeks. He looked very frightened.


  “Yes sir,” he gulped, “I’ll tell him.”


  “Dad!” a clear feminine voice called from the rear of the housie. “Ask the soldier to come in. I’ll give him C—Captain Donavon’s things in just a minute.”


  Jing nudged Tink.


  “That’s Eileen,” she whispered.


  The soldier entered the front room of the cottage, twisting his cap in his hands, and the sputtering Mayor stamped wrath fully to the rear of the house.


  Tink smiled contentedly. Things were working nicely.


  In a minute a slim, beautiful, darkhaired Irish girl entered the room. Her face was pale and haunted with deep purple shadows under great, lovely eyes. She carried a belt, a military tunic and several sheafs of letters and reports in her arms.


  “This is all I could find in the Captain’s room,” she said to the soldier, as she shifted the objects to his hands.


  “Thank you, Miss. I’m sure everything’s here.”


  The soldier shifted awkwardly from foot to foot and stared miserably at the pale, unhappy girl. He started for the door, then paused and turned.


  “And,” he blurted, “I’ll tell him how nice you’ve been and everything.”


  THE girl smiled wanly.


  “I wouldn’t bother,” she said. “I’m sure he wouldn’t care one way or the other.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, Miss,” the soldier said earnestly. “I mean, he cares a lot about people and everybody. And he’d want to know if anybody put themselves out on his account. He’s like that. That’s why he’s best C.O. in this man’s army.”


  “Is he?” the girl said, a little breathlessly.


  “Why sure,” the soldier said enthusiastically. “Everybody likes the Captain.” He paused and looked at the melting glint in the girl’s eyes. “That is,” he added cautiously, “almost everybody likes him.”


  Tink squeezed Jing’s hand hopefully. “Things are going fine,” he whispered.


  Jing didn’t answer. Instead she pointed to the door which was open an inch or so. “We have company,” she said.


  Tink glanced at the door and his bright confidence faded.


  Nastee stood in the crack of the door, a ghoulish smile on his puckered little features. He crossed the floor and swung himself up to the mantel with the aid of a dangling tassel that hung from the mantel drapery.


  He sat down next to Jing. His sharp gleaming eyes were alight with sly speculation as he looked swiftly from Tink to Jing.


  “What’s going on here?” he demanded.


  “Nothing at all,” Tink said hastily. Nastee’s sharp eyes swung to the Irish lass and the soldier standing in the center of the room. The soldier was extolling the merits of the Captain and the girl was listening, a rapt gleam in her eye.


  “Oh, ho,” Nastee said. “So that’s your game. Soften the girl up by filling her full of stories about the Captain, eh?” He grinned nastily. “I can fix that, just you wait and see. I’ll remind her of a story about the Captain that isn’t so pleasant.”’


  Before Tink could stop him he hopped down from the mantel and scurried across to a table that was set against the wall. He shinnied up the gnarled table leg and kicked back the knitted covering that protected the surface of the table.


  A letter was visible against the gleaming mohogany.


  “Hai ha!” he laughed. “This is the letter that caused all the trouble. Watch what happens when the girl is reminded of her dear Captain’s wife and five, maybe six, brats.”


  Jing started to cry out, but Tink squeezed her arm.


  “Give him enough rope,” he whispered.


  With another malicious giggle Nastee drew back his foot and kicked the letter into the air. It fluttered to the ground at the feet of the girl.


  She picked it up and stared at it for a long moment, her face hardening and the light fading from her eyes.


  “I almost forgot this,” she said bitterly. “Your Captain may be all you say, but as far as I’m concerned he’s the lowest type of “creature on this earth!”


  Nastee was holding his sides in a paroxysm of glee.


  “What did I tell you?” he chortled, between gasps.


  But Tink was watching the soldier and he saw the man reach out with an incredulous look on his face and take the letter from the girl.


  “Why, Miss,” he said in a startled voice, “where did this come from?” Without waiting for a reply he slipped the letter from the envelope and scanned it rapidly.


  “It’s from Maisie!” he cried delightedly.


  The girl was looking at him as if he’d gone mad . . .


  “What are you talking about?” she said. “That letter belongs to Captain Donavon. You’ve no right to be reading it.”


  “It’s from my wife, Maisie,” the soldier said rapturously. “It doesn’t belong to the Captain. He hasn’t got a wife.”


  THE girl’s eyes opened wide and her cheeks flushed red.


  “You’re talking nonsense,” she said weakly. “You must be.”


  The soldier was grinning widely.


  “No I’m not, Miss. This letter must’ve come in with the last shipment of mail.” A dazed look spread over his face. “Lord! that was two months ago. Maybe I’ve got six kids now.”


  The girl shook her head bewilderedly. “You c—can’t be telling the truth. What was the letter doing in the Captain’s room? And why was it addressed to him? Oh, you’re lying to me!”


  “No, Miss, I’m not,” the soldier insisted. “The Captain had the letter for the very good reason that it’s his job to censor all mail, coming and going. And about it being addressed to him, why look again!”


  The girl took the letter eagerly, but her shoulders slumped despairingly when she studied it.


  “Right there in black and white,” she said accusingly. “It’s addressed to ‘James Donavon’.”


  “Naturally,” the soldier said. “I’m James Donavon. Same name as the Captain. This ain’t the first time our mails got mixed up.”


  Jing hugged Tink happily.


  “You did it!” she cried. “Everything all right now. Oh, Tink, you’re marvelous.”


  The girl was looking at the letter, a dazed happy look in her eyes.


  “Then this is your letter,” she exclaimed.


  The soldier nodded, grinning.


  “That’s what I been trying to tell you, Miss.”


  “Then the Captain isn’t married to Maisie?”


  “He’d better not be,” the soldier said.


  “And he doesn’t have five children?”


  The soldier grinned happily.


  “He doesn’t have six children!”


  The Irish girl crushed the letter to her as if it were the most precious thing in the world.


  “Oh!” she cried, “I’ve never been happier in my life.”


  She leaned forward and kissed the amazed soldier on the cheek.


  “Take that to your Captain,” she laughed.


  The soldier rubbed his cheek in embarrassment.


  “I couldn’t hardly do that,” he said, “but I’ll explain things so’s he’ll get the general idea.”


  He left then and the girl danced back through the room to the rear of the house, singing happily.


  Tink and Jing sat on the mantel, swinging their legs over the edge. Tink had his arm around Jing’s waist and they laughed until the tears came to their eyes.


  Nastee was standing on the mahogany table, his features twisted in a scowl of bitter disappointment. He stared at them balefully, hands set belligerently on his hips.


  “Well, what’s so funny!” he snapped.


  “You,” Jing giggled.


  Nastee scowled unpleasantly at them and then he slid down the table leg and made for the door, both hands pressed to his temples.


  “I think he’s got a hangover,” Tink observed with considerable satisfaction.


  THAT night peace was restored to the pleasant village of Ballycree. Soldiers from the American Camp strolled the streets of the little town and smiled in genuine friendliness at the villagers, who patted them on the back and invited them into their homes to sample their beer and meet their daughters.


  A pale, mellow moon cast a lambent glow over the village and countryside and by its friendly light couples could be seen strolling arm in arm through dells and glens in which the tiny town nestled.


  One of these couples stopped to rest by an old-fashioned stone well.


  Captain James Donavon looked down at the beautiful, dark-haired girl at his side and he sighed in sheer happiness.


  “You’ll always love me, won’t you?” he said softly.


  “Forever and ever,” the girl answered, smiling.


  Tink and Jing were seated on the edge of the well, listening interestedly. Nastee was bathing his fevered brow in the bucket that swung gently over the deep dark well.


  Jing sighed and looked at the moon. “Aren’t they a wonderful couple?” she said dreamily.


  Tink nodded happily. “It would have been a shame if anything happened to their romance.”


  Nastee looked up from the rim of the bucket.


  “Remind me never to drink beer again,” he said mournfully. “And,” he added spitefully, “don’t be too surprised if something does happen to the Captain’s beautiful romance.” He grinned wickedly. “I just have a hunch that someone is in for a very unpleasant surprise.”


  At that moment the Captain leaned back and his elbow jarred against the well crank. With a rusty creak the ratchet slipped and the swinging bucket plummeted downward into the black depths of the well.


  The Captain looked around, slightly surprised.


  “Well,” he said, grinning, “no harm done.”


  He took the dark-haired girl by the arm and they sauntered slowly away.


  Tink and Jing peered over the well’s rim. Faintly they-heard Nastee’s outraged, spluttering shrieks from the depths of the deserted well. They looked at each other and smiled. Then they climbed down to the ground and sauntered away, arm-in-arm.


  VENGEANCE ON VENUS


  First published in the September 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  There was only one way to find out how these prisoners were escaping from the Venus penal colony—g0 there as an actual convicted man!


  CHAPTER I


  DARKNESS was settling swiftly as Lieutenant Blake Richardson strode across Panetoid 7’s flaky surface toward the towering height of the Penal Administration Building.


  When he reached the portals of the building he paused and glanced up at the fog-enshrouded planet of Venus, only a few thousand miles away.


  Against the jet black of the void Venus was a globe of lambent blue beauty, and the last rays of the dropping sun tinged its mists with a brilliant flaming halo.


  Lieutenant Richardson was not impressed by the planet’s beauty. His eyes were hard and cold and thoughtful, and when he turned and entered the Administration Building, there was a determined angle to his jaw.


  An elatu.be flashed him up to the top of the building where the offices of his chief, Commander Evans, were located.


  Commander Evans turned from the window as Blake entered and closed the door behind him.


  “Sit down, Blake,” he said. “What was it you wanted to see me about?”


  “Something rather serious, sir,” Blake answered. He remained standing. His tall, well-muscled body was taut and strained. There was a restrained anger in his lean face and in his cold gray eyes.


  Commander Evans sat down at his desk and looked thoughtfully at Blake Richardson.


  “You seem upset,” he said drily. “Suppose you tell me what’s on your mind.”


  Blake ran a hand through his kinky hair in a gesture of helpless disgust.


  “I’m certain, sir,” he said in a hard-clipped voice, “that the prisoners we send to Venus are being released and given their liberty. I’m convinced that a deliberate and systematic organization has worked out a plan to take these prisoners from Venus and ship them to other planets in the Universe. Whoever or whatever this organization is, I’m sure it’s working in collusion with the prison authorities on Venus.”


  Commander Evans hunched forward in his chair and his square face was set in hard lines. His ice-blue eyes snapped.


  “Can you prove these statements?” he demanded.


  Blake shook his head bitterly.


  Commander Evans settled back in his chair and a faint rare grin touched his mouth.


  “You may not be able to,” he said, “but,” he paused an instant and looked steadily at Blake, “I think I can!”


  BLAKE wasn’t sure for a moment that he heard correctly. He stared incredulously at his commander.


  “Then,” he said slowly, “you know—”


  “Not everything,” Commander Evans said. He leaned forward, his hard eyes boring into Blake’s.


  “I’ve been suspicious for several months,” he said. “I haven’t said or done a thing because it might ruin our chances. I’ve been waiting for definite proof. I don’t have it yet, but I will, you can damn well bet on that.”


  Blake drew a relieved breath.


  “This makes things a lot easier, sir. I was afraid I’d have the job of convincing you that my suspicions weren’t groundless. But, as usual, you’re several jumps ahead of me.”


  Commander Evans smiled faintly.


  “That’s my job, Blake. Tell me, just what have you found out?”


  “When I took the last load of Earth prisoners to Venus,” Blake said, “I asked Macy, the super, to let me see one of the men I’d brought up on a previous trip. Macy said it was impossible. When I asked him why, he told me that the man had died. That seemed odd because this particular prisoner had been in perfect health when I delivered him a month before. So I did a little snooping through the records and I discovered that quite a few important, wealthy prisoners had ‘died’ in the past six months. That started me thinking. I checked the prison crematory then, and I discovered that more men had ‘died’ than had been cremated.”


  “Did you say anything to Macy about that?” Commander Evans asked. “Not a thing.”


  “Good. That might have put him on his guard. It’s obvious that something phony is going on there. Just how it’s being done, I couldn’t say.”


  The commander stood up and nervously paced the floor.


  “We’ve got to stop this thing,” he said harshly. “It means that all the work being done on Earth, and all our work is completely useless, if prisoners can escape from Venus after we put them there. But the only way we can get the information we need is from the inside.”


  HE STOPPED and looked sharply at Blake, then he shook his head. “No,” he muttered, half to himself, “The danger—”


  “Please, sir,” Blake said, “I believe I know what you were thinking. The same idea has occurred to me.” He leaned forward and gripped the edge of the desk with his hands and his face was flushed with excitement. “Send me to Venus as an Earth prisoner. It’s the only way we can find out what we must know!”


  Commander Evans frowned.


  “I don’t like it,” he growled. “It’s putting you on a mighty hot spot. I won’t be able to help you. You’ll be absolutely on your own.”


  “That’s just why it might work,” Blake said. “If Macy thought I was being sent there to spy on him I’d never learn a thing.”


  “We’ll have to fake a case against you,” Commander Evans said, “and sentence you to a regular life sentence on Venus. Your commission will be officially revoked. But,” he smiled faintly, “I will personally guarantee that when that commission is reissued you’ll be wearing an additional stripe on your sleeves.”


  “If I can do the job, that’ll be reward enough,” Blake said.


  “Your first job will be to determine what kind of bribe the prisoners use on the prison officials. I’d imagine that regular solar cash would be the most logical.” Commander Evans drummed thoughtfully on the top of his desk with his blunt fingers. “Here is what I’ll do. After you’ve been there several weeks I’ll arrange to send you a parcel containing marked solar bills. If you can bribe your way out, we’ll have the complete information on how it’s done, right down to the last detail.”


  Blake nodded.


  “When can I leave, sir?”


  “Almost immediately,” Commander Evans said. “There is just the unpleasant necessity of your trial and conviction to get out of the way. That shouldn’t take long. And I’ll attach a complete explanation of this entire situation to the court reports. Then if anything should happen to me there won’t be any misunderstanding about your status.”


  Blake grinned faintly.


  “Thanks. That’ll make me feel a little easier about sticking my head into the lion’s mouth.”


  THIS is a very dangerous thing you’re attempting,” Commander Evans said soberly. “If the officials on Venus discovered why you were there, you wouldn’t have a chance to get out alive. But, dangerous as it is, it’s the only way we can possibly get the information we need. The entire Penal Administration system will become a joke if we can’t stop the leak of men from Venus. If anybody with the means can buy his way out of there, all that we’ve been fighting for will be lost.”


  The commander ran his hand wearily across his eyes. His shoulders seemed to be bearing a tremendous invisible weight.


  Blake looked at the older man with concern.


  “It’s none of my business, sir,” he said, “but don’t you think you ought to ease up a bit? You’ve been driving yourself like an engine for the past six months. You can’t possibly last at the rate you’re going. You’ve worked ’till midnight almost every night. And those long hops to Jupiter and Saturn you take every week by yourself are enough to wear out any man.”


  “I know, I know,” Commander Evans said wryly, “but we’ve been short of pilots lately. And I’d rather take the controls myself, than to add another burden to our regular pilots. It’s a situation that can’t be helped, Blake. Everyone’s got to make sacrifices and I don’t consider myself an exception to that rule.”


  “I see, sir,” Blake said. He realized that nothing he could say would make his chief slow down his almost suicidal pace. It was that fact that made Commander Evans one of the most universally respected and admired officers in Penal Administration.


  He stood up and stepped around his desk.


  “Don’t worry about me, son,” he said. “You’ve got enough to worry about yourself.” He extended his hand. “Good luck.”


  That was all the commander said, but Blake could sense the emotion that was concealed by the simple, almost brusque words.


  “Thank you, sir,” he said.


  The two men shook hands warmly and then Blake turned and strode from the room.


  CHAPTER II


  Venus!


  ONE month later a black prison ship eased through the damp misty atmosphere of Venus and set its blunt nose into a mooring tower constructed within sight of the massive gray walls of the Venusian prison.


  An air clamp hissed faintly and two side doors of the hermetically sealed ship slid back. The ship was moored alongside a metal ramp, on which two men stood waiting.


  “All right,” one of them yelled. “Come on outa there.”


  Blake Richardson opened his eyes and looked around. The three prisoners to whom he was shackled were still asleep, sprawled tiredly on the floor. Blake glanced down at his rough gray work clothes and ran a hand over his shaven head. He saw the open doors of the ship and the heavy gray murk which drifted in from the outside. There was no doubt that they had arrived at Venus. He yawned and shook the man beside him.


  “This is it, boys,” he said.


  A man stepped into the ship. He was heavily built, with brutal jaws and hot dark eyes. He carried a doubled whip in one big hand. His eyes raked over the four men on the floor.


  “Didn’t you gentlemen hear me?” he asked softly. His voice had a dangerous purr. “I told you to get outa here. Are you waiting for engraved invitations?”


  The man beside Blake, a tough bitten, dark haired little man, looked up insolently.


  “We ain’t in no hurry,” he said. “We got all the time in the world.”


  The man with the whip stepped forward. His lips were flattened over his big white teeth in an animal snarl. There was a gleam of sadistic anticipation in his close-set eyes.


  “Damn you,” he said softly.


  His right arm rose and fell. The whip cracked like a pistol shot. Its lashing tip slashed across the face of the man who had spoken, opening it from eyes to jaw.


  The man shrieked and fell forward, his hands tearing at the fiery agony in his eyes.


  “All right, gentlemen,” the guard said, doubling the whip in his hands. “Get outa here. I hope the rest of you aren’t as gabby as him.”


  BLAKE climbed to his feet, wooden faced. The man with the slashed face got to one knee and then painfully straightened up. The four men filed slowly out of the ship onto the metal ramp, where another guard waited for them, impassive and hardeyed.


  The four prisoners were fastened together by a chain that was fastened to individual leg irons. The guards inspected their irons carefully.


  Blake glanced about at the bleak landscape. The prison buildings, gray and chilling, were the only structures to break the desolate monotony of the Venusian planet.


  The murky atmosphere of the planet condensed continually showering the planet with a gray misty rain; the vegetation was composed chiefly of spongy, slimy fungus that covered the surface of the planet like a damp mold.


  Blake shivered involuntarily. The penetrating dampness of the air seemed to bite into his very bones.


  The heavy, brutal jawed guard who had wielded the whip so viciously walked over to Blake and surveyed him from head to foot.


  “You Blake Richardson?” he demanded.


  “That’s right,” Blake said.


  The guard inspected him for a moment and then his lips curled in a sneer.


  “You sent a lot of men here, in your time, didn’t you?”


  “I suppose so,” Blake said.


  “Well your days as a bloodhound are over,” the guard jeered. “From now on you take the orders instead of giving them. Is that clear?”


  “Perfectly,” Blake said.


  The guard scowled at him for an instant, apparently nonplussed by Blake’s civil answer.


  Blake smiled to himself. He didn’t intend to give anyone the opportunity to use a whip on him. Not for a while . . .


  The guard bent suddenly and unfastened the chain that coupled Blake to the convict in front of him.


  “Come with me,” he ordered. “The super wants to see you.”


  Blake stepped out of line and followed the guard down the concrete ramp. The leg irons only allowed him a step of about eight inches, but as he shuffled along, a grim smile touched his lips. He wasn’t in any particular hurry. Not yet . . .


  THE guard stopped before a solid steel door in the interior of the prison. He knocked once and a thin, high-pitched voice answered impatiently, “Come in.”


  The guard opened the door and stepped into the room, motioning Blake to follow him.


  “This is the fellow you wanted to see,” he said to a small man sitting behind a bare desk. “I brought him along as soon as he got here, Macy.” The man behind the desk looked up and smiled. He was slight and thin and his eyes blinked rapidly. His thinning straight hair stood up almost straight from his pink scalp.


  This was Macy, super of Venusian prisons.


  He rubbed his blue-veined hands together and beamed at Blake.


  “Nice to have you, Richardson. So seldom we receive such distinguished—eh—guests.”


  “Thanks,” Blake said drily. “Now you can cut out the mularkey, Macy. You’ve always hated my guts and now you have me just where you want me. So we needn’t bother being polite.” There was a subtle change in Macy’s face. The softness around his lips hardened and his eyes narrowed into cold slits. Everything about him seemed suddenly to freeze into hard, edged lines.


  “No,” he said, and his voice was husky with constrained emotion, “we don’t need to be polite, Richardson. When I read of your trial and conviction I was the happiest man in the Universe. The brilliant Lieutenant Richardson sentenced to my prison for seditious activities! No, we needn’t be polite any longer.”


  Macy stood up, flushed, eyes gleaming.


  “I am your master now, Richardson,” he said, in a voice so low that the words were only a whisper. “As you value your hide, don’t give me the opportunity to use my authority. It wouldn’t be pleasant—for you.”


  Blake couldn’t resist a mocking grin. “Nice, progressive place you run here,” he said with bitter irony. “I suppose you have all the most advanced implements. Rack, thumbscrews, flogging posts—”


  “Stop,” Macy said quietly. There was a deadly undercurrent of venom in his voice that was as chilling as death. “I don’t appreciate your levity.”


  “Shall I teach him a lesson?”


  The brutal-jawed guard, standing to the left and slightly behind Blake, asked the question. He moved closer as he spoke, flexing the heavy hide whip in his hands.


  “No,” Macy said tonelessly. “Take him to his cell. Your chance will come later, Mortain.”


  “Come on,” the guard addressed as Mortain snapped. He grabbed Blake by the shoulder and shoved him toward the open door.


  Blake’s eyes narrowed and his eyes were like chips of blue ice, but no word passed his tightly locked jaws.


  “I shall make it a point to see you often,” Macy said softly.


  Blake looked at the man for a full instant, then he shuffled from the room. Mortain followed him.


  CHAPTER III


  Prison


  MORTAIN led Blake through the cheerless gray corridors of the Venusian prison, until he reached a cell whose door was standing open.


  “This is your palace from now on,” he said mockingly. “The last guy we put in here died in two weeks. I hope you’re tougher than that.”


  Blake looked at the man steadily. “You can count on me lasting longer than that,” he said, and his voice was like thin ice breaking.


  Mortain’s lips twisted in an ugly grin.


  “I hope so,” he said softly. “Now, get in.”


  Blake stepped into the black doorway, and Mortain shoved him, suddenly, viciously, from behind. He staggered forward and fell to the hard stone floor. He heard Mortain’s mocking laugh, then the heavy iron clang of the door.


  Blake crawled slowly to his feet and fought down the black anger that burned in his whole body like some ravaging disease. He stumbled over to the wall and explored with his hands until he found a lumpy narrow cot. Stretching out he tried to relax and calm his thoughts.


  Above his head was a narrow, barred window, through which the steamy, damp atmosphere of Venus streamed into the cell. The air was cold and damp.


  Blake pulled his coarse jacket closer about his neck. He wondered when the money from Commander Evans would arrive. Until it did he could do nothing but wait.


  The next morning Blake was introduced to Venusian prison routine. With a group of eight he was led from the prison stockade into the lush swampy areas that surrounded the prison. They were equipped with heavy axes and the apparent purpose of their work was to clear the spongy water-soaked vegetation from the soggy soil.


  Why, Blake couldn’t guess. The labor was pointless and unproductive, but it was something to do. Standing ankle deep in scummy green water, Blake hacked at the fibrous plant life in grim silence. And he watched the actions of the guards and prisoners carefully.


  At darkness they were returned to their cells. Blake stood with his blistered hands gripping the bars of his window, staring bleakly out over the steaming, humid land, wondering . . .


  A MONTH passed. A month in which Blake grew thin and ragged and desperate. He was soul-sick of the brutality of the guards, the bleak horror of the existence, the terrible punishments meted out to the convicts for the least infraction of the rules.


  But he had learned nothing. He hadn’t seen Macy since the day he’d arrived.


  One night, six weeks after his arrival on the sweltering prison planet, Mortain stopped at the door of his cell.


  “On your feet,” he growled. “You’ve got a visitor.”


  Blake felt his heart hammering with excitement. He stood up and shoved his unkempt, mud-caked hair from his eyes, as the cell door swung open. A shaft of light fell onto the cell floor. Mortain stepped aside and a figure filled the doorway.


  “Hello, Richardson,” the man in the doorway said.


  Blake’s hands tightened convulsively at the sound of that familiar voice.


  “Commander Evans!” he breathed.


  The commander stepped into the cell and Mortain followed him, whip in hand.


  “We’ve got to watch him, Commander,” Mortain said. “He’s a bad one.” Blake now had a look at his chief’s face, as the corridor light flooded the cell. It was impassive and stern.


  “You may wait outside,” the commander said to Mortain. “I’ll call if I need you.”


  “All right, sir,” Mortain said. He looked dubiously at Blake, then turned and left the cell.


  The commander glanced after him, then turned quickly to Blake. His face was still expressionless, but there was an urgent gleam in his eyes.


  He said loudly, “You got just what you deserved, Richardson. Don’t expect any sympathy from me.” But his hand dug into the front of his tunic and he shoved a slim packet into Blake’s hands.


  Dazedly, Blake fingered the package, and then as realization came, he hurriedly stuffed it into the front of his shirt. Relief flooded over him in a reviving wave.


  “Thank—”


  “I can do nothing for you,” the commander said in a harsh tone that completely drowned out Blake’s voice.


  Without another word he turned and strode from the cell. Blake heard him say something to Mortain, then the cell door clanged and Blake heard their retreating footsteps.


  HE WAS left alone in the darkness.


  After a few moments he took the packet from his shirt front and carefully opened it. His fingers felt crisp slips of paper. Moving to the faint light from the window he saw that the package contained a sheaf of solar notes, redeemable anywhere in the Universe. They added up to an impressive figure.


  Blake stood in the darkness of his cell, until he heard Mortain’s footsteps coming back down the corridor. He stepped to the narrow slit in the cell door and whistled softly.


  Mortain stopped and then walked slowly toward Blake’s cell. Blake could see his ugly brutal face in the dim light of the corridor and the cold gleam in his close-set eyes.


  “What do you want?” he growled.


  “Macy,” Blake said shortly.


  “You’re crazy. Get into your bunk and shut up.”


  Blake peeled off one of the bills and shoved it through the slit.


  “Tell him it’s important,” he said.


  Mortain took the bill and his heavy face clouded with a greedy suspicion. He stared at the note for an instant then shoved it hurriedly into his pocket.


  “Where’d you get that?” he demanded.


  “Never mind. Do I see Macy, or don’t I?”


  Mortain hesitated for a moment, his piggish eyes shifting uncertainly. Finally he shrugged.


  “I’ll tell him,” he said.


  Blake felt a dizzying relief as Mortain moved away. The first step had been taken. Where it might lead he had no idea.


  Fifteen minutes passed and Blake’s nerves jumped at every tiny noise. He paced the narrow length of the cell like a caged leopard. His hands opened and closed spasmodically. Finally he heard footsteps in the corridor. He sprang to the door of the cell and peered out the narrow slit.


  In the dim illumination of the corridor he saw Macy, the prison super, walking softly in the direction of his cell.


  There was a faint, enigmatic smile on his face, and his blue eyes were wide and bright. His hands were in his pockets and his thin shoulders were hunched about his neck.


  “Well, well,” he said softly, as he stopped before Blake’s door, “the mountain comes to Mahomet. You should be gratified—eh—Mr. Richardson. What is on your mind?”


  BLAKE studied the man carefully.


  Macy knew he had money, Mortain would tell him that. Therefore, there was nothing to be gained stalling.


  “I’m fed up here,” he said quietly.


  “Most of my prisoners are,” Macy smiled.


  “Most of your prisoners can’t buy their way out,” Blake said. “I can.”


  Macy looked up and down the corridor, pursing his lips.


  “Maybe,” he said. “Give me the money.”


  “What assurance do I have that you’ll keep the bargain?” Blake demanded.


  “None,” Macy said. “And you are hardly in a position to bargain.”


  Blake realized that Macy spoke the truth. His moist fingers tightened on the slim bundle of currency. It was his only weapon. Once gone and he would have nothing, but it was a chance he had to take.


  He handed the currency through the slit, and Macy’s slim hand closed over it greedily.


  “Thank you,” he whispered softly. With a mocking smile he turned and slowly walked away.


  Blake listened until his footsteps had died away, then he turned away from the door and flung himself on the cot. A fierce exultation was leaping through him. In another twenty-four hours he might have all the proof he’d need.


  But he didn’t have to wait that long. In the middle of the night he was awakened from a fitful sleep by a furtive tapping on the door. Instantly alert, he stood up quickly, every nerve tingling. The tapping was repeated.


  He stepped to the door, his stockinged feet muffling the sound of his steps. Mortain’s broad, brutal face was at the narrow aperture.


  “What’s up?” Blake asked.


  “Not so loud. Get dressed, you’re leaving.”


  Blake’s fingers trembled with suppressed excitement. He nodded and stepped back to his bunk. It was the work of a moment to slip into his shoes and pull his coarse jerkin over his head. He returned to the door.


  “Ready,” he whispered.


  He heard a key grate in the door’s lock, the next second the door opened. Mortain’s bulky figure was almost completely covered with an ankle-length oiled coat, and he carried an automatic flare in one hand and an electric pistol in the other.


  HE MOTIONED Blake to follow him, then lead the way down the poorly lit corridor. At an intersection he turned at right angles and continued along another corridor until he came to a locked, steel door. This he opened. It led to a winding staircase that led, Blake knew, to the central stockade.


  Mortain went down the steps quickly and Blake followed at his heels. At the base of the steps Mortain opened another door and the damp, murky atmosphere of the planet billowed in about them. Mortain stepped through the door into the main stockade, a cleared area, several hundred feet square, surrounded by the prison’s electrically charged fences.


  Blake followed Mortain across this clearing toward the central gate. There was no furtiveness or hesitation in Mortain’s attitude. Blake realized that this was probably not a new procedure for the guard.


  When they reached the gate, Mortain signalled to the guard in the tower and the gate swung open. The two men stepped through and it closed behind them immediately. Obviously the tower guards were old hands at this. Blake smiled grimly. When and if he reached Commander Evans again, he’d have dynamite stored up to blow this corrupt administration sky-high.


  Mortain removed the metal shield from his flare and it instantly blazed into light, throwing a brilliant illumination yards about them. The flares were composed of a chemical substance that reacted with the aqueous atmosphere and produced a steady, unquenchable flame.


  Without speaking Mortain struck out into the swampy depths of Venus. Blake followed, churning knee-deep in the slimy underfooting. The water laden air seemed to press in on him, making breathing difficult. His clothes were soaking wet within a hundred yards and he was covered with muck and slime to his hips, but he didn’t mind. He was free and he was on the trail of the information that would smash this rottenly corrupt penal system.


  That was all that mattered.


  CHAPTER IV


  Into the Swamp


  FOR two hours they slopped through the swampy ooze of the planet, crashing and stumbling through the fibrous foliage and sinking to their hips in the treacherous bogs and pits. Blake’s breath was a sharp pain in his throat and the muscles of his legs ached intolerably.


  But eventually Blake sighted a light in the distance. Mortain obviously noticed it too, for he changed his course slightly to head directly for it and he pressed on at even greater speed.


  “Is that our destination?” Blake gasped.


  Mortain grunted something unintelligible and sloshed on without answering.


  In another fifteen minutes they reached the light. It was an automatic flare erected in the center of a small clearing. By its glaring illumination Blake saw a small, crudely built structure and a small space mooring tower.


  He studied the scene with dawning realization. This was obviously the rendezvous where the liberated prisoners met the ships that carried them off to the far points of the Universe.


  Mortain stopped in the center of the clearing, breathing heavily. He looked around and then, apparently satisfied, he turned to face Blake.


  “What now? Blake asked.


  Mortain grinned unpleasantly. There was a sadistic anticipation in his dark, brutal-jawed face, as he very slowly swung the barrel of his gun up to cover Blake.


  “This is the end of the line for you,” he said harshly.


  Blake heard the words with horrible clearness, but it took a full minute for their impact to penetrate.


  “Don’t try anything foolish,” Mortain said softly, “unless you’re in a hurry to keep your date with eternity.” He lifted his voice. “All right, Macy.”


  Blake’s eyes swung to the door of the small structure as Macy appeared there, his soft features twisted in a gloating smile. He watched in a trancelike daze as Macy stepped through the doorway and walked slowly across the clearing.


  “Neatly done, Mortain,” he purred.


  “Shall I give it to him?” Mortain asked. The barrel of his electric gun was unwaveringly centered on Blake’s chest and his finger was trembling with eagerness.


  “Don’t be impatient,” Macy said, with a soft smile. “I’m rather enjoying this little scene. Perhaps Mr. Richardson has something to say before he—eh—leaves us.”


  BLAKE’S hot gaze swung from Mortain’s brutal leering face to Macy’s smiling features. A blazing rage was coursing through his body like a red flame.


  “Damn you!” he grated.


  Macy chuckled gently and rubbed his thin hands together.


  “How melodramatic you become in your anger. As a matter of fact I staged this little party just to make your last moments as uncomfortable as possible—eh—Mr. Richardson. I knew there would be little solace in your realizing that we have been aware of your little plan since the day you entered the prison. We have all been vastly amused by your stupid subterfuge. Now it is our regrettable duty to kill you—kill you as you are attempting to make an escape. That, at least, will be the story for the official records. I couldn’t resist the opportunity of telling you this much myself. That is why I had Mortain go to the considerable trouble of bringing you out to our transfer station. I am leaving soon on a rather important trip but I wanted to witness your last uncomfortable moments before leaving.”


  As Macy stopped speaking he nodded briefly to Mortain.


  “I think you may proceed,” he said. “As long as Mr. Richardson has nothing to add to this little drama we might as well get on with the climax.”


  Mortain shifted the gun slightly and Blake felt his stomach muscles contract in anticipation of the blasting bolt that was sure to come.


  Suddenly Blake heard a sound above his head. Instinctively his eyes raised. In the murky gloom of the atmosphere he saw a small, blunt-nosed space ship drifting down toward the mooring tower.


  “Right on time,” he heard Macy say.


  Blake glanced at Mortain then and saw that the guard had also glanced up at the settling ship—and that the gun in his hand had veered carelessly to one side.


  With every atom of his lithe strength Blake sprang—not for Mortain—but to the side toward the blazing flare. He heard Macy yell and before the echo of the cry had died Mortain’s electric gun hissed spitefully. A searing pellet of live fire burned through the sleeve of his jumper, branding the flesh of his arm with excruciating pain.


  His hand closed on the shaft of the flare. Jerking it from the ground he rolled to one side as Mortain’s gun spat flame again. The pellet missed, but its hot breath fanned his cheek in passing.


  Then he was on his feet, out of the line of Mortain’s fire. With a savage swing he hurled the blazing flare straight at his face. Mortain screamed and dropped to one knee, but he was not quick enough. The flaming flare grazed his head, knocking him onto his back.


  Blake dove onto his threshing figure, grappling for the gun that was clenched in his hands. With a scream of pain and fury Mortain fought to jam the muzzle of the gun against Blake’s body, but Blake’s hold on his wrist doubled the gun back against his own stomach.


  Blake heard Macy’s feet scuffling behind him, but before he could move, something crashed into the back of his head with sickening force.


  HE FELL forward, blinded with pain, a thousand pinwheels of brilliant lights exploding in his head. His weight pressed against the electric gun beneath him and he dimly heard its sudden sputtering blast.


  A scream tore from Mortain’s lips and he threshed wildly beneath Blake’s sagging weight. Blake rolled to one side and his face fell into a pool of green murky water.


  The shock cleared his numbed brain. He rolled painfully to his side and saw Mortain’s body grotesquely sprawled on the soggy ground, a hideous scorched hole burned through his middle.


  Macy was scrambling in the mud for the gun. Blake climbed to his knees and lunged at him, his right fist chopping down at his jaw in a vicious axelike stroke.


  Macy sprawled to the ground, a hoarse gasp of horror tearing from his throat. His eyes were wild with fear as he scrambled to his feet and started to run.


  Blake caught him in three strides. His hand fastened in Macy’s coat, jerked him about with a savage wrench.


  Macy fell to his knees, slobbering in his fear.


  “Please—please—” he gasped.


  Blake jerked him to his feet and struck him with all his strength across the jaw. Macy’s head snapped back and he fell to the ground in a queer twisted position. A horrible gurgle sounded in his throat; froth flecked his lips; then he was still.


  Blake looked down at him and, as the red mist of rage drifted from his brain, he realized that the blow had broken Macy’s neck.


  He stood there for an instant and he felt no pity or sorrow for the thing that lay sprawled in the slimy muck before him.


  The clearing was completely quiet. Blake took a deep breath and glanced around and it was then that he saw that the snub-nosed space ship had moored. A door had opened in its black side but there was no evidence that the ship was occupied.


  Blake walked over to where Mortain lay, found the electric gun and stuck it in his belt. He looked grimly at the two bodies sprawled in the clearing and then headed for the mooring tower.


  Cautiously, he ascended the iron ladder that led to the boarding ramp.


  A quick inspection of the main body of the ship convinced him it was unoccupied. The door leading to the control room was locked. He noticed then that the automatic visilights were glowing from the ceiling and he realized that the controls of the ship were set for a return trip.


  But to where?


  CHAPTER V


  Time for Action


  BLAKE had a feeling that he hadn’t yet completely uncovered the mystery and corruption on the prison planet. For an instant he stood irresolute in the center of the small cabin, then he made a quick decision. He slammed the cabin door and adjusted the device that hermetically sealed the ship. Almost instantly he heard a faint hum as the rear propulsion rockets throbbed into life. The tiny space craft shuddered as the hymn of power built slowly into a mighty symphony of pulsing sound.


  Blake sat down on the only chair in the small cabin and waited. There were no port windows in the body of the ship. He was completely enclosed.


  A minute passed and then the nose of the ship tipped from the mooring socket and with a sudden burst of power the tiny space ship blasted upward and outward, void-bound.


  For an hour the ship roared through the trackless depths of outer space and Blake was as helpless as a blind man. He hadn’t the slightest idea where the ship was taking him. And he couldn’t guess. That he was heading for trouble he felt sure, but how and when were unanswerable questions.


  An hour later the throbbing roar of the rockets diminished slightly, and a few minutes after Blake noticed that, he felt the jarring impact of the fore repulsion rockets.


  The ship was slowing and braking for a stop. Soon he heard a banshee screech as the nose of the ship slashed through heavy atmosphere. Blake knew that the ship was nearing its destination. His hands balled into tight fists and he stood up and faced the cabin door of the ship.


  The forward motion of the ship stopped completely and Blake heard a faint scraping sound, as if the side of the craft were brushing a metal wall. He waited, tense, hardly breathing.


  The sealing cylinders released with a gasp of pressured air, and the side door of the ship slid back with a clang. Blake stepped forward uncertainly. He was facing a smooth steel surface, but even as he took another step forward, he saw it was sliding back, revealing a short, lighted corridor.


  Blake stepped from the ship into the corridor and paused. The corridor was only a narrow passage, hardly six-feet long, leading to another steel door.


  With infinite caution he approached this second door. When he was within a foot of its gleaming surface it swung suddenly open, revealing a spacious, luxuriously furnished office.


  THERE was a figure seated at the massive desk but his back was to Blake and in the deepening gloom of the office it was impossible to see more than the outlines of his bulky form.


  Blake stared at the office and a numb feeling of horror caught at his throat. It couldn’t—


  “Is that you, Macy?” the figure at the desk asked. He did not turn his head. “Is Richardson out of the way for good?”


  The sound of the voice crystallized Blake’s half-formed suspicions. Suddenly he seemed to see a complete picture, bits of the puzzle fell into place with magical rapidity and he knew suddenly who was responsible for the corruption on the prison planet Venus.


  He drew a slow breath.


  “No, it’s not Macy,” he said softly, “and Richardson is far from being out of the way.”


  His voice loud in the still quietness of the room. The figure at the desk wheeled and stared at the door in which Blake stood.


  “God!” he whispered. His hand touched a light on the desk and the room was bathed in sudden white brilliance from two overhead lights. He stared at Blake’s bleeding, mud-grimed, figure as if he were seeing a ghost.


  “You’ve been very clever, Commander Evans,” Blake said harshly. He stared at the white-faced figure of his chief and his eyes were like hot pools of blazing fire.


  “You’ve got the wrong idea,” Commander Evans said, almost hysterically.


  “No I haven’t,” Blake said quietly, “I’ve just got the right idea. You were expecting Macy here tonight. That accounts for your night work these past six months. You had to meet Macy for the split, didn’t you? I don’t know why you bothered to give me the money at the prison. Maybe that was your idea of a joke.”


  SOME of the color was seeping back into Commander Evans’ face.


  “It’s a good story you’ve cooked up,” he said, “but who do you expect to believe it. It will be my word against yours and as an escaped convict your word isn’t worth a damn. Supposing I was running the escape racket on Venus? You can’t prove it and you’ll only cause trouble for yourself if you try. Now if you’re smart I can fix it so you’ll do all right for yourself. It’s a sweet business and there’s room for another clever—”


  “Stand up, Evans,” Blake said.


  A fleeting gleam of panic brushed the officer’s eyes. He moistened his lips with his tongue.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Kill you,” Blake said, without a quaver of emotion in his voice.


  “Y—you can’t,” Evans said hoarsely. He started to rise from his chair. “I’m unarmed. You can’t shoot a man in cold blood.”


  “There’s a gun in your desk,” Blake said, “Use it.”


  The commander’s voice broke,


  “No! I can’t. Listen to me. I—” His voice trailed off as he read his doom in the cold, implacable fury in Blake Richardson’s eyes.


  With a sudden lunge he jerked open the drawer of his desk and whipped out a gun.


  Blake reached for the gun at his belt with icy deliberation.


  The commander swung around and the gun in his hand blasted twice. Both shots were wild. The commander fired again, hysterically, and then Blake raised his own gun and shot him twice through the head.


  There was no expression on his face as the commander swayed and pitched forward across the desk, arms and legs sprawled grotesquely.


  He shoved the gun back into his belt and walked over to the desk. A five minutes search revealed the secret drawer in which the commander had kept a complete record of his nefarious dealings with prison officials on Venus.


  When he had flipped through the incriminating sheaf of papers, he picked up the radio phone and flashed HQ on Earth. When the connection was established Blake spoke.


  “You’d better send a delegation here.” He paused and glanced at the lifeless body of the commander and he thought of Macy and Mortain.


  “There’s been a little trouble on Venus,” he said thoughtfully. Then he replaced the transmitter.


  CONVOY IN SPACE


  First published in the September 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Earth and Venus were at war, and it was vital that Space Lane 7 stay open; it was Earth’s only lifeline!


  CHAPTER I


  MACE McALLISTER was a big, deep chested man with a hard square face and an unruly thatch of brick red hair. Seated at the desk in his tiny dusty office with his big fists resting like mallets on the arms of his chair, he looked grim and angry.


  As agent for the Intra-Planetary Space Freight Co. his job was to keep the vital flow of materials moving to the Earth troops marooned on Asteroid Belt—the first line of defense against the hordes of sub-human creatures from Venus. The only route to the all-important defense belt of asteroids was Space Lane 7—and keeping Lane 7 open and the supplies moving was Mace McAllister’s headache.


  He looked up as the office door banged open and a tall, lean dark-haired man entered and jerked off a leather helmet.


  “There’re not here yet,” the new arrival announced.


  “How the hell do they expect me to operate ships without pilots!” Mace exploded. He banged a heavy fist on the desk top. “The brass hats have been promising me five replacement pilots for the last three months, and they’re not here yet.”


  The dark-haired man shrugged and sat down on a chair near the wall. His face was thin and seamed with wrinkles; his blue-black eyes were inscrutable. He looked at Mace in silence.


  “Reese,” Mace addressed the other man quietly, and there was hint of weariness in his voice, “you’ve been blasting through Lane 7 for three months now, delivering the goods to the men on the Belt. The fact that you’re still alive is a major miracle. None of the pilots who were here when you arrived are still alive.”


  Reese shrugged. “I’m a pretty good space pilot,” he said quietly.


  “You’re a damn good pilot,” Mace said. “The best I’ve ever had here. But without replacement we can’t last much longer. You know that as well as I do.”


  Reese lit a cigarette, then said, “the replacement pilots are due today, aren’t they?”


  “Sure,” Mace growled, “they’re supposed to be here today, but they were also supposed to be here three months ago. All we get from Earth is promises.”


  “It’s a long haul from Earth,” Reese said. “Pretty hard trip in these times.”


  Mace stood up impatiently and started pacing.


  “I know, I know,” he said. “They’ve got just as tough a job as we have. This planetoid is midway between Earth and Venus and it’s no snap when the fighter planes of every planet are blasting on sight at everything in the void. And why the hell should pilots volunteer to run the gauntlet of Lane 7?” he said with sudden bitterness. “It’s a suicide trip, nothing else.”


  “I’m still alive,” Reese said.


  Mace looked at him. “You know your business,” «he said. “Some of these raw kids I get haven’t even had combat training.”


  “They’ll get it in Lane 7,” Reese said.


  “They’ll get it in the neck,” Mace said. He sat down again and jammed a pipe between his teeth. “We haven’t sent any U-235 to the Belt for months,” he said.


  Reese put out his cigarette. “I noticed. What are you saving it for, the fourth of July?”


  MACE shook his head and stared at his big fists.


  “Can’t take a chance on losing it. We have to be damn sure that stuff gets through, In another few weeks the men defending the Belt won’t be able to fire their guns or operate their rocket ships. We’ve got damn near ten tons of U-235 here but it’s all we’re going to get for a while. If that gets blown up in Lane 7 it’s curtains for the boys on the Asteroid Belt.”


  Reese nodded. His dark eyes were alive with interest.


  “Why don’t you let me take a crack at it? Load up the fastest ship you’ve got and I’ll blast through alone. The Venusian scout ships won’t be expecting a thing. I think it’s worth a chance.” Mace shook his head. “Too risky,” he said. “I’ve got another idea but it’s no good unless I get some pilot replacements.”


  “Okay,” Reese shrugged and lit another cigarette. “You’re the boss.”


  “It’s a nasty situation,” Mace said. “If we don’t keep Lane 7 open and supplies moving the men on the Asteroid Belt are as good as dead right now. In another few months Earth can get troop and space ship reinforcements out there—but if we don’t get that U-235 to the Belt soon, reinforcements won’t do any good.”


  “You’re right,” Reese said quietly. “There won’t be anybody left to reinforce.”


  Mace sighed and moodily regarded the scarred top of his desk.


  “It’s quite a responsibility,” he said heavily. “It gets you at night when you try to sleep.”


  “Why don’t you chuck it?” Reese asked.


  Mace smiled wryly. “You can’t run away from a thing just because it’s tough. I learned that lesson in the void years ago.”


  “I didn’t know you’d been a pilot,” Reese said.


  “I was commander of a Federation squadron for six years,” Mace said. “Put in ten years with the Feds all totogether.”


  “A desk job must seem pretty tame after that,” Reese said. There was a new glint of respect in his eyes as he looked at the other man. “The Federation patrols are damned exciting, I imagine.”


  Mace grinned reminiscently.


  “And a lot of fun, too.”


  Reese said, “why did you leave?”


  “Eyes and hands were slipping,” Mace said heavily. “I didn’t want to wash out so I resigned.” He grinned wryly. “At thirty you’re an old man in the Federation. That was three years ago.”


  REESE started to speak, then stopped and listened. A faint humming sound was barely audible in the warm office.


  “There’s a ship coming in,” he said. “Might be our replacements.”


  Mace sprang to his feet and strode toward the door. There was an excited spark of hope in his eyes.


  “Maybe,” he said. “Maybe.”


  He jerked open the door and stepped outside onto the flasky soil of the planetoid. He saw that several men were standing by at the single mooring tower.


  In the hazy dusk he could see the slim shape of a ship slicing through the planetoid’s atmosphere. The bright sparks from its rocket exhausts left a trail of fiery streamers in its wake.


  The repulsion rockets of the incoming ship blasted suddenly and the speed of the ship diminished perceptibly as its nose veered slightly toward the looming bulk of the planetoid’s mooring tower.


  Mace peered upward and tried to make out the ship’s insignia.


  Reese standing behind him said quietly, “that’s your ship, all right.”


  “Can you see the markings?” Mace asked.


  Reese said, “Yes.”


  “You’ve got better eyes than I have,” Mace growled. “Well thank the Lord they’re here at last. We can use ’em. You’d better go over and take charge, Reese. Send the pilots here as soon as possible. I want to talk to them. And by God if any of them are still using teething rings I’ll lose what’s left of my mind.”


  Reese grinned and sauntered toward the mooring tower. Mace stood in the doorway for a few seconds, then he turned and entered his office. His jaw was hard as he sat down behind his desk. There was a big job ahead and now he had some men to do it.


  CHAPTER II


  Surprise!


  MACE interviewed the five replacement pilots one at a time. The first three were young, but their records indicated that they were thoroughly competent. The fourth pilot was a short, chunky man with a red face and an easy grin.


  He was older than the others. “Name’s Wallace,” he said, shaking hands with Mace.


  “Glad to have you,” Mace said. “This is no snap here, you know.”


  “So I’ve heard,” Wallace said. He tossed a file of recordings on Mace’s desk. “But I’ve been around quite a bit. I don’t think I’ll be dead weight here.”


  Mace went through the reports and found them excellent. The man had had a vast amount of experience in the void, that much was evident. He felt very grateful. He wasn’t often this lucky in replacement pilots.


  “Swell,” he said. “Judging from this you’ll be a big help. Reese will show your quarters and help you get settled.” Wallace nodded and walked to the door. “Shall I send the last pilot in?” he asked. There was a faint grin on his face that Mace didn’t miss.


  “Sure,” he said. “What’s funny?”


  “Nothing,” Wallace said. “Nothing at all.” But he was still grinning as he walked out of the office.


  Mace shook his head, puzzled. Then he went to work on the forms scattered about his desk. He was still absorbed in this work when the door opened and the fifth pilot walked in.


  Mace looked up and his jaw fell disgustedly. The last of the replacement pilots was nothing but a kid, ridiculously small in bulky space clothes. White soft face with big brown eyes and a skin that wouldn’t know a razor for several years.


  Mace banged his fist on the desk in his disappointment.


  “Who the hell sent you up here?” he barked. “This isn’t a kindergarten, this is a fighting base.”


  “I’m aware of that,” the pilot said quietly. “Perhaps you’d better look at my qualifications before you make up your mind about me.”


  MACE smothered his angry disappointment and grabbed the sheaf of credentials and licenses from the pilot’s gloved hand.


  He flipped through them quickly, grudgingly admitting to himself that they were all in order. Dale Mason, 22 years of age, extensive private craft experience, that was the gist of the data. This might not be so bad after all, Mace thought. Lord knows he’d gotten worse.


  He looked up from the papers and his eyes opened wide. A ludicrous expression of stunned amazement spread slowly over his features.


  For the pilot had removed the close-fitting leather helmet—revealing long, beautiful blue-black hair that fell in swirling waves to her shoulders.


  Mace stared helplessly, unable to speak. His hard square features turned a slow red and his big hands balled into heavy fists.


  “Is anything the matter?” the girl asked. She sat down and crossed her legs. Mace couldn’t help noticing the lithe grace of her movements, but he was in no mood to be appreciative.


  “You’re damn right there is,” he snapped. “Perhaps you can tell me the meaning of this joke.”


  The girl was lighting a cigarette. She looked up through a haze of blue smoke and said coolly, “what joke?”


  Mace stood up angrily.


  “I asked Earth for fighting pilots, not adolescent girls,” he said bitterly. “This isn’t a pink tea party I’m running here.”


  The girl’s level brown eyes studied him calmly but her pale cheeks were lighted with points of angry color.


  “My licenses and credentials are in order,” she said. “My application was approved by the Earth selection bureau and I was appointed for service here. What more do you want?”


  Mace stared down at the girl, his jaw grim.


  “Get this straight: I don’t give one damn about Earth’s selection bureau. They sent you up here, but I’m sending you back,”


  THE girl jumped to her feet, her eyes smouldering in her pale face.


  “That’s not fair,” she cried. “You’ve got to at least give me a chance.”


  “Impossible,” Mace said shortly. “It’s too dangerous.”


  “Do you think I’m afraid of the risk?” the girl asked scornfully.


  Mace looked at her a humorless smile on his lips.


  “I wasn’t thinking of you,” he said. “I was thinking of the supplies and equipment. I can’t risk a shipload of vital materials by putting them in the hands of a silly, romantic girl.”


  “I’ve had more actual experience than half of your pilots,” the girl said stormily. “You’re no right to discriminate against me just because I happen to be a woman.”


  Mace ran his hand through his rumpled red hair in an exasperated gesture.


  “That’s reason enough,” he said ironically.


  The girl picked up her leather helmet with a swift, angry motion.


  “It’s easy,” she said, “for you to send me back to Earth. But what of your pilots who’re operating short-handed right this minute? The guns on my ship might save one of those pilot’s lives. And what of the men defending the Asteroid Belt? The supplies and ammunition I could bring there might save a hundred lives, might give some chance to men who don’t have a chance now.”


  Mace frowned. The girl’s arguments were hard to answer. Did he have the right to refuse any pilot who could help carry aid to the Asteroid Belt?


  “I don’t suppose those things concern you,” the girl continued in a blaze of anger. “You sit here in a warm, safe office, far from any actual battle, and your stupid prejudice is keeping supplies on the ground when they might be heading for the Belt. But that doesn’t bother you. As long as you’re in a nice comfortable spot I suppose you’re quite happy.”


  Mace fought to control his rising anger. He could feel the pulse at his temple throbbing heavily. If a man had spoken those words to him he would have broken him in two, but now he held himself in check.


  “Is that all?” he asked.


  “Yes, that’s all,” the girl answered. “You can send me back now whenever you like.


  Mace regarded her steadily.


  “I’m not going to send you back. Report to pilot’s barracks and I’ll see that a room is prepared for you. I’m going to take you at your word and give you some of the action you’re asking for. I’ll let you know when I want you. That’s all.”


  The girl returned his gaze unwaveringly.


  “I’ll be ready,” she said. She paused with her hand on the door. “I’m sorry you don’t want me here, but I won’t let that make any difference in my work.”


  Mace didn’t answer and the girl left the office and closed the door after her.


  MACE stood up and lit his pipe, a worried frown on his face. He paced up and down the small room for several moments, clouds of blue smoke billowing about his head. Finally he took his leather jacket from a peg on the wall and left the office. He walked to the pilot’s barracks and stopped in front of the small shack occupied by Reese.


  He knocked and Reese’s voice said, “come in.”


  Mace entered and nodded to Reese who was stretched out on a narrow iron cot.


  Reese said, “What’s up?”


  Mace frowned and sat down.


  “Hell to pay,” he said. “We got a skirt with the last batch of pilots.” Reese smiled thinly. “So I noticed,” he said.


  “It’s a problem,” Mace said, sighing. “I won’t use her unless I have to, but it looks like I might have to pretty damn soon. How many of our last convoy returned?”


  “Three,” Reese said. “We lost four ships and four pilots.”


  “Fortunately it was on the return trip,” Mace said. “The material got through all right. But it leaves us short of pilots. If I send a convoy tomorrow I’ll have to use the girl.”


  Reese raised himself on one elbow and lit a cigarette carefully. His thin-seamed face was sharp with interest, but his dark eyes were inscrutable. “So?” he said softly.


  “I don’t want her to pilot the decoy ship,” Mace said. “Can that be arranged?”


  Reese shrugged. “Why not?” He grinned wickedly. “Any lottery can be fixed so why not this one?”


  Mace reached into his inner pocket and drew out a shining black marble. He tossed it to Reese.


  “Talk to the men. If it’s not okay with them then the whole thing’s off, understand? I can’t very well ask them to take an extra chance on their lives, but you can.”


  Reese slipped the black marble into his pocket.


  “I’ll talk to ’em. There won’t be any trouble.”


  Mace drew a relieved sigh.


  “Thanks, Reese. I won’t forget this.


  Talk to the men and then round up the girl and bring them all to my office. We’ll hold the drawing in my office tonight to see who pilots the decoy ship on this trip.”


  “Okay,” Reese said. “We’ll be there in about an hour.”


  Mace nodded and walked to the door. “Incidentally,” he said, turning, “I didn’t ask if this was all right with you.”


  Reese grinned wryly.


  “It’s okay with me. Leaving the girl out of the drawing for the decoy ship will slim down the odds a bit on the rest of us staying alive, but what the hell! I’m lucky.”


  “I hope you stay that way,” Mace said. He left then.


  CHAPTER III


  Blackball!


  MACE sat behind the desk in his office and blew clouds of smoke from the stubby black pipe in his teeth. He felt nervous and strangely tense. Reese had not shown up yet with the replacement pilots, but even as Mace was wondering about it, the office door banged open and Wallace entered with the three young replacement pilots following him.


  Wallace’s round, good-natured face was blandly curious.


  “Action already?” he asked, smiling. “Of a sort,” Mace admitted. He motioned the four men to chairs and shoved a square earthen jug to the center of his desk.


  Then he settled back in his chair and waited. He couldn’t proceed until Reese and the girl showed up. This was one of the toughest jobs he had to face. Time after time he had sat here and watched a man draw a black marble from the earthen jug on his desk—and that black marble was the next thing to a death warrant. For the man who drew the one black marble was the man who piloted the decoy ship on the perilous trip through Lane 7.


  He looked at the three young replacement pilots. They were all eager, anxious for battle. All clean-cut, courageous youngsters—heading for death.


  Mace shook his head and puffed angrily on his pipe. Wallace, the oldest of this crop of replacements, was a little different story. He was a seasoned veteran, a man who had lived much of his life and for whom death would be just another adventure. But it was tough on these kids. And it was tougher on Mace to send them out trip after trip, knowing that some would never return.


  His thoughts were interrupted by the entrance of the girl, Dale Mason, and Reese.


  He nodded to them both, then swung his gaze around to the three young pilots and Wallace.


  “We can go ahead now,” he said quietly. He wondered fleetingly if Reese had talked to the men about the drawing. He flicked a glance toward Reese but he learned nothing from his thin, expressionless face.


  He put his elbows on the desk and covered the top of the earthen jug with his two big hands. Everyone in the room was watching him intently.


  “We’re here to play a game,” he said deliberately, “but before we go ahead I want to say a few things to you. With the exception of Reese, you men are preparing to make your first trip through Lane 7 to the Asteroid Belt. Your job is very simple in some respects. You take off from this planetoid and follow a beam directly to the mooring towers on the Belt. That’s all there is to it. However, as you probably realize, hundreds of Venusian fighting ships are patrolling these areas, trying desperately to break this last supply route to the Belt. So far they haven’t succeeded. They haven’t succeeded because we’re using a system that, so far, has gotten at least fifty per cent of our ships through. Reese here, has made practically every trip through Lane 7 in the last three months. I’m going to ask him to explain the system we use. He’s better qualified for that than I am.”


  REESE lounged against the wall and lit a cigarette deliberately.


  “It’s not very intricate,” he said quietly. “We simply send a dummy ship with the convoy. That ship is heavily armed but very slow. It is also the largest space ship in the convoy. Generally an old freighter. It falls behind the regular convoy and draws the fire of the Venusian ships. Its size, plus the fact that it is so heavily armed, serves to convince the enemy that it is a rich prize. Actually it is unloaded and manned by only one pilot. It’s an easy target. That’s all there is to it. The decoy ship is lost but the convoy gets through.”


  Mace looked around at the pilots.


  “Understand?” he asked.


  Wallace leaned back in his chair, smiling cheerfully.


  “Sure,” he drawled, “but doesn’t the pilot of the decoy ship have any chance at all?”


  “He has guns and ammunition,” Mace answered. “Sometimes he gets through. Reese has had the decoy ship twenty times and he’s still alive and kicking. But practically every other pilot who’s taken the decoy ship out hasn’t returned.”


  “I’m kind of lucky,” Reese said quietly.


  “Obviously,” Wallace grinned.


  “How do you decide who takes out the decoy ship?” Dale Mason asked.


  Mace looked briefly at her and noticed that her face was set in pale stiff lines. But her eyes and voice were steady.


  He looked back to his hands which were still folded over the earthen jug.


  “A good question, Miss Mason,” he said. “The pilots making the convoy draw for it. In this jug under my hands are six marbles. They are all alike, except that one is black. The others are white. You six in this room will leave tomorrow morning at dawn for the Belt. Tonight you draw to determine who pilots the decoy ship. Fair enough?”


  “Suits me,” Wallace drawled.


  “Certainly,” Dale Mason said.


  The three young pilots nodded.


  “Ladies first,” Mace said.


  “Why?” Dale said quickly. “I don’t want any special advantage.”


  “There’ll be no advantage,” Mace said patiently. “It’s as easy to draw the black ball on the first try as it is next to last.”


  DALE looked uncertainly about the room and all of the men nodded their agreement. She shrugged her slim shoulders.


  “If you want it that way,” she agreed quietly.


  Mace removed one hand from the mouth of the jug.


  “Go ahead,” he said. He had no worries about her drawing a black ball for there was no black ball in the jug. Reese had the black marble in his possession.


  With set jaw the girl reached into the jug, but Mace could feel the trembling of her hand as it brushed against his own. He felt a moment of quick compassion for her. He had seen space hardened veterans blanch during this drawing. It was a pretty tough deal for a young girl.


  She drew out a marble, looked at it, then rolled it on the desk. It was white.


  “That eliminates you, Miss Mason,” he said.


  Reese stepped up to the desk.


  “I’ll take a crack at it now if no one minds,” he said, with a faint grin.


  The girl rubbed her forehead and turned away from the desk. She didn’t see Reese slip a black marble from his pocket and drop it in the jug before drawing. But Mace did and he felt a sudden relief.


  This was as good a plan as any. The girl would go first in future drawings and there would be no possibility of her drawing a black marble. Reese could follow her and drop the black marble into the jug before drawing himself. It was the only thing that he and the men could do. Sending men out to what was almost a certain and horrible death was bad enough, but none of them could look at themselves in the mirror if they sent a young girl to the same fate.


  Reese shook the jug slightly to circulate the marbles, then drew. It was white.


  “I said I was kind of lucky,” he smiled.


  “Obviously,” Wallace said.


  Reese tossed the white marble onto the desk and Wallace stepped up. “Let’s see how lucky I am,” he said. He reached into the jug and drew out a marble. He looked at it and the faint grin on his face faded. He stood for a moment, his fist closed tightly over the marble, then he rolled it onto the desk before Mace.


  “Obviously not very,” he said with a wry grin.


  The marble that he had dropped from his hand was black.


  MACE looked at Wallace carefully.


  “You’re it,” he said.


  Wallace shrugged carelessly.


  “It’s okay with me. Maybe I’ll get through. Reese has been lucky. It might work that way with me. And anyway, who in hell wants to live forever?”


  He sauntered to the door, a grin on his round, red face.


  “See you in the morning,” he said. He opened the door and walked into the darkness of the night.


  “The rest of you had better turn in,” Mace said. “Your ships will be ready in the morning.”


  The three young pilots filed out and the girl followed them. Mace motioned Reese to remain.


  When the door had closed on the pilots he said to Reese, “Thanks a lot. I gather that you talked to the other men about the drawing.”


  Reese nodded. “They were all agreeable. As long as she draws first there’s not a chance of her drawing a black marble. I go second, drop the black marble into the jug and the drawing goes on as normal.”


  “Fine,” Mace said. “We’ll keep it that way.”


  “Okay.”


  Reese strolled to the door.


  “By the way are you shipping the U-235 tomorrow?”


  “Nope. Can’t take a chance. It’ll have to be soon, though.”


  “The men on the Belt are running awfully short,” Reese said idly.


  “I’ll have to figure something out,” Mace said worriedly. “I don’t want to send it in a regular shipment. I’m afraid the enemy will be getting wise to our decoy ship in a few more trips. Maybe on the next convoy I can work out something.”


  “Okay,” Reese said, “see you in the morning.”


  “Good luck,” Mace said. He went out, banging the door.


  CHAPTER IV


  Six Ships Info Space


  THE next morning Mace stood at the door of his office and watched the six space freighters blast off, one by one, from the planetoid’s central mooring tower. Reese was in the lead ship, followed by the girl. Mace watched anxiously as the slim speedy ship piloted by Dale Mason disappeared into the void, a shower of sparks trailing in its wake.


  Wallace blasted off last. Piloting the lumbering, heavily armed decoy freighter. The first five ships had vanished into the void and were well on their way to Lane 7 when his ship roared sluggishly through the planetoid’s atmosphere.


  Mace jammed his hands into his pockets and entered his office. The six ships were gone now, heading for the treacherous dangers of Lane 7, and there was nothing he could do about it. He felt a moment of irritation as he stared at the work awaiting him at his desk.


  He felt no stomach for forms and correspondence this morning. He lit his pipe and sat down heavily. A hell of a note. A hundred pound girl blasting through the void, carrying the vital supplies to the Belt while he sat at a desk charting courses and sending reports to Earth.


  “Damn it!” he muttered.


  He glowered at the confusion of his desk, his mind worrying the problem of how he was to get the desperately needed U-235 to the embattled men on the Belt.


  He devised and discarded a dozen ideas without coming close to any solution. His thoughts were interrupted then by the jangling of the mail machine in the corner of the office.


  It was a square metal receptacle, constructed of heavy riveted steel. Inside the receptacle was a materialization unit which reassembled the dematerialized matter flashed through the void from Earth. Mace made the necessary adjustments on the receiving rheostats. A moment later a thin, wax-sealed letter slid into a groove at the base of the metal box.


  Mace picked it up. It was addressed to Guy Wallace, care of Mace McAllister, agent Inter-Planetary Space Co. He thought of Wallace, blasting through the void at the controls of the decoy ship and he wondered if he would ever read this letter. He shook his head in irritation. Thinking like that didn’t help anything. He tossed the letter onto his desk and went to work.


  THREE days later, as the swirling hazy dusk was shrouding the planetoid, Mace walked out of his office and peered into the sky. A space ship was flashing into the planetoid’s atmosphere. He found himself automatically clenching and unclenching his hands. This was the first of the convoy to return.


  He barked out crisp orders to the ground mooring crews and kept his eyes glued on the in-coming ship. When the ship moored Mace walked toward the tower anxiously.


  A long, bulky figure swung down from the hatch in the belly of the ship and Mace recognized the lean, fatigue-drawn features of Reese.


  Mace walked up to him and Reese grinned faintly.


  “Pretty tough trip,” he said.


  Mace asked the question he had dreaded to ask himself during the last three days.


  “Did the girl get through?” He held his breath and his fists tightened as Reese pulled off his heavy helmet and lit a cigarette.


  “The girl made it,” Reese said. “She’ll be in in a minute. She was only two or three degrees behind me.” Mace felt an illogical feeling of relief flooding over him. Why he should care so much for the safety of a girl he had only seen twice in his life was a question he couldn’t answer.


  “How about Wallace?” he asked. “Didn’t make the Belt,” Reese answered matter-of-factly. “The rest got through okay. Lost two of those young replacement pilots on the way back.”


  “Damn,” Mace swore softly. “Three out of six. We can’t keep this up.”


  “The men on the Belt wanted to know about the U-235,” Reese said. “The commander there said they can’t last another week without it.”


  Mace’s jaw hardened. “They’ll get it,” he said. “I think I’ve got a scheme doped out that might get it through.”


  “Good,” Reese said, “what’s the idea?”


  “I’ll tell you this evening’. I’m going to have to send you back to the Belt tomorrow.”


  “Are you going to let me take the stuff alone?” Reese asked.


  “That’s not my idea,” Mace said. “I’m going to send a complete convoy.” Reese looked disappointed, but he only said, “you’re the boss,” and walked away toward his sleeping shack.


  MACE turned to a ground man.


  “When Miss Mason moors tell her I want to see her,” he said. Then he strode to his office. In three or four minutes he heard the whistling shriek of a ship cutting through the planetoid’s atmosphere, and five minutes after that his office door was opened and Dale Mason entered. “Did you want to see me?” she asked. Mace glanced up and noticed that she had removed the bulky space suit and was wearing a pair of slacks and a loose blouse. Her face seemed terribly pale. There were deep blue shadows under her eyes and drawn lines of fatigue about her mouth. She seemed strained to the limits of her endurance.


  “Better sit down,” suggested Mace. “You look tired.”


  “I’m all right,” the girl said. But she moved to a chair and sat down. She leaned back and closed her eyes.


  “How’d it go?” Mace asked.


  “All right,” the girl answered dully.


  “Feel up to a trip tomorrow?”


  The girl opened her eyes slowly. For an instant Mace thought she would protest, but then her jaw hardened into bitter lines.


  “Sure, why not?”


  “I’m sending a full convoy out tomorrow morning,” Mace said. “We’ve got to get U-235 to the Belt.”


  The girl stood up and passed her hand wearily over her forehead. Her eyes were dull and sunken.


  “All right,” she said quietly. “I’ll be ready.”


  She started for the door but before she reached it, her step faltered and she swayed. She put her hand to her eyes and took another step.


  Mace shoved his chair back and jumped to his feet, but he was too late. The girl’s knee’s buckled and she fell limply to the floor.


  Mace bent swiftly and gathered her slight form in his arms. Her head rolled limply against his shoulder as he shifted her into a chair. He crossed the room in two strides and filled a glass of water and returned to her side.


  HOLDING her head in the crook of his arm he forced a few drops of water through her lips. Then he chaffed her wrists until her eyelids fluttered open.


  “Easy now,” Mace said gently.


  The girl looked at him and then shook her head wearily.


  “Did I faint?”


  Mace nodded. “You’re exhausted. You need about twelve good hours of sleep.”


  “It isn’t that,” the girl said. “I thought I was tough and hard when I came up here. But seeing those ships burned to cinders in the Lane got me. Those young pilots, just boys—it’s too awful . . .”


  She turned her face from Mace and began to sob.


  Mace patted her shoulder awkwardly. There was nothing he could say that would help, so he remained silent.


  After a while the girl stopped crying. She wiped her eyes with a handkerchief and stood up. Her swimming eyes avoided Mace’s.


  “Why don’t you say it,” she demanded, almost angrily. “I’m a silly, hysterical, adolescent girl, just as you said. Why don’t you say ‘I told you so’ ?”


  “Because,” Mace said quietly, “it isn’t so. You’ve got guts and I’m the first to admit it. Now get to bed.”


  The girl turned to him slowly. The bitterness in her face faded. There was a dazed, incredulous light in her eyes. Her mouth was tremulous.


  “No more talk, now,” Mace said. I’ll see you in the morning. Are you still willing to hit the Lane again at Dawn?”


  The girl smiled. It was the first time Mace had seen her smile and it lighted up her entire face with a soft glow. He realized suddenly that she was very beautiful.


  “I’ll be ready,” she said. She opened the office door slowly and paused. “Thanks,” she said quietly, then she stepped into the night.


  CHAPTER V


  Lane 7!


  AT FIVE the next morning, Earth time, Mace sat behind his desk and studied the pilots who faced him. The office was cold and unpleasantly damp. Glaring light was provided from a single unshaded bulb in the ceiling.


  Mace puffed on his pipe in silence. The earthen jug was before him on the desk with its contents of five white marbles concealed by a piece of paper.


  Reese was lounging against a wall, next to the girl, Dale. Three other pilots were in the room. One of them was the remaining member of the recently arrived replacement group. Already, he looked older, hardened and slightly bitter.


  Mace swung his eyes about the circle of faces.


  “The trip you are making today,” he said slowly, “is the most important convoy shipment we’ve ever sent. Ten tons of U-235 is being sent to the Belt. If we fail to get it there we’re signing the death warrants of the men defending the Belt. You’ll draw in the usual manner. Then I’ll explain how we’re going to get the U-235 through. Miss Mason, you’re first.”


  The girl stepped to the desk, a faint smile on her lips. There was a peculiar expression of cynical amusement hovering about her eyes as she reached into the jug and selected a marble.


  Mace knew that there was no black marble in the jug, but he couldn’t fathom the girl’s expression. It was as if she were laughing at them all. He frowned as the girl withdrew her hand. The marble was hidden in her small closed fist.


  “Well?” he asked sharply. “What is it?”


  The girl smiled slowly. “I appreciate what you men have done, but that’s not the way I play.”


  Without glancing at the marble she tossed it on the desk in front of Mace. He looked at the marble bewilderedly.


  For it was black!


  Mace looked sharply at Reese. “There’s been some mistake,” he said quickly.


  REESE walked to the desk, for once his expressionless poise broken. His eyes were excited and a bead of sweat stood out on his forehead.


  “I’ll say there has been,” he said grimly. He reached into his pocket and flipped another marble onto the desk. It also was black.


  He turned to the girl, almost angrily.


  “What’s the idea?” he demanded.


  The girl looked at Reese and then glanced at the other pilots. She was smiling.


  “I know you men decided to save me from drawing the decoy ship,” she said softly. “It was swell of you but—it isn’t right. I’ve got to take my chances along with everyone else. I’d be dead weight if I didn’t. I unintentionally overheard a conversation between two pilots and I learned then that the black ball was to be removed before I drew. So I got another black ball.” She turned to Mace. “I took it out of your desk drawer. I hope you won’t mind. I had it in my hand when I reached into the jug. And that settles it. I pilot the decoy ship.”


  “But you didn’t have a chance,” Reese protested angrily. “You knew you were going to draw the black ball. You held it in your hand all the time.”


  “That’s right,” the girl said. “That was the only way I could make up for the break you gave me on the first drawing. That time I couldn’t have drawn the black marble because it wasn’t in the jug when I drew. This time I had to make sure I drew it.”


  Reese’s face was strained.


  “You’ll be shot down without a chance,” he said hoarsely. “I refuse to let you do it. I’ll pilot the ship myself.”


  “No,” the girl said, “I can’t let you.”


  “You must,” Reese said anxiously. “I insist.”


  Mace had sat in silence, watching the scene. Now he said, “just a minute Reese.”


  Reese turned and glared at him.


  “You aren’t going to let her go through with foolishness, are you?”


  “Yes,” Mace said, “I am. And if everyone will calm down I’ll tell you why. We aren’t using a decoy ship this trip. I’ve changed our plans in order to get the U-235 through to the Belt.”


  The girl turned to him in sudden anger.


  “Where does that leave me?” she demanded.


  MACE fought for patience. “Listen and you’ll soon know,” he said. “Instead of using the empty freighter as a decoy we’re going to load it with the shipment of U-235, double its rocket power and blast it through Lane 7 under full speed. The idea is this: The enemy has become accustomed to attacking the decoy, the clumsy freighter that brings up the rear of the convoy. This time the freighter—souped-up with extra power—will lead the convoy into Lane 7 and blast for the Belt. Sheer surprise is the big factor in the favor of the ship getting through. Miss Mason seems to be the one slated to pilot that ship.”


  Reese said, “How do you figure that?”


  “Simple. She drew the black ball that gave her the decoy freighter. The decoy freighter is the one used for the U-235. Same ship, different assignment, that’s all.”


  “It’s too dangerous for a girl,” Reese protested. His thin face was darkly angry.


  “It’s not a particularly dangerous run,” Mace said. “In fact the pilot with the U-235 shipment has the best chance of getting through.”


  “It’s a big job for a girl,” Reese said. “Do you think she be able to handle it.”


  Mace stood up and looked at Reese. “I’m the judge of that,” he said quietly. “You aren’t forgetting, are you, who the hell’s running this show?”


  The blank expressionless mask slipped again over Reese’s thin face. But his dark eyes were smouldering.


  “I haven’t forgotten,” he said. “You’re the boss.”


  “It’s a good thing to remember,” Mace said. He looked at the other pilots. “You’re leaving as soon as possible.” To the girl he said, “the decoy freighter has been loaded with the U-235. Test your extra rocket power before you get to the Lane, then give the ship all she’ll take.”


  She nodded quietly and slipped on her helmet.


  The three pilots filed out of the door. Reese, with an inscrutable glance at the girl, followed them. Mace put his hand on the girl’s arm.


  “No point in telling you how important this is,” he said. “You realize that. This isn’t a fight talk. I just want to say ‘good luck.’ ”


  “Thanks,” the girl said softly. She seemed about to speak, then she turned suddenly and slipped through the door.


  CHAPTER VI


  Treachery!


  MACE stood in the doorway of his office until the five-ship convoy had disappeared into the trackless depths of the void. As usual the clumsy, bulky freighter had blasted-off last—but this time the powerful rear propulsion rockets of the decoy had hurled the ship away like a thunderbolt. With the girl at the controls it would soon overtake the regular convoy and when the flotilla reached the hazardous Lane 7, it would flash into the lead. That, at least, was the plan.


  With a scowl on his face Mace returned to his desk. Something vague and nebulous was plucking at his mind, disturbing him strangely.


  He couldn’t figure out what it was. He shook his head in irritation and plunged into the work of bringing some order to the scattered reports on his desk.


  In a few minutes he came to the letter that had been sent from Earth to Guy Wallace, the replacement pilot who had been lost on his first trip to the Asteroid Belt. He had forgotten about it completely. He turned it over, then held it to the light. It bore no return address and it apparently contained an ordinary correspondence paper.


  He shrugged and slit open the envelope. He spread open the letter and his eyes widened as he recognized the official crest of the Federation on the paper. The letter read:


  
    Wallace,


    Proceed at once with arrest. Reports here confirm your suspicions. Urgent that you act immediately. Ackerman, alias, Reese, definitely in league with enemy. Proceed with full authority.

  


  The letter was signed by Lieutenant Sheffield, commander of Earth Intelligence.


  Mace rose to his feet, his hands gripping the edge of the desk. His mind was swept by a maelstrom of conflicting thoughts. The full impact of the letter was like a stunning physical blow. He felt a weakening nausea.


  Reese a traitor!


  It couldn’t be possible! There was some ghastly mistake. There must be! But the evidence of this letter was damning.


  WITH an oath, Mace jammed the letter into his pocket and charged out of the office. He didn’t stop running until he reached the shack where Reese had slept. Jerking open the door he stepped inside and a cold fist of terror closed over his heart.


  Reese’s room was stripped bare. Clothes, papers, equipment, instruments—everything was gone!


  Mace stood in the center of the small room, feet spread wide, trying desperately to adjust himself to the horror of the situation. Bit by bit scraps of conversation, pieces of incidents returned to him, falling into the place with damning precision, until the jumbled jigsaw was complete.


  Reese had been after the U-235. That seemed definite. Mace groaned as he remembered Reese’s eagerness to make the flight with the precious explosive alone. Failing in that he had undoubtedly learned of Mace’s plan to send the U-235 in the decoy ship and had planned to draw the black ball himself—the black ball that would have given him the pilot-ship of the decoy freighter. The girl’s drawing the black ball had blocked that scheme, but Reese hadn’t given up. Mace remembered with sickening clarity how Reese had argued with the girl to let him take the job of piloting the decoy ship. Argued, almost desperately, to get control of the vital load of U-235.


  Mace remembered the look in Reese’s eyes as he stared at the girl when leaving—and he knew that Reese was not through yet.


  The space freighter of U-235, with the girl at the controls, was far into the void by now, far ahead of the regular convoy but, Mace knew that Reese, with the second fastest ship in the convoy would be trailing her as relentlessly as a hungry shark.


  What chance would the girl have against Reese? Reese was one of the deadliest space fighters that the void had ever produced, as cold and cunning as a snake. And Mace knew that Reese wouldn’t bat an eyelid at blasting the freighter into a cinder if it would keep the vital supplies from reaching the men on the Belt.


  A BITTER raging anger swelled up inside Mace. He left Reese’s room and strode across the field to the mooring tower that encased the emergency space fighter. His great hands were clenching and unclenching with savage anticipation.


  He snapped orders to a mechanic.


  “Prepare this ship for an immediate blast-off. Check everything. Especially the firing panels and guns. Snap into it!”


  The mechanic took one startled look at Mace’s grim face and nodded rapidly.


  “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.”


  Mace charged into his office and emerged a few moments later wearing a bulky space suit and carrying his space helmet in one big hand.


  The mechanic said, “Your ship’s all set, sir.”


  Mace nodded to the man and sprang up to the mooring tower and clambered into the ship. In the forward control room he slapped shut the automatic locks that hermetically sealed the opening in the belly of the ship.


  Quickly he checked the controls.


  Everything was set. He flashed a signal to the mooring tower and shoved the firing lever into place. The next instant, as the rear propulsion rockets roared into action, the ship blasted out of the tower and streaked into the void . . .


  Forty minutes later Mace sighted the rear ships of the convoy in his front visi-screen. They appeared only as specks of black against white, but they grew larger with each minute. He counted them carefully. Three ships. That left two unaccounted for. That meant the girl and Reese had outdistanced the rest of the convoy.


  Mace swore and stepped up his speed to the last notch. The roar of the rockets rose to a throbbing blast and the slim, bullet-like ship spurted ahead under the sudden burst of power.


  In five minutes his flashing speed had brought him within space wireless range of the convoy. He plugged in his equipment.


  “McAllister calling,” he snapped into the transmitter. “Where is Reese?”


  An instant later a pilot’s voice droned back, “Convoy ship 2 calling. Reese followed ship 1 into Lane 7. Intended to provide a fighter escort if necessary for freighter carrying U-235.”


  Mace cut off the space wireless with a vicious snap. The girl had blasted into the Lane 7 and Reese was right alongside of her. At any moment he could burn her ship out of the void with one blast of his guns.


  MACE was abreast of the convoy now, and in a few moments they were falling behind him, vanishing into invisibility on the rear visi-screen. Ahead of him stretched the Lane that the convoys followed to the Asteroid Belt—Lane 7. But his forward visi-screens were blank. Reese and the girl were a long way ahead of him.


  Mace flashed along for another hour, watching carefully for the blood-red enemy ships. His worried eyes were glued to the visi-screens, but nothing came into their range.


  Suddenly he strained forward. For a second he had seen a slim streaking object disappearing out of the lateral range of the front visi-screen. The ship—if it had been a ship—must have been leaving Lane 7, blasting off the known pathway into the trackless maze of the void.


  Mace ran a worried hand through his hair. He closed his eyes for a second and then opened them and studied the screen again. It was completely blank. His eyes were burning with the strain of his intent scrutiny of the visi-screen. He cursed helplessly. He couldn’t be sure that he had seen anything on the screen. Years of facing the blinding glare of burning suns had taken their toll from his eyes.


  For minutes he studied the screen but he saw nothing else. When he reached the approximate location where he had seen the ship he hesitated a moment, checking the speed of the ship slightly. If he left the Lane on a wild-goose chase into the void, he’d never catch Reese and the girl. That was the chance he’d have to take. With a prayer in his heart he picked up speed, banked the ship sharply to the left and rocketed from Lane 7 into the uncharted void.


  He continued on a dead-ahead course for several minutes, then he began sweeping back and forth in wide circles to cover as much territory as possible. The visi-screen remained blank.


  An hour later his jaw was clamped grimly. Worried lines furrowed his brow. He was thousands of miles from the lane now, thousands of miles deep in the fathomless maze of outer space.


  And he had seen nothing yeti


  A helpless feeling of despair swept over him. His chances were one in millions of stumbling on the ship he’d seen leaving Lane 7.


  The most maddening fact was that he couldn’t be sure he had seen a ship in the first place. It might have been an illusion caused by his weak, strained eyes.


  HE SEARCHED the blank visi-screens with almost a desperate urgency. There were no evidences of space craft, but he leaned forward suddenly as he saw the vague shape of a tiny asteroid coming into range. The thing that caught his attention was not the existence of the asteroid—he’d seen dozens since he’d left the Lane—but rather the filmly edge of the asteroid that indicated the presence of an atmosphere.


  Mace’s pulses pounded excitedly. This was the only spot he’d seen so far that was potentially capable of supporting human life.


  He swung the nose of the ship around and cut his rocket power. In a sweeping arc he hurtled toward the slowly rotating asteroid, watching tensely as the tiny globe of matter grew larger and larger in the visi-screen plates.


  When he flashed into the asteroid’s atmosphere he could hear the shrieking whistle of its friction against the metal sides of his ship. He levelled out and switched in both forward repulsion rockets as the ground of the asteroid rose up to meet him. Braked, the ship bucked like a reined horse, then continued on at a moderate speed.


  Mace saw the rocky, craggy surface of the asteroid through the duraglass observation window under his feet. There was no sign of life visible on the hostile, barren earth of the asteroid, but as he pulled the ship out of its dive and zoomed upward, he saw a sight that sent a fierce exultation pounding through his veins.


  Two space ships were moored side by side next to a small cluster of buildings on the asteroid. And Mace recognized both of those ships. One was the freighter the girl had set out for the Belt with; the other was the slim fighter Reese had piloted!


  The panoramic scene flashed into his vision and was gone even more rapidly as his ship blasted up and out of the asteroid’s atmosphere.


  An exultant satisfaction was drumming in his body as he swung the ship about in a tight loop and dove back toward the asteroid. His fingers tightened over the levers that controlled the ship’s deadly atomic cannons. He fired a trial blast as he rocketed downward. A savage delight gripped him as he saw the long white beams of atomic force strike out from the nose of the ship and cleave smoking passages through the asteroid’s atmosphere.


  WHEN he levelled from his screaming dive he saw that Reese’s slim fighter was ready for flight. And as he blasted again into space he heard a throbbing detonation from the asteroid. And he knew that Reese had heard him, seen him, and was void-bound to meet him.


  Mace shoved the tangled mass of hair from his eyes with a suddenly nervous hand. Everything depended on the outcome of this engagement in space. Five years ago he would have welcomed the battle eagerly. But he knew now that his eyes and his hands were lacking the certainty of half a decade ago. He wasn’t afraid for himself. But the life of Dale Mason and the lives of the gallantly battling men on the Belt were in his hands, along with his own. And Reese was one of the most savage and coldly vicious space fighters that the void had ever produced.


  Mace swung the ship about and circled the asteroid and, as he did, he saw Reese’s slim fighter slash through the atmosphere into the void, a trail of bright sparks dropping from its rocket exhausts.


  Reese’s ship climbed above him and Mace circled warily, tensely awaiting the diving attack that was sure to come. In the visi-screen above his head he saw Reese’s ship wheel in a tight bank and drop toward him, gaining speed with every second. This was it!


  Mace waited until the last possible minute, then he gunned his ship furiously and shot under Reese’s drive. Long blasting bolts of atomic force speared at him from the nose of Reese’s ship almost scoring direct hits on his rear rockets. Mace zoomed desperately away from the lance-like blasts. He shook his head in helpless anger. He had almost delayed too long that time. His eyes, his weakened, uncertain eyes, had almost betrayed him. He had completely misjudged the speed of Reese’s ship in that maneuver. And, in the void, a man is allowed only one or two mistakes in misjudgment.


  Reese was circling, pulling out of his dive in a fast tight loop and heading back now, aiming for an attack on the tail of Mace’s ship.


  MACE escaped by a quick bank that threw him unexpectedly on the offensive. His fingers tightened convulsively on the firing control levers. Reese’s ship was directly in his fore visi-screen as the long thundering bolts of atomic power shot out from the nose of Mace’s ship.


  But both shots were wide. And before Mace could fire again Reese’s ship had slipped from range. Mace swore helplessly. That had been his chance. But he had muffed it completely.


  Reese was back again, cannons thundering a dirge of death. Mace squirmed out of range and ran for it; there was nothing else he could do. Reese fought with a cold, diabolical ruthlessness that was unnerving. Mace twisted, saw Reese’s ship creeping inexorably on him in the rear screen.


  For another ten seconds Mace fled desperately; then something within him rebelled. His jaw tightened grimly. With an almost savage gesture he swung the ship about in a straining bank and headed back for Reese.


  The two ships rushed toward each other like meteors.


  Mace bared his teeth in a vicious grin and closed his fists over the firing controls. He was too old to start running from trouble. This might be his last flight but he would go out facing the enemy, and not with a shot in his back.


  He gunned the ship for more speed, even cutting in the emergency rockets. The ship leaped forward like a slim piece of flashing quicksilver. The distance between the onrushing ships narrowed with breath-taking suddenness.


  Mace could see the nose of Reese’s ship rushing at him in the visi-screen. They were only seconds away.


  Mace gritted his jaw and closed his hands on the firing control. The long lances of atomic power blasted from the nose of his ship with incredible speed.


  He was almost on top of Reese now. With a savage snarl he jammed the firing lever into place and braced himself for the blinding, shattering, inevitable collision.


  The nose of Reese’s ship rushed at him, and then, at the last fractional instant, it turned aside—and Mace’s deadly, blasting cannons raked the ship from nose to tail, transforming it in one second to a blazing mass of disintegrating matter.


  Mace swung his ship around carefully and watched the flashing cinders drifting where once had flashed a trim, beautiful ship.


  He wiped his damp forehead with a trembling hand. Reese had faltered in that last collision drive and his maneuver had brought his ship into the blasting range of his cannons.


  Mace headed for the asteroid. He felt weak and shaken. It hadn’t been skill or ability or cunning that had saved his life and all he was fighting for. Those things had deserted him long ago. He had been saved by the one thing that never deserts a man. He had been saved by sheer guts.


  He lowered the nose of the ship into the asteroid’s atmosphere—wondering what he would find . . .


  HE MOORED the ship and crawled through the sliding door in its belly and dropped to the flaky soil of the asteroid. His hand closed tightly on the electric gun at his belt as he crouched under the shadow of his ship, listening.


  Drawing the gun, he cat-footed along the side of one of the metal buildings. He turned the corner and collided with a space-suited figure.


  The figure stumbled against him.


  “Oh, Mace, I knew you’d get here,” a muffled voice sobbed against his chest.


  Mace took the girl by the shoulders.


  “Don’t cry,” he said. “I came as soon as I learned about Reese.”


  The girl’s lustrously dark hair was blown in disarray about her damp cheeks. Her wrists were bound behind her.


  Mace untied her quickly.


  “Anyone else around here?” he asked.


  “No. This was evidently Reese’s meeting place with the enemy.”


  “Is the U-235 safe?” Mace demanded.


  “Yes. It’s still in the freighter. Reese threatened to shoot me down if I didn’t follow him here. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.”


  “You did just right,” Mace said.


  “We had just arrived when we heard your ship. Then you flashed over our heads and Reese, after tying me, went up to meet you.”


  “We can’t waste any more time talking,” Mace said. “We have to get the U-235 to the Belt. You fly the freighter and I’ll follow you. I’ve still got plenty of ammunition left in case you run into trouble.”


  THE girl chaffed her wrists to restore the circulation. “All right,” she said. She turned slightly from him and her eyes dropped to the ground. “I want to apologize,” she said miserably, “for what I said the night I arrived. What a small, rotten little person you must have thought I was.”


  Mace smiled faintly.


  “That’s right,” he said mildly.


  The girl turned and faced him. eyes blazing. She stamped her foot angrily. “You don’t have to make it harder for me,” she said. “It’s bad enough as it is. You’re so cold, so emotionless—”


  Mace continued to smile. He put his hands gently on the girl’s shoulders.


  “If I seem that way,” he said, “it’s only because I’m thinking more of the job than of the people doing it. Maybe I’m funny, but I think the job is more important than the people. But when the job’s over I can be quite a different person.”


  “When is the job going to be over?” Gail demanded.


  “This job,” Mace said, grinning crookedly, “will be over when we deliver the U-235 and get back to the home planetoid. After that,” he said, looking deeply into her eyes, “you won’t have any complaints about the coldness of my attitude.”


  “Is that a promise?” the girl said, a little breathlessly.


  “What do you think?” Mace said.


  He took her arm then and they strode toward the space ships, smiling at each other.


  CAPTAIN STINKY’S LUCK


  First published in the September 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Captain Ebenezer Scragg fell for a dame and bought a jewel—but it was a fake. Then suddenly the crooks wanted it back!


  CAPTAIN Ebenezer Scragg, master of the garbage scow, Sweet Pea, was enjoying one of his rare moments of complete peace and contentment, as his squat, ugly ship drifted into the space harbor at the Earth-Jupiter stopover planetoid.


  He was standing on the glasstcade bridge of the ship, the eight square feet of which he was complete king, and the one spot in the universe closest to his heart.


  The captain’s features were wreathed in a happy smile and his slight frame was contentedly relaxed.


  Even his bristling red hair seemed subdued and at peace.


  He picked up the communication hose as the ship nosed into the harbor. “Mono” he called into the hose.


  An instant later the suave voice of Mono, his Venusian navigator and deckhand answered, “Yes?”


  “We’re right on the line,” Captain Scragg said. “You can cut off them dang rear rockets now. And Mono, don’t get too damned drunk when you go ashore.”


  Mono’s voice was blandly surprised.


  “Me sir? Of course not.”


  The captain hung up the hose, and even the knowledge that Mono would be staggering drunk within an hour after leaving the ship, was not enough to disturb his peaceful tranquility.


  For Captain Scragg was in the caressing coils of man’s oldest emotion. In short, the cocky, diminutive captain had fallen in love. The object of his affections was the Widow Jones of Earth, proprietor of a space-port bar, and late wife of a carousing space skipper, whose shady career had been cut short by the careful aim of a Federation officer.


  The captain sighed, thinking of his fair one. When he felt the slight jar of the ship’s prow against the cushioned air dock of the space harbor, he left the bridge and descended the companionway to his cabin. He had some reports to make up before he could leave.


  The Sweet Pea was returning with a load of garbage from the Gloria, a magnificent space liner on the regular Earth-Jupiter run. The Gloria was a few hundred miles out, and it would not put in to the Planetoid until it had passed quarantine, a matter of a few hours. Captain Scragg had to have his refuse report ready by that time for the captain of the Gloria. And Captain Scragg would not allow even the sweet call of love to woo him from his duty.


  When he finished the reports an hour later, he felt very virtuous. He put the papers in his pockets and stuck his battered cap at a rakish angle on his head and left the ship . . .


  CAPTAIN Scragg followed one of the devious and dark lanes that twisted through the harbor area until he came to a small spaceport saloon that bore the simple legend:


  “THE WIDOW JONES—


  CASH ONLY”


  With pounding heart Captain Scragg shoved open the swinging doors and entered the dingy, smoke-filled saloon.


  The Widow Jones was standing behind the bar, idly wiping a damp cloth over its scarred surface.


  The captain seated himself at the bar.


  “You look purtier than ever,” he said, in a brave attempt to be gallant and charming. He wished his heart would stop leaping about, in his body.


  The Widow Jones moved down to the captain. If she noticed the ardent light in his eyes, she disregarded it completely.


  “What’ll you have?” she asked, matter-of-factly.


  “Aw, Maisie,” Captain Scragg said plaintively, “ain’t you ever goin’ to think of me as something besides a customer? I tell you, Maisie, you do things to me. I can’t sleep anymore thinkin’ about you.”


  “Talk’s cheap,” the Widow Jones said scornfully. “If you’re thinking about me all the time, why don’t you bring me a little something when you come in; instead of mooning over the bar like a sick calf.”


  The captain brightened. Maisie’s unsubtie approach cheered him. Maybe it meant she cared!


  “All right, Maisie,” he said, slapping a fist on the bar for emphasis, “I’ll get you what ever you want, danged if I won’t. Just you name what your little heart’s craving for and I’ll get it for you.”


  The Widow Jones fluttered her eyelids coyly.


  “Why, Ebenezer,” she said, “you just sweep me right off my feet.”


  The figurative connotations in the Widow’s words brought a happy blush to the captain’s weather-beaten features.


  “Aw shucks,” he said, grinning foolishly, “I don’t want to rush you, Maisie, but I guess I am what you’d call the tempestuous type. But don’t you be bashful; just tell me what you want and I’ll get it for you.”


  THE Widow Jones placed her red arms on the bar and leaned forward, a happy glint of anticipation in her eyes.


  “Well,” she said, “if you really want to get something for me—” She paused and looked up and down the bar and then turned back to the captain, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “you know Puna Walla, don’t you—”


  “That double crossing Martian snake!” Captain Ebenezer said shrilly. “You bet I do. I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw the Sweet Pea. The last time I was in his rat hole of a bar, he fed me a knock-out powder and took all my money and had his dang durned bouncer toss me into the alley. Know him? I’ll say I do. The next time I see him I’m going to break him into a dozen pieces.”


  The Widow Jones shook her head.


  “Puna Walla has killed bigger men than you with his bare fists. You won’t get nowhere with him that way. Now I’ve got a scheme where you can get even with him for the dirt he done you,”


  “What’s that got to do with me getting you a present?” the captain said testily.


  “Listen good and you’ll see,” the Widow Jones said with a sly smile. “Puna Walla has got hold of a jewel, but he don’t know how valuable it is. You can buy it from him for next to nothing. It’s a beautiful thing, one of them clear white stones they get from Saturn, but Puna Walla don’t know that. He thinks it’s just a hunk of glass. I know he’d sell it for a hundred dollars or so. You got that much, ain’t you?”


  “Umm,” Captain Scragg said, rubbing his whiskered jaw with a horny hand. All of his cautious, shrewd instincts were aroused, but they were not proof against the beamingly fond look the Widow bestowed on him as she asked the question.


  “Why, sure I got a hundred dollars,” he said, “but that seems like a lot of money to pay—”


  The Widow Jones pouted openly.


  “I thought you was willing to get me anything I wanted,” she sniffed into the bar rag.


  “Now wait a minute,” the captain said anxiously, “if you want that jool you’re going to get it. It’ll take all the ready cash I got, but money don’t mean a thing to me if it’s goin’ to make you happy.”


  The Widow Jones brightened visibly. “And don’t forget,” she said warmly, “you’re going to get even with Puna Walla at the same time.”


  “Yeah,” the captain said, “there’s that too.”


  HE tried to inject a hearty note of enthusiasm into his voice, but somehow the effort failed. For some reason Captain Scragg was feeling less enthusiastic about the jewel venture with each passing second. Puna Walla was not the type of man to let a valuable jewel out of his possession for a hundred dollars, but the captain realized that it was too late to back out of the deal now. He had already committed himself.


  His enthusiasm was not increased when, a moment later, the swinging doors banged inward, and an immense, swarthy Martian lumbered into the bar.


  “What a stroke of luck,” the Widow Jones whispered tensely to the captain. “Here’s Puna Wala now.”


  “Yeah,” Captain Scragg said dryly, “what a coincidence.”


  Puna Walla was big, even for a Martian. His great chest was barrellike in size, and his head looked like a half bushel. Pendulous ears hung almost to his shoulders, but his eyes were keen points in his brutal, moon-like face.


  He strode to the bar, grinning broadly. He slapped the captain on the back, almost knocking him off the bar stool.


  “Ha! My friend Captain Stinky,” he boomed. “It is good to see Captain Stinky again.”


  The captain felt his blood pressure soaring dangerously. An angry red mottled his face. If there was one thing in the world that could drive him into a frenzy, it was the sobriquet, Captain Stinky.


  He jumped to his feet, knocking his stool over. He shoved his jaw out belligerently and glared at the grinning Martian, who towered three feet above him.


  “If you’re after trouble,” he cried in shrill rage, “you’ve come to the right place. I got a name, you lop-eared, over-grown tub of Martian lard, and if you don’t start using it, I’ll—I’ll paste you into the middle of next week.”


  The big Martian continued to grin easily.


  “I am so sorry, Captain Scragg. It was only the mistake of the tongue. From now on it will not happen again.”


  The Widow Jones interrupted anxiously.


  “We was just talking about you Puna Walla,” she said. “Wasn’t we, captain?”


  “I suppose we were,” Captain Scragg growled.


  “How is that?” Puna Walla inquired.


  “It’s about that pretty piece of glass, you’ve got,” the Widow Jones said breathlessly. “The captain was saying as how he’d like to see it.”


  The big Martian shrugged.


  “And why not?” he said. “For my good friend, the captain, I will only be too happy.”


  HE pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and opened it carefully, displaying a clear, glinting stone, almost an inch in diameter.


  “This is my little beauty,” he said.


  The Widow Jones sighed like a leaky air rocket, and gazed wistfully from the stone to the captain.


  “Ain’t it purty?” she said soulfully.


  Captain Scragg ran a nervous hand through his spiky red hair. He felt uncomfortably trapped, but he could not resist the lambent force of the widow’s large melting eyes.


  “What’ll you take for it?” he asked bluntly.


  Puna Walla gazed speculatively at the stone.


  “How much?” he said in surprised tones. “It has not occurred to me how much. Maybe a hundred of the dollars is a fair price, no?”


  “I’ll give you fifty,” Ebenezer snapped.


  “I do not haggle over the price,” the Martian said with a faint sneer. He started to return the stone to his pocket.


  “Wait a minute,” Captain Ebenezer said, “I’ll give you a hundred for it.”


  “Ah!” Puna Walla smiled. “That is nice. May I see the hundred of the dollars.”


  “You dang right you can,” the captain snapped. He dug into his trousers and pulled out a moth eaten leather wallet, held together by a tightly wrapped piece of cord.


  He slipped off the cord and opened the wallet. He laid the money on the bar. An aching twinge shot through him as he watched the Martian’s big hand close slowly and greedily over the crumpled bills.


  “All right,” he said, “let’s have the jool.”


  Puna Walla chuckled contentedly as he tossed the stone on the bar in front of the Captain.


  “I am only too happy,” he said. His chuckle swelled to a deep rumbling laugh and he slapped the bar resoundingly with his huge hand. “The pretty stone you have paid one hundred of the dollars belong to you all the time, Captain Stinky.”


  Captain Scragg felt something like a cold hand close over his stomach. He was too stunned by the Martian’s statement to take offense at the hated title of Captain Stinky.


  “What did you say?” he gasped. He looked anxiously to the Widow Jones and then he saw that she was laughing too, tears of mirth streaming from her eyes. She leaned weakly against the bar, almost choking with merriment and her hoarse guffaws pounded at the captain’s ears with sickening clamor.


  Puna Walla tossed half of the captain’s hard-earned money to the Widow Jones, and she scooped it up between chuckles.


  “That,” Puna Walla said, “is your share for baiting the trap for our friend, Captain Stinky.”


  CAPTAIN Scragg stared at the Widow Jones, his mind staggered by the horrible import of Puna Walla’s action. What a simple, stupid fool he’d been! Somehow this pair had joined forces to trick him out of his money—and they had certainly succeeded.


  “You swindlers! he shrieked. “Gimme back my money.”


  Puna Walla threw back his huge head and roared with amusement.


  “Listen to me, Captain Stinky,” he said, when he was able to control his mirth. “This stone which you buy—do you know where from it come?”


  “No!” exploded Captain Ebenezer. “And I don’t give a dang. I want my money back.”


  “The stone I get from your messboy, Mono,” Puna Walla cried gleefully. “He come to my bar a while ago with stone. He find this beautiful, valuable jewel in the garbage of your Sweet Pea. He gives it to me, Puna Walla, for one bottle of cheap Earth rum. And I sell it back to you, Captain Stinky, for one hundred of the dollars.”


  “You lousy thief!” Captain Scragg howled. “By rights the stone was mine all the time. If it was in my garbage it belonged to me. You swindled it away from Mono, fixed it with the Widow Jones to get me to buy it back for a hundred dollars from you. Then you split with her.”


  Puna Walla clapped the captain on the back with his big hand and winked broadly at the Widow Jones.


  “That is what I have been try to tell you,” he said. “At last you understand. You are one big fool, Captain Stinky.” Captain Ebenezer danced from one foot to another in a frenzy of rage. Never in his life had he felt so humiliated, so betrayed, so bitterly gypped and so callously ridiculed.


  “Thieves! robbers!” he screamed. His face flushed lobster-red; his spike-like orange hair bristled; his snapping blue eyes almost disappeared under his beetling brows. He picked up the stone from the bar and hurled it to the floor.


  “There’s your dang durned jool back,” he shrieked. “I want my money!”


  “But that is impossible,” Puna Walla said, spreading his hands out and grinning. “The deal is made.”


  Captain Ebenezer doubled up his fists and lunged at the huge Martian. “I’ll show you,” he shouted. “I’ll teach you not to pull your tricks on the Master of the Sweet Pea.


  PUNA WALLA laughed and put his huge hand against the captain’s chest and shoved. It was an effortless, almost careless gesture, but Captain Ebenezer’s skinny figure catapulted across the room as if it had been fired from a rocket.


  The captain collided with the wall and fell to the floor, stunned and breathless. When he could focus his eyes on the spinning room, he saw that Puna Walla and the Widow Jones were holding their sides, convulsed with mirth.


  Painfully he crawled to his knees. His right fist touched a hard round surface and he looked down and saw the clear glass stone on the floor. He put it into his pocket and stood up, aching in every muscle.


  The Martian and the widow went into fresh gales of laughter as he limped toward the door, crushed and bitter.


  “Come in again, Captain Stinky,” the Widow Jones called out mockingly.


  Captain Ebenezer halted and glared angrily and helplessly at her, then he turned and limped out of the bar.


  Outside, the captain paused only long enough to shake his fist in futile rage at the Widow Jones’ establishment, before stamping off down the dark crooked street, swearing blasphemously at the top of his shrill cracked voice.


  It wasn’t so much the loss of the money, although that was bad enough. The perfidy and double-cross of the Widow Jones was the thing that really rankled. That and the fact that it was the detested Puna Walla who had conceived the swindle.


  The captain turned a corner and a small running figure collided with him, almost knocking him to the ground.


  “Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” snapped the captain shrilly.


  “So, so sorry,” the figure gasped. “In much hurry.”


  The muffled voice was familiar. Captain Ebenezer dragged the man closer to the flickering street light.


  “Mono!” he snapped.


  THE small Venusian looked up at him in anxious entreaty. His slightly green skin was pale and his perpetually blank expression had given way to one of worried apprehension. And to the captain’s sensitive nose drifted the rank aroma of cheap rum.


  He looked at his one-man crew in angry disgust.


  “You drunken, swilling idiot!” he blazed. “It’s your fault that I’ve just been swindled out of a hundred dollars of hard earned money. If you hadn’t given that dang durned stone to Puna Walla I’d still have my money in my pocket instead of a worthless hunk of glass.”


  Mono’s eyes shone excitedly.


  “You say you have the stone?” he demanded tensely.


  “Yes. Why?”


  Mono sank against the wall of a building and heaved a deep sigh of relief.


  “I found the stone in the garbage hamper. I gave it to Puna Walla for a bottle rum. You know that, Captain?”


  “Yer dang right I know it,” Captain Ebenezer exploded. “I’m just telling you I bought the stone from Puna Walla for a hundred dollars.”


  “Listen to me, Captain,” Mono said excitedly. “The Gloria has just moored at the main space wharf. I have talked to one of the hands and he has told me that a great jewel was lost on the trip from Earth to this planetoid. And the jewel has not yet been found. A reward of five thousand dollars has been offered for its return.”


  “And you think—”


  Captain Ebenezer broke off and dug into his pocket and pulled out the big jewel.


  “Of course, of course,” he said excitedly. “We picked up the garbage from this Gloria just a few hours ago.”


  “I have been looking for you, Captain, ever since I have heard the news. I have been so afraid that the stone was forever lost to Puna Walla. But now everything is saved. You have the jewel.”


  CAPTAIN EBENEZER examined the stone closely. When he completed his inspection he dropped the stone back into his pocket and rubbed his jaw thoughtfully.


  “Mono,” he said, “do you know where the Widow Jones’ place is?”


  “But yes.”


  “Puna Walla is there laughing his sides out at me right now.” The captain squinted carefully at Mono. “Go down to the Widow Jones’ and tell ’em just what you told me about the jewel being lost on the Gloria.”


  “But—”


  “‘And don’t mention that you’ve seen me,” Captain Ebenezer continued. “Just tell ’em about the jool bein’ lost on the Gloria.”


  “But I don’t understand,” Mono said bewilderedly. “Why do you want Puna Walla to know this?”


  Captain Ebenezer chuckled slyly. “Ever hear of killing two birds with one stone? Now get on to Widow Jones’. I’ll be at the main wharf at the space port . . .”


  CAPTAIN SCRAGG selected a position at the base of the mighty central mooring wharf and settled himself for a wait. Above him the elongated bulk of the Gloria, was visible, stretching from the socket-like nose of the mooring wharf to the outer fringes of the planetoid’s atmosphere.


  Captain Scragg leaned against a packing case and cleaned his nails with a splinter. He had chosen his position with a judicious eye for the red-tuniced Federation officers who patroled the ramps of the mooring tower. He nodded genially at several of them as they strolled past. One shout would bring him all the assistance he’d need.


  Fifteen minutes passed and the captain yawned. About time now. Within another thirty seconds he heard his name shouted.


  Looking up, with nicely affected surprise, he saw the huge Martian, Puna Walla, lumbering in his direction, followed by the Widow Jones. Pattering after these two worthies was Mono, a worried expression on his bland green features.


  “Well, well,” Captain Scragg said genially, as the Martian and the Widow came to a breathless stop before him, “this is a pleasant surprise. You folks must be in a hurry.”


  Puna Walla’s cold sharp eyes bored into the captain’s.


  “You have heard?” he demanded harshly.


  “Heard what?” the captain asked. He looked from the Puna Walla to the Widow Jones in simulated surprise. “What’s eatin’ you people?” His sharp eyes did not miss the nudge that the widow gave the Martian.


  “Oh, Ebenezer,” the Widow Jones said, “Puna Walla got to talking over how we cheated you and we both begin to feel pretty low about it. We want to do the right thing. We’ll give you back your money and take back that worthless hunk of glass.”


  “That is right,” Puna Walla said excitedly. “We have both felt very bad. So you give us back the glass and we give you your money. After all, Captain, you are my friend, I would not cheat my friend.”


  CAPTAIN EBENEZER went on cleaning his nails with elaborate concentration.


  “That’s right nice of you folks,” he said. “But I just found that this little old hunk of glass has got a strong sentimental value. So much so, that I just couldn’t think of parting with it. Thank you kindly, but it just can’t be done.”


  Puna Walla passed a shaking hand over his forehead and looked in desperation at the Widow Jones. She shook her head in helpless despair.


  “Listen, my friend,” Puna Walla said. “I tell you what I do to undo the great wrong we do to you. I give you one hundred and fifty dollars for the glass. Just because my heart is big and generous.”


  Captain Ebenezer shook his head with a smile. He removed the stone from his pocket and held it gently between his thumb and forefinger. He regarded it as a fond father might a precocious child.


  “Funny,” he said, “how you develop an attachment to some dang worthless thing like this. But the fact is, you do. It’d take a lot of money for me to part with this stone now. I’m just in love with the blamed thing. Yes, sir,” he sighed, “it’d take a lot of money any way you look at it.”


  “How much?” Puna Walla demanded hoarsely.


  “Oh, shucks,” Captain Ebenezer said, “I wasn’t meaning for you to buy it, Puna Walla. You know it ain’t worth a dime. You knew that when you sold it to me. Naw, save your money Puna Walla. Don’t let that big generous heart of yours get you into trouble.”


  Puna Walla clenched his mighty fists spasmodically.


  “It is you who are heading for trouble,” he snarled.


  Captain Ebenezer waved cheerfully to a Federation officer.


  “Hello, Sergeant,” he sang out. “Nice weather, ain’t it?”


  “Nice enough,” the Sergeant answered, grinning.


  Captain Ebenezer looked up at Puna Walla with childish innocence.


  “I missed that last remark of yours,” he said. “Something about trouble, wasn’t it?”


  “No! You misunderstanding me,” said Puna Walla desperately. “I am just asking for the price of the stone.”


  “Oh, that,” Captain Ebenezer said. He dropped the stone back into his pocket and went on cleaning his nails.


  “How much?” Puna Walla cried.


  “Three thousand dollars,” said Captain Ebenezer, without batting an eye.


  “Three thousand!” The Widow Jones almost screamed the words. “That’s crazy!”


  “Isn’t it, though?” the captain smiled. “Who’d pay that kind of money for a piece of worthless junk?”


  “NOW listen to me,” Puna Walla said, desperate urgency in his voice. “I need that stone. I will pay you three thousand for it. I will give you a hundred of the dollars right now and the rest of the dollars later.”


  The captain smiled up at Puna Walla and went on cleaning his nails.


  “All right,” the words burst from the Martian, “I will give you all of the dollars.” He turned to the Widow Jones. “How much money have you got?” he demanded roughly.


  She handed him her purse and he jerked a roll of bills from it eagerly. He counted them hurriedly, then emptied the contents of his own wallet into his hand.


  “I have only here twenty eight hundred of the dollars,” he said feverishly. He wheeled on the Captain. “You hear? you hear? I am two hundred of the dollars short I”


  “Now ain’t that a shame,” Captain Ebenezer said, clucking his tongue sympathetically. “That kind of spoils the deal, don’t it?”


  He glanced up and his eyes narrowed as he saw that the officers of the Gloria were descending from the ship in the small elatube that spiraled up the mooring tower.


  He pulled the stone from his pocket. “All right,” he said, “I’ll be a good fellow and forget the extra two hundred. Take the stone.”


  Puna Walla shoved the thick roll of bills into his hand and the captain tossed him the stone.


  Captain Ebenezer called to Mono, who had watched the transaction glumly, and handed him the wad of bills.


  “Take this to the bank,” he ordered, “and don’t waste no time enroute.”


  MONO shrugged philosophically.


  He said softly, “the reward is five thousand dollars for the stone. Why did you give it back to Puna Walla for twenty eight hundred?”


  The captain looked around cautiously. Puna Walla was lumbering toward the elatube entrance, the Widow Jones at his heels.


  “Mono,” he said, “that stone ain’t worth five dollars at the most. Now get to the bank with that money.” Mono faded away like a shadow in the sun. The captain drifted after Puna Walla and the widow. He concealed himself behind one of the steel supports of the mooring tower.


  The elatube door at the base of the tower opened and the captain of the Gloria, a tall, distinguished, gray-haired man, stepped out of the small car.


  Puna Walla removed his cap. “Pardon, sir,” he said. “I would like to speak to you.”


  The captain of the Gloria looked at him with keen eyes.


  “Yes?” he snapped. “What is it?”


  With a wide grin Puna Walla extended the stone.


  “This has come into my possession, sir. I have understanding that big reward has been offered for its return.” The Gloria’s captain looked sharply at the stone and his blue eyes frosted coldly. A red flush crept into his lean face.


  “What is wrong?” Puna Walla demanded anxiously. “When can I get my reward?”


  “There is no reward,” the Gloria’s captain snapped. “That stone in your hand is a paste imitation. Its loss was a put-up job for publicity purposes. Some actress decided to use my ship and my time to get herself a few lines of space in the planetary journals.” Puna Walla’s dark skin was turning pale green.


  “No!” he shouted. “You are telling me the lie.”


  The captain of the Gloria stiffened. “Watch your tongue, man,” he said, and the words snapped like a cracking whip. “I’ve heard enough of talk about that phony jewel. Get it out of my sight.”


  “B—but,” Puna Walla blubbered, “this is not fair—”


  The officer’s irritation turned to anger.


  “Get out of my sight you clumsy, blundering oaf,” he blazed. “If I see you on this dock I’ll have you jailed for vagrancy.” His glance flicked to the Widow Jones. “And take this crone with you,” he said.


  Captain Ebenezer Scragg beamed happily as Puna Walla and the Widow Jones left the wharf, screaming shrilly at one another. He chuckled softly to himself as he strolled away in a different direction.


  CAPTAIN EBENEZER relaxed contentedly on the glassicade bridge of the Sweet Pea as it put out from the stop-over planetoid. He wouldn’t be back for several months.


  Mono appeared at the door behind him.


  “One question troubles this humble one,” he said softly. “How did my captain know that the stone was worthless?”


  Captain Ebenezer chuckled. “The dang thing chipped when I hurled it to the floor at the Widow Jones’. I noticed it when I examined it later. A real jool don’t chip.”


  Mono sighed in admiration at the captain’s cleverness.


  “You are very smart, if your humble servant may say so,” he said. “With such intelligence the world is yours to command if you only wish it.”


  “That’s hittin’ the nail right on the head,” Captain Scragg agreed. “Just like Napoleon you might say.”


  “And,” he added, thinking darkly of his amorous fiasco with the Widow Jones, “even he had his Josephine.”


  “Or didn’t,” Mono corrected suavely. Captain Ebenezer grinned reluctantly and searched for his quid. He was still chuckling when Mono went below.


  GODDESS OF THE FIFTH PLANE


  First published in the September 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Vance Cameron was hurled into a world on another plane when he looked at the mysterious painting . . .


  CHAPTER I


  THE valet entered the bedroom quietly and, after a glance at the young man who lay sleeping there, tip-toed to the window and adjusted the Venetian blinds.


  Slanting bars of afternoon sunlight poured into the room, falling across the face of the sleeper.


  The valet watched hopefully, but as the young man continued to sleep peacefully, he sighed and walked to the side of the bed.


  “It’s five o’clock, sir,” he said, bending over and shaking the young man’s shoulder.


  Vance Cameron opened his eyes sleepily and yawned.


  “Five o’clock, eh?” he muttered. He ran a hand tiredly through his brown, rumpled hair and hoisted himself on one elbow. After a glance at the clock on the night table, he yawned again and swung his legs out of the bed. He grinned up at his valet who was watching him impassively.


  “I haven’t slept this late in years,” he said. “I can hardly believe it. I’ll be completely spoiled when this furlough is over.”


  He stood up and stretched luxuriously.


  “I’ll have a bath and a bite to eat, then maybe I’ll feel like a human being again.”


  “Certainly, sir.” The valet smiled and started for the door.


  Vance removed his pajama top, revealing a pair of wide, heavily muscled shoulders that rose like a wedge from lean, flat hips and stomach. He was tall and proportionately built. His face was lean, tanned and serious, but his gray eyes were sparklingly alive and there was humor in the slight upward twist of his lips.


  At the door the valet paused.


  “I forgot to ask you, sir, what you wished done with the picture?”


  Vance looked at him in slight surprise.


  “What picture?” he asked.


  An expression of doubt appeared on the valet’s face.


  “Why, the picture in the living room, sir. I thought—I assumed that you brought it in with you this morning. It was there when I went in to straighten up.”


  Vance shook his head.


  “Nope, it’s not mine. Maybe it was delivered by mistake.”


  “I don’t think so, sir. That is, I hardly see how it could have been. An expressman would have rung the bell. It isn’t likely that someone would have just walked in and left the picture there. Besides it’s quite a large picture.”


  “Hmmm,” Vance said. “The mystery deepens, doesn’t it? Well, we’ll just have to wait until someone comes around and claims it. In the meantime, I’m more interested in something to eat than I am in a mysterious picture. I’ll have a look at the thing when I’ve had my shower, but you get started on breakfast, or rather supper.”


  “Certainly, sir,” his valet said. He left the room quietly.


  FIFTEEN minutes later, Vance, showered and shaved, and dressed in a casually fitting tweed suit, strolled into the littered living room of his apartment.


  That room reflected his personality more definitely than any other in the apartment. In it were bric-a-brac and curios collected from the odd corners of the world in his travels. Gourds and weapons from the lost civilization of the Incas, tiny, bejeweled daggers from Persia, lamps from China, grotesque voodoo dolls from Haiti—all of these and many more, representing the odd and the strange from almost every nation of the globe, were scattered about the room, creating a cosmopolitan atmosphere of unbelievable weirdness.


  Vance Cameron had trod the highways of the world for ten years, inquisitively poking his head into the darkest corners of every land. And when the vultures from Berlin had swept over London in those dark September days, Vance had begun his greatest adventure—as a pilot in the grimly battling R.A.F.


  This was his first furlough in more than two years of sky battling. As he stood in the center of his bizarre living room, he thought ironically that he deserved a little peace and quiet and contentment.


  But he obviously wasn’t going to get it. Not, at least, until he had straightened out the mystery of the picture his valet had mentioned.


  The picture had caught and held his eye the moment he entered the room. He was standing now facing it, studying its detail and composition carefully.


  The painting was framed in heavy, gleamingly black wood and was leaning against the wall at a slight angle.


  Vance lit a cigarette and frowned thoughtfully. Although he was no artist, he could appreciate that the painting was a marvelous piece of work, life-like, vivid and captivating.


  The dominant figure on the canvas was a girl. She had been painted life-size, and Vance realized that it would have been an artistic crime to have minimized her dimensions.


  She was tall and slender with a glorious halo of blonde hair that waved back from her pale, high forehead and fell ripplingly to her shoulders. Her eyes were great and wide and strangely troubled. The clothes that partly concealed her slim body were barbaric and strange, but they only enhanced her glorious, strangely compelling beauty.


  Her hand was resting lightly on the golden mane of a great beast that resembled a lion, except for the blunt, curling horns that sprang from its magnificent head.


  THERE was a quality of noble grandeur about the beast. Great liquid eyes stared solemnly, almost questioningly at Vance, and the majestic head was proudly raised, as if responding to the light touch of the girl’s hand.


  Vance stared long and thoughtfully at the painting. There was a feeling, a quality, a reality to the picture that disturbed him strangely.


  He was still standing before the barbaric painting when his valet entered.


  “Your supper is ready, sir,” he said.


  Vance didn’t answer and the valet cleared his throat.


  “Supper, sir.”


  Vance started slightly. He turned, looked at his valet as if he were seeing him for the first time.


  “Oh, yes,” he said vaguely. He shook his head as if trying to shake off a reluctant memory. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. The painting was so beautiful and so strange that he must have lost himself in contemplation.


  He ate supper, paying little attention to what he was putting in his mouth. There was a peculiar excitement running through his veins. He wanted to study the mysterious picture, examine it carefully and thoroughly, but somehow he felt as if he shouldn’t.


  He was able to smile a little at himself for that idea. He felt curiously excited and unsettled. The sensation was not exactly a novel one, for it had always come to him when he’d seen Messerschmitts diving at him out of the blinding sun, or when he was on perilous reconnaissance flights over Berlin. It was not fear, but rather a quickening of his perceptions, an expectation and invitation to danger.


  But why such a sensation should come to him now was a question he was unable to answer.


  He finished his supper and returned to the living room. It was almost dark now, and leaping shadows danced in the corners of the room. Vance turned on a few soft lights.


  In the pale illumination the bizarrely furnished room was indescribably beautiful, but the most compelling of all the objects was the life-size painting of the girl and the mighty golden beast that stood at her side like a devoted dog.


  Vance walked slowly toward the picture and stopped within a few feet of it. For several minutes he regarded it steadily, but found it impossible to view the picture as a whole, for his gaze swung inevitably to the girl and her great, smouldering, troubled eyes.


  He looked steadily into her eyes, marveling at the swirling smoky lights that danced in their depths, their swiftly changing colors too delicately shaded to define.


  FOR several minutes Vance studied the painting. In the semi-darkness of the room there was something unnatural about it, as if its colors glowed more deeply and flashed more brightly in the darkness.


  To him now, the picture seemed to be the only object in the room. It dominated every other object by its magnificent reality. Vance frowned and shook his head. He wasn’t the type to lose himself in contemplation. He had seen the great artistic masterpieces of the world during his travels, but they had never impressed him as did this picture.


  The tall slender girl in the painting was the most ethereally beautiful creature he had ever seen, but it was the haunting, troubled look in her great eyes that lent her the air of mystery and seductive glamor.


  And the great beast at her side was an unparalleled work of art. Every stroke of the artist’s brush had caught the nobility, the grandeur, the fierceness of the mighty beast; and at the same time its humble devotion to the tall viking-blonde girl was evident in every line of the great, heavily-thewed body.


  Vance was unaware of the passage of time. His valet entered the room to announce that he was going out for the night, and Vance waved him away with an abstracted hand.


  Vaguely he heard a door slam, and he realized he was alone in the darkened apartment. But still he stood in the center of the dark living-room, gazing at the painting.


  The city noises that drifted faintly to his ears, seemed to fade gradually away, to lose themselves in the blackness of the night.


  Vance moved closer to the picture. His eyes met those of the girl in the painting and he stared steadily, intently and longingly into them.


  Then he noticed something that sent a shiver down his spine, and felt the perspiration standing out on his brow.


  For the expression in the girl’s eyes had suddenly seemed to change. Instead of the troubled, haunted gaze, there was, it seemed, a strange transformed light of anticipation, and of voiceless hope that lighted flames of dancing light in her glorious eyes.


  OBEYING a compulsion that was beyond definition Vance moved slowly toward the picture, his thoughts confused and whirling. He seemed caught in a force, a will stronger than his own. Had he been hypnotized, his actions could not have been more automatic, more rigidly directed.


  But he was not alarmed; rather, he was enormously excited. The face of the girl was blazing radiantly now, as if reflecting the glow of an inner fire.


  Vance stood as if poised on the brink of a steep cliff. Behind him was darkness and oblivion, but before him, in the face of the girl, in the voiceless hope that gleamed in her eyes, in the tremulous smile that seemed ready to break on her lips, he saw life and hope and beauty and danger.


  He advanced another step toward the picture, and the light in the girl’s eyes grew warmer. The radiance of her face was like the sun at noon-day.


  Entranced, mesmerized, Vance stumbled forward, covering the last few steps in a rush. There were swirling lights before his eyes, and his heart was hammering like a trip-hammer against his ribs. The girl’s face, her entire figure, was transfigured with the smile that seemed to break over her face like the sun rising on a gray dawn.


  Vance felt himself falling forward. He seemed to be losing consciousness. A wall of blackness was closing on him from all sides, and there was nothing but the slender figure of the girl, as beautiful and dramatic as a slim bright flame, between his falling body and that darkness.


  Then the picture came to life!


  EVEN in his numbed state Vance recognized the sudden expression of terror that spread over the girl’s face, destroying her smiling beauty. She shrank back, but underlying her terror there was a fearlessness and a courage that was as bright as a gleaming sword.


  Vance heard a snarling, deep chested roar, and with his last conscious glance, saw the great beast at the girl’s side crouching to spring. The muscles of the mighty animal bunched under its tawny hide and its eyes gleamed with rage.


  But at a touch of the girl’s hand, the beast backed away and then the two incredible figures, the glorious girl and the golden lion, wheeled and disappeared.


  At that moment Vance fell forward into the illimitable blackness of a depthless, timeless, ageless abyss.


  CHAPTER II


  A Strange World


  VANCE CAMERON awoke slowly. For several moments he seemed suspended in a hazy, flickering limbo, but slowly and gradually the mists cleared from his eyes and he saw a vast distant red sky above his head, in which two mighty green suns burned brilliantly.


  He realized that he was lying on his back. He shut his eyes against the searing green light of the dual suns and tried to collect his wildly scattered thoughts.


  All he could remember, all he could bring into focus was that moment when the eyes of the girl in the painting had suddenly come alive, glowing with warm, encouraging light, and he had moved toward her like a sun-blighted traveler toward an oasis.


  Then he recalled what had happened. She had cringed and a look of terror had spread over her beautiful features; the mighty beast at her side had snarled in rage.


  Vance shook his head dazedly. He felt as if he were poised on the precipice of sanity, but that at any instant his mind might plunge into the black and unplumbed depths of sheer madness.


  In his mind’s eye he could see the girl and beast, magnificent and noble, their courage and spirit standing forth in every line of the painting.


  But was it all some mad dream?


  With an effort he raised himself on one elbow and opened his eyes. The scene that met his eyes was one of rugged magnificence, of incomparably wild grandeur. A mighty forest of towering trees stretched away to his left, but they were like no trees that he had seen before in his life. Their boles were incredibly thick and their majestically spreading tops seemed to merge with the blazing red sky. They were purple and green in color but the shades ran together, mingling and merging in a bewildering, eye-dazzling pattern.


  Shafts of green light from the great emerald suns slanted through their towering tops, criss-crossing in geometric squares and angles. Where the slanting shafts of light intersected they fused into blazing spots of color and these luminous ball of light winked against the darkness of the forest like Christmas tree ornaments.


  VANCE turned from this bewilderingly unreal scene and saw, to his right, a narrow, uneveruroadway winding up a ragged, mountainous slope and disappearing into a gulley-like cleft in the highest of the jagged ridges. The ground under him was composed of a black, glinting, shale-like substance and the distant mountains seemed to be of the same material.


  His mind reeled dizzily as he studied the barren, bewildering terrain. There were no answers to the questions that hammered at his brain.


  What was this place? How had he come here? And the gloriously beautiful golden girl? Had she been real, or was she only the product of his disordered imagination?


  Frowning, he climbed to his feet. Carefully he explored his arms and legs. Except for a general feeling of impotent helplessness, he seemed to have received no damage from his transition to this mysterious place.


  As he stood there, turning over in his mind the insoluble problems that his predicament presented, he heard a clattering noise in the distance.


  The sharply reverberating sound shattered the stillness with startling abruptness. Vance wheeled and saw that two human figures had appeared from one of the narrow gashes in the mountainous slope.


  They were mounted on huge, awkward, four-legged beasts, and it was the thundering of hoofs on the hard, rocky ground that had caused the strident clattering noise.


  The two men rode toward Vance at an easy lope. They were attired in flame-colored garments with gaudy green sashes and trappings. Their broad shoulders were covered with metal plates that glinted dully in the light of the blazing green suns.


  When they were within a dozen feet of Vance they reined their mounts to a stop. One of the men wore a full dark beard that covered the lower half of his powerfully cast face. His eyes, coal-black and coal-hard, glowered at Vance from under low, beetling brows.


  The other man was smaller than his companion and his face was cleanshaven, revealing thin, finely molded features and a well-shaped, but weak jawline. His eyes were pale and large and they did not meet Vance’s squarely.


  The thick-shouldered rider with the dark beard and hard, boring eyes spoke first, and his voice was a heavy guttural growl.


  “Who are you?”


  VANCE stiffened, for the words had been spoken in English. And, for some reason, it seemed incongruous to hear that language spoken in these wild, barbaric surroundings.


  The two men, he saw, were studying him carefully, almost anxiously. There was something so intent and watchful in their gaze that he instinctively set himself on guard. He saw the two riders exchange looks, then the smaller one, with the thin narrow face, turned to him.


  “You do not need to be alarmed,” he said. His voice smooth and quiet. “We are friends. I am known here as Numari.” He waved a slim, negligent hand toward his companion. “This is Rakar, my Grand Agent.”


  Vance listened carefully to the man’s words. They were precise and correct, but they were spoken with a peculiar accent, as if the speaker had little experience with the language.


  Both of the men were regarding him intently, as if anxious to determine the effect of the speech on him.


  Vance acknowledged the introduction with a nod. He realized that he would learn more by keeping his mouth shut and letting them do the talking.


  The smaller man, Numari, glanced about the small clearing and then his eyes shifted to the vast dark depths of the forest. There was a worried, apprehensive frown on his face when his pale eyes returned nervously to his companion, the man he had designated as Rakar.


  Rakar growled something unintelligible from the depths of his bull-neck and swung to face Vance.


  “You haven’t said how you came here,” he said. There was no friendliness in his gruff, snarling voice.


  “You haven’t asked me,” Vance said. His lean brown face hardened. He didn’t like the other’s tone and he wasn’t bothering to hide his feelings.


  Numari raised a chiding hand and shot a swift, warning glance at Rakar before turning a pleasant face to Vance.


  “Naturally,” he said, smoothly, “your presence here is somewhat intriguing. You must pardon our curiosity, but there are things we are anxious to know. It is true, is it not, that you come from the great dimension of movement; where machines of all type and description move over the land, fly through the air and burrow under the ground and sea?”


  “Yes,” Vance said, puzzled, “that is true.” He wondered fleetingly how the other knew. And he wondered again where and what this place was.”


  “Ah!” smiled Numari, “that is so very interesting. You see, we know certain things about your world and we are very interested in learning more. We have, as you doubtless have noticed, learned your language, but there are other important things we would be happy to know. First, we would be greatly obliged if you would tell us how you came here.”


  HE LEANED forward as he spoke and his thin, edged features were touched with a faint smile. But the smile did not go as far as his eyes. They remained pale and emotionless, shifting slightly away from Vance’s direct stare.


  “I’m not sure myself,” Vance answered. Without exactly knowing why, he was stalling for time, trying to find out what Numari was driving at in his oblique, subtle manner.


  “What, then, of Laonara?” Rakar demanded. But he did not address this question to Vance. His hot gaze was on his slender companion, Numari, and there was a controlled and bitter anger in his harsh voice.


  Numari glanced warningly at him. Vance caught the swift expression of displeasure that accompanied the look.


  “Rakar,” Numari said to Vance, “speaks of Laonara, a young girl, who has been known to frequent this spot on occasions. Perhaps you have seen her?”


  Vance kept his face expressionless. He could tell from the tense looks on the faces of the two mounted men that there was more than a casual significance behind Numari’s question. He felt as if he were finally seeing part of the design that lay behind Numari’s interrogation.


  “A girl?” he repeated. He frowned and shook his head puzzledly.


  “Yes?” Numari said. “You have seen her?” Excitement had crept into his soft voice.


  Vance realized, now, that it was to his own advantage to say nothing of the girl. Although he couldn’t imagine how, that information might be a trump card later,


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “You’re the only persons I’ve seen here.” That much was strictly true. “What does this girl look like?”


  “She is tall and fair,” Numari answered. “You would remember her if you saw her.”


  “We are wasting time,” Rakar growled. He swung the head of his mount impatiently about. “We must be going.” He added something in a tongue unintelligible to Vance. The last sentence was spoken directly to Numari and seemed to be a sharp command.


  Numari nodded slightly and turned to Vance.


  “Since you have arrived so unexpectedly in our midst, we would be very happy to offer you such accommodations as we have at our disposal.”


  VANCE realized that he was helpless to do anything but accept their offer. As yet, he knew nothing of this place to which he had so mysteriously come. And of the golden girl of the picture, he was equally in doubt. If it hadn’t been for Numari’s questions about such a girl, he would have been ready to believe that the entire experience had been the result of his imagination.


  “All right,” he said. He wondered, then, what he was heading for. And he wondered what their reaction would have been had he refused to accompany them.


  “Excellent,” Numari said. He reined his shaggy, cumbersome beast closer to Vance and extended his hand. Vance clasped his wrist and swung himself up to the back of the animal. He was surprised by the steel-like strength in Numari’s arm.


  When he was settled, Numari dug heels into the flanks of the great beast and it lumbered ahead, following Rakar’s mount.


  The hoofs of the swaying animals struck a ringing, clattering sound from the rock-hard ground as they cantered toward the gulley from which the two riders had originally appeared.


  They rode through the narrow gash in the ridge and entered a plateau of barren, rocky desolation. The black, depressing landscape spread endlessly away on both sides, an uninviting scene of grim, brooding lifelessness. Ahead, a half-mile or so, Vance judged, another sloping ridge rose into the air, outlined sharply against the boiling red of the sky. When their mounts had plodded across the barren plateau and reached this second ridge, Rakar clattered on ahead and disappeared through a passage in the slope. Numari reined to a stop.


  “The delay will not be long,” he said.


  They waited for several minutes before Rakar appeared again, followed by a half-dozen men similarly mounted. These men were more of Rakar’s type than Numari’s. Strong and solid, with heavy dark beards, they sat their steeds with careless ease as they galloped forward. They wore plain dark clothing with white sashes, and Rakar’s brilliant green and red raiment stood out dramatically against their drab background.


  “A few of my good men,” Numari murmured. “We will proceed now.”


  THE new arrivals studied Vance with bold, impassive glances before wheeling their mounts and riding on ahead of the party. Rakar rode directly before Numari. They followed the ridge for a number of miles. It was impossible to estimate how long they had been riding for the great blazing green suns seemed to be fixed and unmoving. Vance studied them carefully from time to time, but their position was the same as when he had first seen them.


  Finally they reached the end of the long sloping ridge which had flanked their course. The party turned and began a slow cautious descent of a descending slope that led downward to an immense spreading valley, in which Vance could see the shapes of vast, alabaster-white buildings stretching for miles in every direction.


  Numari reined their mount to a stop at the top of the slope and swept his arm in a wide circle over the vast panoramic scene.


  “Welcome to Bondira,” he said sardonically. An amused grin touched his lips. “Here, I rule.”


  Vance studied the majestically sprawling city with interest. The structures were built at a uniform height, but there were no geometric considerations in the lay-out of streets and grouping of edifices. They were jumbled about like carelessly arranged blocks, without reference to size or position. In the light of the green suns the white buildings gleamed with a pale weird translucence that cast a gleaming corona about each structure.


  “It is pretty, is it not?” Numari murmured. Rakar and the others of the party were half-way down the slope, Vance noticed. Numari swung their mount about.


  “Let us go down,” he said.


  CHAPTER III


  Bondiral


  WHEN they reached the main section of the sprawling city, Numari dismounted and tossed the reins of his mount to a young boy who was standing outside one of the larger, gleaming white buildings.


  Vance had seen few inhabitants in the streets of the strange city. On several occasions he had seen men moving slowly along the wide streets, but there was something beaten and furtive about their appearance that puzzled him.


  Numari led him through the arched, open doors of the building into a wide, softly-lighted foyer. Here, Vance saw more men, swarthy, bearded giants, of the type that had accompanied them to the city. These men were standing at various stations apparently on guard duty. Two of them stepped forward and swung open a huge door as Numari and Vance strode across the floor of the foyer.


  Numari nodded briefly to the men, and they bowed their heads and placed their right hands over their hearts as he passed.


  The door closed silently behind them as they entered a large, luxuriously furnished hall, lighted by softly glowing tapers in each of the room’s four corners.


  Couches lined the laminated walls, covered with soft, lustrous skins and over the gleaming, translucent floor were scattered thick-woven rugs of gray and white patterns.


  The arched ceiling was covered with an intricate tracery of design that seemed to form changing shapes as the flickering luminations played over them.


  In the center of the room, facing the massive doors through which they had entered, was an elevated dais, gleaming with gilded metal. The seat and back of the throne were covered with tinted furs. A number of lower chairs were grouped about this central dais.


  Numari seated himself on the dais and carefully arranged his green and red robes over his knees. There was a cryptic smile hovering about his lips as he waved Vance to one of the chairs grouped about the dais.


  “Please, be seated,” he smiled. “You must be tired after your trip.”


  Vance sensed that the words were not merely polite; they expressed a deliberate command. There was, he noticed, a definite change in Numari’s attitude since they had reached the city. The anxiousness and worry had dropped from him and his smile was tinged with a sardonic irony as he studied Vance.


  Vance remained standing.


  “I’m more comfortable this way,” he said drily.


  NUMARI settled back on his ornate dais. His fingers toyed with tassels on the arms of the chair.


  “As you prefer,” he said. “There are several things I want to discuss with you, but I will wait until you are rested and refreshed. Primarily I am curious to know more of the workings of your vast mechanistic civilization. I find such things very fascinating. I’m sure you won’t mind acting as my tutor for a while.”


  “I’m not so sure,” Vance said. He realized suddenly that he was in an extremely peculiar position. Whether it was a precarious position, he couldn’t tell. That would depend on Numari and his designs. But he did realize that he knew nothing about where he was or how he had come to this amazing land; and that without Numari’s approval there would be little chance of his ever leaving.


  Numari leaned forward. His thin face was quite expressionless, but his cold eyes were narrowed suspiciously.


  “Just what do you mean,” he said.


  “I have to return to my own country as soon as possible,” Vance said quietly. “I am needed there. I can’t stay here.”


  Numari studied him thoughtfully for a moment and then he smiled slowly. Leaning back in his throne he chuckled softly.


  “I understand,” he said. “Naturally you are anxious to return to your own—er—land. And we are more than anxious to do what will please you. But there may be some slight delays in arranging your transportation.” His lips widened in a smile. “Yes, transportation might be something of a problem.”


  “What do you mean?” Vance asked. “Why should there be any difficulty?”


  “I will explain everything to you tomorrow,” Numari said, smiling easily. “Now you need food and rest. I am sure you will find things quite comfortable here while you are with us.” He raised a slender hand in the air. The gesture was obviously a signal, for a small door at the opposite end of the room opened and an elderly, white-haired man entered.


  “Yes?” he said respectfully.


  WITHOUT turning his eyes from Vance, Numari said, “Take this man to a room here in my palace. Bring him food and see that he is comfortable. Do you understand, Aki?”


  “Yes,” the elderly man said quietly. “Aki,” Numari said to Vance, “is one of the few slaves in my kingdom who understands the language you speak. How he picked it up is a mystery, even to me. That is why I have arranged for him to act as your personal servant while you are with us. I am sure that he will be able to satisfy all of your needs.”


  “You seem to be arranging a rather permanent set-up,” Vance said thoughtfully. “You really do expect me to spend quite a while here, don’t you?” Numari looked pained.


  “It grieves me to think that the thought of staying a while with me is repugnant to you. I had hopes that you might grow to like it here and remain with us, of your own volition, for a pleasant stay. But,” he sighed, “that is obviously not to be. We will discuss everything on the morrow, however. In the meantime everything here is at your disposal. Enjoy yourself.”


  It was an obvious dismissal.


  Vance hesitated an instant and then he glanced at the servant, Aid, who was holding the door open for him. He shrugged and sauntered toward the open door. Numari did not turn his head, but Vance could see the amused smile on his face and the winking lights of mirth in his eyes.


  Vance felt, as he walked through the open door and into a dimly lit corridor, that he was walking straight into trouble. But there was no other course for him to take. Everything he had encountered in this strange land had been bewilderingly confusing, and until he learned something of the place, it would be sheer folly to take a step on his own.


  What was Numari’s purpose in keeping him here? There was no answer to that question. There were no answers to any of the tormenting questions that his very presence here raised.


  In a lifetime of adventurous living Vance had looked many times into the dark face of the unknown, but always there had been something palpable to fight, to hit, to shoot, to put his hands on. Now there was nothing but bewildering mystery, further complicated by Numari’s sly innuendos and by the meaningful glances exchanged between the burly Rakar and Numari, when they had questioned him about the golden girl.


  WHAT had they called her?


  Laonaral!


  What was Numari’s interest in this girl? Was this Laonara, they mentioned, the same glorious, viking-proud golden girl of the picture?


  Vance shook his head despairingly. He was beginning to doubt even the evidence of his own senses. His entire memory of the girl in the picture might have been no more than a mirage, an hallucination or some queer optical illusion.


  The corridor door closed with a slight click. The sound brought him back to reality.


  The servant, Aki, stepped in front of him and bowed deferentially.


  “Will you follow me please?”


  Vance noted the old man’s stumbling, halting speech; but he also noted the calm, clear blue eyes, and the proud, seamed features of the man. In spite of his years his carriage was erect and straight, belying the snow-white hair that crowned his noble head like a halo.


  He nodded and the old man turned and moved slowly down the long corridor. Vance followed him past two intersecting corridors and up a long sloping walk that led to a higher level. The walls and floors were composed of a hard shiny substance, as smooth and lustrous as marble, but it was unveined and as white as alabaster.


  The old man halted at last before a door that was so perfectly fitted into the wall as to be practically unnoticeable. He opened the door with a gentle shove and stood aside.


  Vance stepped into a large, windowless room, comfortably furnished with two couches set against opposite walls and low backless chairs covered with soft tan furs.


  There were no windows in the room. Illumination was provided by slim tapers that burned softly and slowly and without causing any noticeable smoke.


  Vance realized that in spite of the architectural perfection of the city, and the generally cultured air of the inhabitants he had met, he had seen no evidences of mechanical or electrical developments.


  When he looked around he saw that Aki, the aged servant, had followed him into the room, closing the door behind him.


  The old man’s face was tense with excitement and his steady blue eyes were fixed intently on him, as if trying to measure and weigh him with the glance.


  “Please,” the old man whispered, in his strange halting accent, “I must talk with you. There is no time to lose.”


  VANCE stared at him in surprise.


  There was something demanding and urgent in the old man’s voice that compelled his interest.


  “Okay,” he said.


  Aki’s brown forehead wrinkled in confusion.


  “Okay?” he repeated doubtfully. “I do not know—”


  Vance smiled.


  “That means all right, go ahead. I’m listening.”


  Aki looked quickly behind him, at the closed door, then turned back to Vance.


  “You must leave this place,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “You must not stay here another minute. Already it may be too late.”


  Vance studied the old man’s honest, seamed face, and a slow frown settled over his eyes as he saw the anxious fear that twisted those aged features.


  “Perhaps you’d better tell me what you mean,” he said.


  The old man shot another fearful glance at the door behind him.


  “There is no time,” he said tensely. His trembling, veined hands clutched


  Vance’s arms imploringly. “You must believe me. I know why you were brought here. She has told me everything. I have helped her with all the plans. But something has gone wrong. Someone discovered what she was attempting. That is why you are here now, in the castle of Numari, instead of with her. Don’t you see? You must believe me.”


  Vance shook his head, his face grim and serious. Nothing the old man said made any sense to him, but he had the feeling that he was coming closer to the heart of the mystery that surrounded his presence in this strange, incredible world.


  “I’m sorry, Aki,” he said. “I don’t get what you’re driving at. Who is this ‘she’ you’re talking about?”


  “She?” Aki repeated. His voice and face were incredulous. “But I thought you knew. Before the evil days of Numari and Rakar she was our queen, our goddess, our ruler. She was kind and wise and good and governed us in peace and happiness. And she will once again, I—I swear.” The old man drew himself up proudly as he spoke and there was a look of eagles in his steady, blue eyes.


  “But who is she?” Vance persisted. “She is Laonara,” Aki said.


  THE name rang a bell in Vance’s memory. That was the name Numari had mentioned. The name of the girl Numari and Rakar had asked him about so carefully and searchingly.


  Laonara then must have been the girl in the portrait, the magnificent, viking-blonde girl with the swirling, smoky eyes, whose image had metamorphosed to throbbing life before his eyes a day, a year, an aeon ago.


  “You must come with me,” Aki insisted. “There is danger for you here. Numari and Rakar seek only your knowledge of war-like, destructive science. They want that power for their own design.”


  “Where else can I go?” Vance asked. “I couldn’t leave here if I wanted to. And why was I brought to this place? That was Laonara’s idea, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Aki admitted. “But she, herself, must explain why. When you have seen Laonara everything will be clear and right and understandable to you.”


  “Can you take me to her?”


  “Yes,” Aki’s voice trembled with relief. His eyes were shining brightly and his gnarled, veined hands clasped together in a gesture of gratitude. “Yes,” he repeated jubilantly, “I can and will take you to my queen, Laon—”


  A heavy knock suddenly sounded on the door of the room, splintering the quiet silence. Aki wheeled about, an expression of terror spreading over his seamed features. Before he could move again the door was shoved roughly inward and Rakar shouldered his way into the room. His dark, bearded face was impassively cynical, but his eyes were black and hot as they swung from Aki to Vance.


  He was not alone. Several of the heavy-shouldered riders stood behind him in the corridor, their brutal faces gleaming with anticipation.


  RAKAR stared at Vance for a long moment and a humorless smile parted his full, heavy lips.


  “This is interesting,” he said softly. “Is it?” Vance said. He fought to curb his rising anger. There was something in Rakar’s insolent state that raised the hackles on the back of his neck.


  Rakar turned from him without answering. His thick powerful hand shot out and closed over Aki’s frail shoulder. The muscles of his forearm bunched, his fingers closed like steel claws and Aki sank to his knees, a sobbing moan breaking from his lips,


  “Dog!” Rakar growled. He shook the old man roughly, savagely. Still holding the old man with his one hand he lifted him from the floor and flung him toward the men standing in the corridor. They caught Aki’s stumbling form and jerked him erect, twisting his arms behind his body. His white head sagged limply forward against his chest.


  “Take him away,” Rakar snapped. He turned to Vance, his heavy, dark face reddened with his rage.


  “You will be wise to forget what you heard from this mad slave,” he growled.


  Vance glanced briefly at the elderly slave, Aki, held helpless in the grip of Rakar’s men and then his gaze swung back to Rakar.


  “What are you going to do to him?” he asked, ignoring Rakar’s instruction.


  Rakar’s strong white teeth flashed against the darkness of his beard.


  “That does not concern you,” he said. “What difference does it make whether a slave lives or dies?”


  “It does to me,” Vance snapped. He felt Aki’s eyes on him, silently imploring. “Numari, your ruler, gave this man to me to use as a personal servant. I think that entitles me to some say in the matter. Tell your men to take their hands off him. If he’s to be punished Numari will take care of it, not your gang of hoodlums.”


  Vance watched the expression on Rakar’s face as he spoke. He was stalling for time, hoping to bluff Rakar into releasing the slave. There were questions he had to ask Aki, questions that might solve the whole riddle of his presence here in this strange, barbaric world. And he didn’t intend to let that chance slip from him. But it was impossible to judge the effect of his words on Rakar.


  The man’s swarthy, lowering face was as enigmatic as the fissures in a granite wall.


  “I have given you excellent advice,” he said harshly. “Keep out of this affair and forget what you have heard. This old fool will have his head split within the hour and that will be the end of the matter.”


  VANCE stepped forward slowly, and instinctively his hands tightened into hard fists. He didn’t know what he could do to help Aki, but he was through stalling.


  Rakar put a big hand against his chest.


  “I have warned you,” he said tensely.


  Vance moved forward against the pressure of Rakar’s hand and his gray eyes were dancing with reckless lights. There was a tingling excitement in his veins. He knew, now, what was going to happen.


  “Take your hand down,” he said quietly.


  Rakar’s dark face flushed with hot anger. His thick brutal lips flattened against his teeth.


  “Fool!” he hissed.


  The muscles of his arm and shoulder flexed as he lunged suddenly forward, shoving his entire strength and weight against Vance’s chest.


  Vance had been expecting the move. He twisted sharply sideways and Rakar’s hand slipped from his chest.


  The momentum of Rakar’s lunge sent him sprawling to the floor. With a roar of bestial rage he clambered to his feet and rushed at Vance, his great fists swinging like flailing mallets.


  Vance dropped into a crouch, a savage exultation coursing through his body. He slipped under Rakar’s wildly swinging arms and drove a sledgehammer blow into his stomach.


  Rakar staggered back, his face whitening with pain. His mouth opened and closed spasmodically as he fought for breath. Vance stepped in and swung again, coldly, savagely. His fist connected solidly with the bigger man’s jaw.


  Rakar fell backward through the door of the room, sprawling in a tangled heap at the feet of the three guards who were holding the slave, Aki.


  He rolled to a kneeling position, his hands clasped over his bleeding lips. There was a maniacal gleam of hatred in his narrowed, gleaming eyes.


  Two of his gray-clad men had drawn short, wicked-looking knives and were starting for Vance, but he checked them with a sharp gesture of his hand.


  “Wait!” he growled through swollen lips. His hate-maddened eyes swung to Vance. A cruel, humorless smile touched his lips.


  “We shall see Numari now,” he said softly. “We have played too long with you.” He motioned to his men, who were crouched tensely, with daggers drawn. “Take him to the council chamber.”


  Vance realized that it would be useless to resist. He relaxed as the two of Rakar’s men pinioned his arms and dragged him from the room and down the corridor. Rakar followed, with Aki and his guard bringing up the rear.


  CHAPTER IV


  NUMARI was reclining indolently on his raised dais, and there were a number of the gray-clad, grim-looking guards posted at the entrances of the council chamber, when Vance was dragged into the softly-lighted, luxuriously furnished room.


  Numari’s thin, cynical face expressed an amused surprise as he stared blandly from Vance to Rakar.


  “Has there been some difficulty?” he inquired softly. He made a slight gesture to the men holding Vance, and they released him and stepped back a few paces,


  “Yes,” Rakar snapped harshly. He motioned to the guard holding Aki to shove him forward. “This traitor has been caught red-handed, spreading lies about you and talking of Laonara, which alone is punishable by death.” Numari glanced fleetingly at Aki and shook his head sadly.


  “How very thoughtless of you,” he murmured. He turned again to Rakar. “And to whom was he telling these—ah—lies?”


  Rakar nodded toward Vance.


  “The one from the other world. And his actions indicate that he believes the slave before us. We have made a mistake in treating him gently. There are other methods he might understand more readily.”


  “Possibly,” Numari said. He shifted slowly on his chair until he faced Vance directly.


  “Do you have anything to say in answer to these charges?” he asked quietly.


  Vance smiled mockingly.


  “Would it do me any good?” He folded his arms and met Numari’s gaze deliberately. “I don’t know what your game is but I don’t like what I’ve seen so far.”


  “That is a pity,” Numari said, smiling. “Since you are going to spend considerable time with us, your attitude is unfortunate. We need your knowledge and information of the mechanical and electrical developments of your dimension. We were prepared to make your stay as pleasant as possible if you were willing to cooperate. “Now,” he shrugged eloquently, “you are forcing us to be unpleasant. It is, however, not too late to change your mind and your attitude. The scientific knowledge you possess is vital to us and one way or another, we will acquire it. The means we employ will be determined by your attitude.”


  Vance’s jaw set stubbornly.


  “I don’t feel in a very cooperative mood,” he said sarcastically.


  Numari sighed. “That is unfortunate—for you. You leave me no alternative. Beneath this building are a number of dungeons which are not particularly pleasant. We find them useful in changing stubborn minds. When I see you again I feel quite sure that you will be more responsive.”


  He nodded to Rakar.


  “You may take charge of the prisoners. Perhaps your methods would have been best from the beginning.”


  DAKAR smiled slowly, a twisted smile of gloating anticipation, as he regarded Vance. A deep, unpleasant laugh rumbled in his bull throat and his hand moved thoughtfully to his battered jaw.


  “It is not too late,” he said softly. “I’m sure of that. It is never too late to even scores.”


  He made a sharp gesture with his hand. The men behind Vance stepped forward and grabbed his arms. One of them prodded the point of a dagger into his back. For an instant Vance tensed, ready to lash out at the men holding him, but he realized that any struggle would be worse that futile. His muscles relaxed and he permitted the men to shove him toward the door. Numari said, “I will see you again.” Vance halted and twisted to face the dais. There were hard bitter lights in his gray eyes.


  “Yes,” he said softly, “you’ll see me again.”


  Numari’s light laugh was in his ears as he was shoved through the door and it was slammed behind him with thudding finality.


  Vance was led along a corridor to an intersecting passageway that sloped downward at a noticeable angle. For several minutes they followed this circular, descending corridor, and with each step the increasing humidity became more stifling. Rivulets of water trickled down the smooth sides of the corridor and collected in puddles on the hard, smooth floor. An occasional flickering taper cast a dubious illumination over the glistening walls.


  Vance could hear Rakar behind him and he could also hear the lighter steps of Aki and the man who guarded him, but other than these sounds the tunnels were as silent as a tomb.


  It was impossible to gauge distance or time in the subterranean passages. For what seemed to be hours they followed the tortuously winding passage until finally it straightened and levelled out. Now the tapers were hundreds of feet apart, and except for these intervals, they plodded on through the dank tunnels in a stygian blackness.


  When they passed the next light Vance noticed a door on one side of the passage. It was apparently cut into the stone in the most primitive fashion. One small window, hardly three inches square, had been chiseled at its top and this was the only aperture in the solid face of the door.


  Vance shuddered as they trudged past this crypt-like entrance. His imagination balked at the image of what might lie behind that door, in the gloomy vault it sealed.


  He realized then that such a cell was probably his own destination. Drops of perspiration started on his forehead. Imprisonment in one of the tomb-like vaults that lined these dark corridors would be a hell on earth, a living death.


  Finally, after their seemingly interminable march, the two men at his side jerked him to a halt. Rakar strode up alongside him.


  “This is the end of the tunnel system,” he said. He pointed ahead where Vance could see, through the gloom, a solid wall blocking off the corridor. “For men left here,” Rakar continued, “this is generally the end of the world. When you again see the light you will be older—and wiser.”


  ONE of Vance’s guard had pulled open a creaking, vault-like door, exposing a small, damp cell, barely large enough for a person to stand in. There was a rustle of small things on the floor as the light from the corridor fell into the room.


  “You will not be completely alone,” Rakar said ironically.


  The two guards, at a sign from Rakar, suddenly jerked Vance’s arms behind his back and twisted them so that he was pinioned helplessly between them.


  “Before I leave you here to rot,” Rakar said savagely, “I’m going to pay you back in full for this.”


  He touched his battered jaw, the result of Vance’s swinging fist, and smiled bitterly.


  “This will be something for you to remember in the darkness,” he said.


  With sadistic deliberation he drew back his fist and drove it at Vance’s face with all of his strength.


  But the blow did not find its mark. At the instant the swing started, Vance hurled himself to one side, jerking the guards off their feet with the unexpectedness of his lunge.


  Rakar bellowed in rage. But before he could move toward Vance a rumbling reverberation suddenly blasted through the dimly-lighted passageway, jarring the solid rock beneath their feet. There was a crushing noise, as of two mighty boulders grinding together, and then the wall that blocked off the tunnel swung ponderously, slowly open.


  A terrible, deep-throated roar blasted against the walls of the tunnel, as the intersecting wall swung clear.


  Vance hurled one guard from him and was struggling to his feet, when the dreadful, marrow-chilling sound exploded in his ears, deafening him with its immensity.


  He wheeled toward the sound and the incredible sight that met his eyes branded itself on his memory for all time.


  A golden, lion-like beast was crouched at the end of the tunnel, its mighty jaws distended horribly, as roar after roar blasted from its great chest, jarring the walls and ceiling with their impact.


  And behind this immense beast stood the flowing haired, thrillingly beautiful girl who had first appeared to him as a painted figure in a picture.


  Now, her face was aflame with triumphant exultation and smoky lights swirled in the depths of her enormous eyes.


  Vance saw her lips move, saw her hand touch the mighty beast, crouched at her feet like a dog. And then what happened was too quick for his eye to follow.


  A roar split the air. The great golden beast was a blurred, tawny streak as its powerful legs charged past Vance. Vance wheeled in time to see Rakar go down before the onslaught, a hideous gurgling scream tearing from his throat.


  One of the brutal guards who had been holding Vance crawled to his feet and lurched toward the imperious figure of the golden girl, a dagger clutched in his fist.


  Vance caught him by the shoulder, jerked him about and slammed a chopping axe-like blow into his face, sprawling him to the ground.


  A SCREAM sounded behind him and he spun about just in time to see Aki, the white-haired slave, fall backward against the wall, hands clasping his reddening breast. The guard who had struck the blow still held the dripping knife in his hand as he turned to face Vance’s charge.


  Vance feinted with his shoulder, drew the man’s arms up and then drove in low, his powerfully driving legs propelling his body like a catapult. His hard, muscle-bunched shoulder caught the guard at the knees, cutting him down with scythe-like cleanness.


  The guard fell on top of him, but a quick, powerful roll brought Vance up to his knees. The guard slashed at him with the knife, his face contorted with mad fury. Vance ducked and slipped an arm about the guard’s body. With a heave he rose to his feet and slammed the body of the guard against the granite-hard wall of the tunnel.


  When the man fell to the floor he lay still, his neck twisted at an odd broken angle.


  Vance felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned and met the girl’s haunting, smoky gray eyes, on a level with his own. At her side the mighty golden beast crouched quietly, tail lashing nervously. There was something on the floor which had once been a man known as Rakar. Vance shuddered slightly as he looked at the horribly rent, mutilated body, but he knew that the man had deserved the death he’d received.


  “We cannot stay here,” the girl said. Her voice was smooth and soft and yet there was an undercurrent of regal authority in the liquid tones. “You will come with me, please?”


  Vance nodded slowly. He knew, without knowing why, that this girl was good. The quality was in her eyes and her bearing and her voice.


  She took his hand and led him toward the end of the tunnel. When they passed the intersecting wall she pressed a stone set in the wall and the massive gate swung shut behind them, blocking off the tunnel. They were enveloped in an impenetrable blackness.


  At his heels he heard the panting of the great beast and the soft pad of its paws on the hard ground. But the girl’s hand in his was cool and firm and she led him swiftly and surely through the blackness.


  CHAPTER V


  Laonara!


  VANCE followed the girl for several minutes through the darkness of the twisting corridor. Finally a shaft of bright light fell at his feet as they made a right-angle turn, and in a few steps they were out of the tunnel, under the great arched vault of the red sky with its dual gleaming suns.


  They were in a small clearing, formed naturally by erosion in the face of the sheer cliff which towered above them. There was only one other entrance from the tiny valley, and that was a winding trail that led up and over the ledge to the right.


  The girl led him to the middle of the clearing and Vance noticed there was a worried, troubled look in her wide eyes.


  “Is anything wrong?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she said. She made a slight gesture with her hand and the great beast sank slowly to the ground, his solemn brown eyes fixed following her slightest motion. “I left some of my men here to wait for me,” she said anxiously. “If they thought I had been captured in the city they might have done something reckless.”


  She stared about the clearing and her light, delicately arched eyebrows drew together in a faint frown.


  Vance found himself staring at her almost incredible perfection of form and feature. She was clad simply in a single, closely fitting garment and her copper-tinted limbs were bare. Sandals laced over her narrow feet and she wore a wide belt about her waist, from which hung a slender, metallic rod with a faintly glowing tip.


  She turned suddenly to him and put a hand on his arm. There was worry and tenseness in her mouth and eyes.


  “There is much I must tell you,” she said, “and there is little time. It was I, Laonara, who brought you here. For many years, since I was a little girl, I ruled here in the city of Bondira, which is the largest city of our kingdom. Then Numari, the usurper, stole the throne and drove me into the forest, where I lived like a hunted thing with those of my subjects who were loyal and who were able to escape and come to me. I did not mind anything but the treatment Numari and his Grand Agent, Rakar, meted out to their subjects. That was the only reason I fought back; I couldn’t stand the thought of my people, who had always known peace and freedom, living and dying like slaves under the heel of Numari and his favored clique.”


  Vance started to speak but Laonara held up one hand.


  “PLEASE let me finish. I think I know the questions you would ask. Your world is twice removed from ours, for it is in the third dimension. We are now in the fifth dimension. Long ago our scientists learned the secret of dimensional investigation and for years your civilization has been studied by the learned men of our kingdom. Our only thought was to attempt to improve our own development through the study of your science and culture. There was no method to pass from one dimension to another, but eventually even this secret was discovered. Our council decided that no one should make the attempt to bridge physically, the dimensional worlds, for we realized that our cultures and blood types would never successfully merge.


  “Nevertheless, inter-dimensional travel was possible and Numari realized that, with the science of the third dimensions at his call, he could dominate and subjugate, not only this kingdom, but others as well, possibly even the kingdoms of your dimension. I can’t even imagine the scope of his madness. Numari did transport weapons and implements from your dimension, but he was unable to operate or duplicate them. This disobedience of his was the immediate cause of our falling out, which eventually resulted in his usurpation of the throne. But before I fled from the city I destroyed all of the laboratory apparatus and took with me the only remaining device for bridging the dimensional worlds.”


  Vance’s eyes dropped to the slim rod hanging at her belt. Laonara touched it with her fingers.


  “This is it. With it, I brought you here. I had no right to. I was violating our oldest law, but I was desperate. I had to have someone to help me, and this was the only way I knew to get help. Then, after I had succeeded in bringing you here, I almost lost you forever. I was waiting for you by the purple forest, but Numari and Rakar surprised me on one of their scouting trips. That is why, when you arrived, you met them instead of me. I was forced to flee with Shar for my life.”


  “Shar?” Vance asked.


  Laonara pointed to the great beast at her side.


  “This is Shar.” She dropped her hand affectionately on one of the short thick horns which curled upward from his majestic head. “He is quite devoted to me. He has saved my life on a number of occasions. You are perfectly safe with him as long as I am here.”


  The great beast rose to its feet as his mistress was speaking and began to pad about the clearing with a loping, restless gait. His head was raised slightly in a listening attitude. Something seemed to be bothering him, for a nervous whine was rumbling deep in his cavernous chest.


  Laonara looked at him anxiously.


  “Shar,” she whispered. “What is it?”


  She looked up the sheer face of the cliff and her eyes were worried. She listened for a long moment, and then Vance saw the expression on her face suddenly change to one of alarm.


  “Do you hear anything?” she asked tensely.


  Vance listened and then shook his head.


  “Not a thing,” he said.


  SHAR, the great lion-like animal, was circling the clearing at a fast lope. The mighty thews under his silken hide flashed and rippled with each stride. When he finally halted, he reared on his hind legs and scratched furiously against the face of the cliff. A tremendous, baffled roar rumbled in his throat.


  Laonara gripped Vance’s arm tensely.


  “Shar hears,” she cried. “My men have attacked the soldiers of Numari. They thought I had been trapped and they’re throwing their lives away in a direct onslaught against the city.”


  “How many men do you have?” Vance asked quickly.


  “Not more than two hundred.”


  “And Numari?”


  “He has several thousand mercenaries, but the people of the town will not be with him. If something happened to change the tide of the battle, they would turn on him immediately.”


  “Your men are very brave,” Vance said simply. “They’re fighting against long odds.”


  “And I stand here talking!” Laonara cried impatiently. “Shar! Here!”


  As the mighty beast wheeled and trotted toward her, the girl turned to Vance and clasped his hand impulsively.


  “The city is on the other side of the cliff, a long ride. I may not get there in time to fight with my men, but at least I can die with them. That is all that is left.”


  She stripped the slim, metallic rod. from her waist and closed his hand over it.


  “This will take you back to your own world. Go quickly!”


  She swung lightly to the back of Shar. “Goodbye!”


  Her soft voice broke on the word.


  The great animal lifted its head and charged across the clearing. His driving momentum carried him up the sloping path that led from the valley.


  At the top of the ridge Laonara turned and waved to Vance. Her glorious hair was thrown back from her forehead and every line of her magnificent body was silhouetted against the blazing red sky as she lifted one hand in a farewell. Then, as Shar plunged forward, she was gone from sight in an instant.


  Vance shouted to her, but the cliffs threw back his voice, futilely, mockingly. For an instant Vance stared helplessly at the ridge over which the girl and her mount had disappeared. Then his jaw hardened with determination. He didn’t intend to be counted out of this fight quite so easily. Ever since he had reached this incredible land he had been knocked from pillar to post without a chance to slug back. And Vane® Cameron was accustomed to slugging back.


  A plan was already forming in his mind. It was wild and dangerous but there was nothing else for him to do.


  Time was the imponderable element. If third dimension time and fifth dimension time were relative . . .


  Feverishly, he studied the slender rod which Laonara had left with him. One end glowed whitely with a pale steady luminence. The other end was equipped with a sliding button that gave under the experimental pressure of his thumb.


  For only an instant did he hesitate. Then he held the rod away from him and pressed the button down sharply.


  A FAINT sputtering sounded at the glowing end of the tube and the white iridescence changed slowly but steadily to a bright flaming crimson. The glowing red light grew until it seemed that its flashing emanations flooded the entire valley. There was no sensation of heat, only the almost intolerable brilliance of the flaming light, growing brighter by the second.


  Vance forced himself to stare directly at the core of the brilliant ball of light. Only for an instant did the light sear his eyes, then the sensation faded to a peculiarly restful feeling as if he were being mesmerized into a semi-comatose condition by the circle of light at the tip of the slender rod.


  Gradually he felt the outlines of the clearing fade away and he seemed to be standing on the edge of a vast unfathomable nothingness. The color of the light was fading from crimson to black and the blackness at the core of the light stretched away like a corridor to infinity.


  There was a powerful, undefinable attraction in that black passage-way and he stepped forward blindly, dazedly.


  Then he was falling forward and the blackness enveloped him in a befogging, impenetrable cloud.


  Consciousness left him.


  CHAPTER VI


  VANCE opened his eyes in the familiar surroundings of his apartment. For an instant he stared stupidly, uncomprehendingly about, but as memory returned to him he stood up, his heart beating wildly.


  He glanced at his watch but then he realized that relative time values of the two dimensions might be poles apart.


  Crossing to the telephone, he dialed the municipal airport and talked to the superintendent, a man who knew of his R.A.F. record.


  When he completed the call, he dropped the receiver back to its cradle and strode toward the door. He was still carrying the slender, glowing rod Laonara had given him and he slipped it into his pocket as he left the apartment . . .


  At ten thousand feet Vance levelled out the trim, deadly Thunderbolt fighter he was flying. The ship was responsive to his lightest touch. He set the controls at dead center and locked them there. He made a rapid inspection of the instruments and the two forward cockpit guns, then removed the thin, metallic rod from his pocket.


  He held it before him for an instant, hesitating. This was the biggest gamble he had ever made, and if luck wasn’t with him it would be his last.


  Then he thought of courageous men fighting against oppression, led by a gallant, glorious girl, who was willing and glad to sacrifice her life with those of her loyal followers.


  And he hesitated no longer.


  His finger jammed down the button on the end of the rod and he watched anxiously as the familiar crimson light appeared, expanding by the second, flooding the cockpit and the sky with its red brilliance.


  When the blackness began to appear at the core of the blazing crimson light he knew a moment of fear, but he held the rod directly in front of him and his eyes met the light in a steady, fixed stare.


  Once again he felt himself losing touch with reality. The throbbing roar of the plane faded away to a muted hum. He saw nothing but the illimitable blackness of infinity stretching ahead of him and that blackness pulled him forward powerfully . . .


  The drumming roar of the motor in his ears, the slip-stream of air past his face, these things awoke him from his coma-like sleep.


  He raised his sagging head from his breast and rubbed a hand over his tired, aching eyes.


  Then he looked up and saw two great green suns burning against a fiery red sky.


  Consciousness returned with a snap.


  A fierce exultation coursed through his veins like a powerful elixir as he realized that he had made it, that the dimensional bridge formed by the glowing rod had brought the plane safely across.


  HE WAS still flying at ten thousand feet. Unlocking the controls he swung the plane down in a sharp dive. For several minutes his gaze roved over the broad, barren terrain, then, in the distance and to his right, he saw the gleaming white buildings of the sprawling city of Bondira.


  His pulses quickened as he levelled out and gunned the ship toward those alabaster landmarks.


  What if he were too late? Maybe the fight had been over for years, or maybe it would occur in some future time.


  He gritted his teeth savagely. No! He must be in time.


  When he flashed over the city and peered down he saw a sight that raised his hopes.


  There were men fighting in the streets and he spotted the majority of them as the gray-clad mercenaries of Numari.


  He banked the plane and dropped down. The focal point of the battle seemed to be in front of Numari’s council building. On the steps and approaches of the building was a handful of men, fighting desperately against the steadily advancing grayclad ranks.


  As he flashed over their heads he had a fleeting, thrilling image of Laonara, astride the mighty beast, Shar, fighting magnificently in the fore of the ragged, hopelessly outnumbered group on the steps of the building.


  Vance swung around and dove toward the thickly massed troops of Numari, a grim smile twisting his lips.


  His hands pressed the firing button. A chattering chant of death broke from the muzzles of the guns. He flicked the tail of the ship, spreading the devastating blast of his guns in hundred-foot swaths, cutting through Numari’s troops like an invisible scythe.


  He swung the plane about in a tight bank and roared back over the heads of the gray-clad mercenaries. Holding his fire, he watched them scatter, as they broke their formations and fled madly. And he saw Laonara’s troops closing their ranks and starting after the disorganized mercenaries.


  For Several minutes he followed the fleeing, routed troops of Numari, cutting them down like an avenging nemesis, until he saw them flinging away their weapons and dropping to the ground in surrender.


  Banking again, he circled over the gleaming white council building of Numari, which now, he knew, would again be Laonara’s.


  He settled down to a few hundred feet and circled until he saw the soldiers of Laonara returning.


  Laonara, herself, was leading the small band, head flung back, hair streaming in the wind.


  Vance felt a sharp, strange pang as he looked on her splendid, glorious beauty, for he knew that he was seeing her for probably the last time.


  She had stopped now and, with Shar at her side, was looking up at his plane.


  Vance lifted his hand in salute to her and to her courageous followers, for he knew he was not going to land. There was room for a landing, but he was afraid that he might never take-off again if he stood once more at Laonara’s side.


  And he had to keep on flying. His job wasn’t done yet. Laonara’s fight for freedom had been won, but he still had a battle on his hands.


  She answered his wave. There was a pleading uncertainty in the gesture, but Vance knew she’d understand, eventually, why he was leaving.


  With a roaring climb he hurled the Thunderbolt up into the red heavens and his finger pressed the button on the slim, metallic rod.


  He smiled faintly as the glowing crimson flame suffused the cock-pit, for he realized that he would always have the means of returning to this land and to its glorious queen.


  But not until his own fight had been won. His smile turned to a grin as the blackness swept toward him. He had a hunch that it wasn’t going to be such a long wait.


  WHEN DESTINY DEALT


  First published in the September 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  It was strange indeed that the backs of these cards held the pictures of real people—but could the old crone really foretell their fate by shuffling the deck?


  ON the lane leading to the main entrance of Morris Bros. Mammoth Circus there was a small tattered tent in front of which crouched an incredibly aged, wrinkled and dirty crone.


  Marie Carillo noticed the tent and the woman as she was returning from her afternoon walk. She stopped and turned to the sullen, powerfully built young man who was walking beside her.


  “Look, Manrico,” she said, a note of surprise in her voice, “this tent and the old hag were not here when we walked by an hour ago. She is not part of the circus, is she?”


  The young man glanced at the tent without curiosity. His brown face was impassive, but when he looked back to the girl at his side his flashing eyes betrayed his inner longing.


  “What does it matter?” he murmured. “When we have only an hour a day together must we waste it in idle speculation?”


  The girl glanced about nervously. “Such talk is dangerous, Manrico. Supposing someone should hear you? My husband, perhaps.”


  “Your husband is a fool.” Manrico spoke passionately. “He doesn’t know the meaning of love. When I have you I will show you how a man should love a woman.”


  “Please,” Marie Carillo said breathlessly. “You mustn’t speak of such things. My husband will never let me go. I am afraid, even now, that he is becoming suspicious of us. If he does he will discharge you from our act.” Manrico laughed contemptuously. “The Laughing Carillos would be finished then,” he sneered. “Where could he find another trapeze artist to work with him? I stay only to be near you, my sweet.”


  THE couple had paused before the small tent which had provoked their discussion and the wrinkled old crone was regarding them with steady, unwinking brown eyes.


  They were an attractive pair, she as slim and graceful as he was powerful and large, and the old woman nodded her head slowly as she appraised them. Years of work on high trapezes had given their bodies a fluidity and grace that was evident in their every action. He wore a white silk shirt, open at the throat, and the perfect muscles of his torso rippled under the light covering each time he moved his arms. The girl wore a mannish coat over her slim square shoulders, and except for the darkness of her coloring she might have been another Diana, tall, proudly straight and superbly beautiful.


  The old crone drew a deck of cards from her dirty red and white wrapper and grinned toothlessly at the couple standing before her tent.


  “Your destiny is in the cards,” she mumbled. “Death, love, hate and birth all reveal their secrets in the pattern of the cards.”


  Manrico looked down at the woman in irritation.


  “Shut up, you old hag,” he snapped.


  “Please, Manrico, let us have our fortunes told by the old woman,” Marie said. She smiled at him coaxingly. “Please, it would make me happy.”


  “All right,” Manrico sighed. He turned to the old woman, who had scrambled to her feet at Marie’s words.


  “The Senora wishes her fortune told,” he said. “We do not have much time.”


  The ancient seer grinned in acquiescence. With a clumsy parody of a bow she proceeded them into the small hot tent. She seated herself behind a table in the center of the tent and motioned them to take seats on the opposite side.


  “This is a great deal of foolishness,” Manrico said.


  Marie gripped his arm suddenly. She pointed to the cards the woman was spreading over the table.


  “Look,” she whispered. “The backs of the cards—”


  “What is so remarkable?”


  “The clown faces on the backs of the cards,” Marie said, a little breathlessly. “Some of the faces are laughing, some are crying—”


  The old crone looked up at Marie.


  “That is life. Some cry, some laugh,” she said.


  “But—”


  “My sweet,” Manrico said irritably, “you are amazed at the clowns. Why? Because we wear clown suits during our performance?”


  “Yes. That is why. It seems—somehow peculiar. As if these cards were really made for us.”


  “Nonsense,” Manrico said. “They are an ordinary deck of cards. You could buy a thousand packs like them within fifty feet of this tent.”


  THE old crone smiled at his words and shook her head, almost sadly. She drew a card from the deck and shoved it toward the girl.


  Marie studied the card and a flush of excitement stained her cheeks. The picture on the back of the card was that of a beautiful girl, head thrown back, hair streaming. And there was a small heart-shaped beauty mark under her left eye.


  “Manrico,” she whispered tensely. “This girl on the picture—it is me!” Her hand strayed automatically to her cheeks and her fingers wonderingly touched the small, heart-shaped birth mark under her own left eye.


  Manrico stared at the card for a long moment and then he glanced at Marie. There was a worried look in his eye and a dark frown clouded his features.


  “It is some trick,” he growled uneasily. He turned angrily to the old crone. “Where did you get that picture?”


  The old woman grinned toothlessly and shrugged her shapeless shoulders. She began a rapid shuffling of the cards, her dirty, claw-like fingers moving with flashing dexterity.


  Marie watched the cards anxiously and there was a strange excitement in her eyes.


  “I feel so strange,” she whispered to Manrico. “Something inside me seems to be crying out a warning.”


  The woman dealt the cards rapidly into three piles, faces up. Then she assembled them into a geometric pattern on the table, mumbling strange, unintelligible words to herself as she did so.


  When all the cards were arranged the woman stared at them for a long minute and then shook her head worriedly and scooped them up in her gnarled old hands.


  “No, no,” she muttered. “It cannot be.”


  “What’s the matter?” Marie demanded.


  The woman didn’t answer. She shook her head from side to side and began redistributing them again. When she had completed the pattern the second time she looked from Manrico to Marie and there was a fearful doubt in her eyes.


  “It is the same,” she said, in a voice that was little more than a croak. “There can be no mistake. The cards of destiny do not lie. There is blackness ahead.”


  “What does that mean?” Marie asked.


  The crone swayed from side to side and her voice was barely a croon as she muttered, “Death, death.”


  MANRICO stood up angrily.


  “Are you trying to frighten the Señora?” he cried.


  “Señora?” the old woman repeated. A sharp bright light glinted in her shifting eyes. “You are married?” she demanded of Marie.


  “Yes.”


  “To him?” she indicated Manrico with a long bony finger.


  Marie’s cheeks grew hot.


  “No.”


  “But you are lovers?”


  Manrico took Marie’s arm. “Come,” he said. “This old fool talks too much.”


  “No,” Marie said. “I want to hear what she has to say.”


  “The cards indicate another man,” the crone said. “A tall fair man. For him, is the blackness.”


  Marie drew a sharp breath. “Tony!” she whispered.


  “He will die. His time is soon. The blackness is near.”


  Marie shivered, although the tent was uncomfortably warm.


  “I—I think we must go,” she whispered to Manrico.


  But Manrico’s cheeks were now flushed with excitement.


  “Not yet,” he said sharply. “This was your idea. Now we will hear her out. What else is there in the cards, mother?”


  Again there was doubt visible on the old woman’s withered face.


  “It is not all clear,” she murmured.


  “What is there for the Senora and me?” Manrico persisted.


  “Love.”


  “And life?” Manrico demanded.


  “It is not clear,” the old woman mumbled. She rocked from side to side and ruffled the cards with uncertain fingers.


  Manrico mopped his damp brow, noticing as he did so, that his hands were trembling.


  “Will—the other man die first?” he asked.


  The old woman nodded emphatically.


  Manrico sat down and a flood of relief surged through him. His hand found Marie’s and he pressed it tightly.


  “And for us?” he asked again.


  “Each other’s arms,” the crone replied. “Until death separates you.”


  As the woman spoke she gathered the cards together and stood up. Manrico led Marie from the tent and then turned to pay the old woman, but she waved him away, almost angrily.


  Manrico shrugged and put the money back in his pocket. As they walked toward the main gate of the circus they said little to each other. Manrico’s thoughts were boiling furiously and beneath his impassive exterior he was raging with repressed excitement.


  WHEN they passed the gate and entered the grounds of the circus he stopped and took Marie’s shoulders in his powerful hands.


  “You heard what she said?” he demanded.


  “Yes,” Marie answered, “I heard.”


  “Then why must we wait any longer? He is going to die; that old witch said so. There is no reason to stay with him. You must tell him now that you are leaving him.”


  His hands dug into the girl’s shoulders and his eyes blazed into hers with an almost hypnotic force.


  “Maybe the old woman was lying,” Marie said desperately.


  “She knew of Tony,” Manrico said harshly. “She knew of us. The card with your likeness is proof of her powers. Maybe she’s in league with the Black One, but I’d gamble my soul that she has told us the truth.”


  “All right, Manrico,” Marie said, a little breathlessly. “I—I will go to him and tell him that I am leaving. But you must come with me. I cannot face him alone.”


  “I will come with you,” Manrico said savagely. “He is in his tent now, preparing for our act tonight.”


  He took the girl’s arm and strode toward a long line of performers’ tents, almost dragging the girl in his haste. At a tent with an insignia of three laughing clowns stitched to the main flap, he halted.


  “He is inside,” he said. “There is no time to waste.”


  “Manrico, I am afraid.”


  “You fool!” Manrico burst out savagely.


  He jerked aside the flap of the tent and shoved the girl forward.


  “We have wasted enough time as it is. This thing must be done now or not at all.”


  The girl stepped into the tent, her face white and strained. Manrico followed her.


  At a littered dressing table in the tent, a tall, blond man was applying make-up. He looked around at Marie and Manrico.


  “You’ve been gone quite a while,” he said. “We’re due for the Grand March in another hour, you know.”


  “I know,” Marie said. She twisted her hands together anxiously and glanced up at Manrico in mute appeal, but she received no comfort from his stony, impassive face.


  “There’s something I want to tell you, Tony,” she said.


  Tony, her husband, turned back to his dressing table and inspected his lean face in the mirror. He had applied the white paint in an inch-wide streak about his mouth and it lent a ludicrous appearance to his pale, finely drawn face.


  “We haven’t time to talk,” he said. “You can tell me later.”


  He stood up from the table and straightened the blouse of the baggy clown suit he was wearing.


  “No,” Marie said, “I can’t tell you later. You must listen now.”


  HER husband turned and faced her and his eyes moved slowly from her to Manrico. There was a lurking fear in his eyes, now. The subconscious, instinctive fear of a man who has steeled himself for grief but who has a horrible dread of its arrival.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Manrico and I love each other,” Marie said quietly. “I intend to marry him. You must give me my freedom.” There was a complete and terrible silence in the room and her words seemed to echo endlessly, beating against the brains of the three people in the tent.


  Her husband stared wildly at her and his eyes were black and hot against the whiteness of his face. He started to speak but no words passed his lips. His mouth twisted with his effort and the line of white grease paint spread and writhed in a pitifully comical fashion.


  Manrico stood with his arms folded over his deep chest, his face expressionless.


  “Well,” Marie said, a touch of irritation in her voice, “aren’t you going to say something?”


  Her husband seemed not to hear the words. He sank slowly down on the stool before the dressing table, and his shapeless clown suit seemed to collapse about his shoulders. His features twisted as if he were in physical pain. He said slowly, “I love you, Marie.”


  “If you do,” Marie said, “you must want me to be happy. And I love Manrico. I can’t be happy without him. You must let me go.”


  “No,” he said. His voice was strained and harsh. “No.”


  Marie smiled slightly. His pain and helplessness at the prospect of losing her increased her confidence and gave her a feeling of power.


  She said, “You can’t keep me. I didn’t know the meaning of love when married you. I know now that I never loved you, not even for a day.” She was slightly shocked at hearing her own words, for she realized that she was saying things with the deliberate intention of hurting him.


  He looked at her with haggard, pleading eyes.


  “You don’t know what you’re saying, Marie,” he said hoarsely.


  “She knows perfectly well what she’s saying,” Manrico said coldly. “She is in love with me and I am in love with her. We have been, for over a year. And nothing is going to keep us apart.”


  “I will not let you go,” Tony said dully. He seemed as a man in a trance. His powerful hands were twisted together until the knuckles gleamed whitely in the semi-darkness of the tent.


  “I will not let you go,” he repeated.


  Manrico’s face reddened in anger.


  “This is not the twelfth century,” he said stormily. “Marie is not your slave.”


  Tony did not seem to hear. His head was bowed and his face was as hard as carved wood.


  “There’s no use talking,” Marie said, turning helplessly to Manrico.


  Manrico put his arm around her waist and led her to the tent flap. He glanced back at Tony and saw that he was reaching blindly, automatically, for a bottle of whisky on the dressing table.


  He smiled grimly and followed Marie from the tent.


  THEY walked a dozen yards in silence and Manrico watched Marie closely, a speculative, musing smile on his lips.


  Finally he said, “Well, where does this leave us?”


  Marie shook her head impatiently.


  “I don’t know. He’s in one of his moods. Nothing can ever change him now.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong,” Manrico said cryptically.


  “You don’t know him as I do,” Marie said. “His will is like iron. Oh, I don’t know what to think or do.”


  Manrico glanced about to make sure there was no one within earshot. Satisfied, he turned to Marie and his smile was not pleasant.


  “You are wrong when you say that nothing will change Tony,” he said. He looked steadily into the girl’s eyes and the grim smile on his face faded to a cruel determination. “Death will change him.”


  “Manrico!” Marie gasped.


  “Yes, death!” Manrico said softly. “While he lives he will always stand between us. He must die! Have you forgotten? His death was foretold in our cards. It makes no difference whether it occurs tonight or twenty years from now. That is destiny. Only to us does it make a difference. Whether we will be together in happiness or split apart forever by his selfishness depends on whether he lives or dies.”


  “But it isn’t right,” Marie protested fearfully. “It would be mur—”


  “Don’t say it, sweet,” Manrico said softly. “We will only be fulfilling the designs of destiny. Didn’t the cards promise us each other’s arms until death separated us? We cannot fulfil that fate until he is forever out of the way.”


  “It’s dangerous. Something might—”


  “There’s no element of danger in the plan I have figured out. Tonight there will be an accident during the act. A very unfortunate accident that will cost Tony Carillo his life. It will be as simple as falling off a high trapeze,” he added with grim humor.


  “How can you be sure this ‘accident’ will take place?”


  Manrico smiled faintly.


  “Leave that to me. In our first act he leaves his trapeze, swings through the air and I catch him with a hand-lock, you remember?”


  “Yes. In that exchange I catch his trapeze when he leaves it. But how does the ‘accident’ happen?”


  “Simple. I do not catch Tony. I miss his hands by just a little bit. It is very unfortunate. Everyone is very sorry. But Tony is falling to the ground and it is too late to do anything about it.”


  “Won’t someone suspect?”


  “Not likely. As we left his tent I noticed that he was about to take a drink. He might take two or three. He is shocked, nervous. People will notice this and when he falls they will decide that he made the mistake of taking too much drink. If no one happens to notice that he has been drinking, we can remind them of it. The plan is flawless.”


  Marie turned her face away and a tremor passed over her.


  “I am afraid,” she whispered. “Are you sure this is the right thing we are doing?”


  “It is the only thing we can do, my sweet,” Manrico assured her passionately. “Hurry, now, and dress. We have only a short time.”


  AN HOUR later the vast main tent was completely filled with a festive crowd. Outside, the stars were visible as a billion pin-pricks of silver light against the mighty black canopy of the sky.


  Manrico stood with Marie under the main archway, waiting to file into the center ring. Tony stood a little apart from them, silent and haggard. Not once did he so much as glance at them.


  Manrico noticed with satisfaction the flushed face and burning, feverish eyes. Tony had been drinking.


  Suddenly the band struck up the march which was their cue. Their appearance was greeted with cheers and laughter from the well-packed stands. Manrico smiled thinly beneath his paint. A clown suit might mean fun and comedy to the spectators but they didn’t realize how deceptive were the costumes and grease paint of the Laughing Carillos this night.


  The master of ceremonies introduced them lavishly, and then they were ascending the ladders that led to the trapezes, high above the heads of the crowd, in the tip-top peak of the big top.


  Tony and Marie ascended one side and Manrico went up alone. When he reached his platform he tested the trapeze carefully. He glanced down and saw that the net was being removed. That was part of the act. He smiled. Tony would have a nice straight drop—onto the hard-baked earth.


  The drums of the band were rumbling a spine-tingling crescendo and the cries of the crowd had faded to a tense, excited murmur.


  Manrico looked and saw that Marie had reached her platform which was a dozen feet above Tony’s. He waved to her and he could see her white smile.


  Tony’s face was set in rigid lines, completely devoid of expression. Manrico experienced a grim pleasure from the thought of how that expressionless face would change and writhe when it started downward . . .


  After a last check of the trapeze ropes, Manrico swung out into the air. Marie and Tony both stepped from their platforms and swung in sweeping arcs toward him—Marie a dozen feet above his head, Tony exactly parallel.


  They swung back and forth gathering momentum while the band below built a pulse-quickening pillar of sound beneath them. Their first maneuver was actually their climax for it was the most spectacular in their repertoire.


  Manrico caught Tony and Marie somersaulted to the trapeze vacated by Tony—that was the trick. It required perfect timing and precision.


  Manrico smiled as he swung higher and higher. There was no danger for him in this maneuver. Ordinarily he caught Tony. Tonight, it was even simpler—for he wasn’t going to catch Tony.


  Two more swings and then Tony would be sailing through the air, hands extended, grasping—


  What would he think as he missed and plummeted downward?


  There wouldn’t be time for thought, Manrico knew.


  HE FELL backwards and hung by his knees as he completed the first swing. Above him he could see Marie arcing gracefully downward. Her long, slender body streamed through the air, a vibrant, beautiful poem of motion.


  Manrico completed his second swing and his eyes flashed the cue to Marie and Tony. They both nodded imperceptibly and he knew that they were ready.


  Tony swung forward to meet him, hanging by his hands. Manrico could see his face clearly. And he saw that Tony was smiling. Smiling exultantly, triumphantly, happily.


  Manrico had no time for thought for at that same instant Tony’s hands released the trapeze bar—and with a flash of instinctive reckoning Manrico knew that Tony had released the bar a split second too soon, six feet before he should have!


  And he was not flying toward Manrico’s outstretched hands as he should have been! He was falling swiftly and certainly to the hard-baked earth a hundred and fifty feet below. And the triumphant, exultant smile was radiant on his face as he dropped.


  It happened too quickly for thought. But quicker than thought were Manrico’s instinctive reflexes. And even as Tony started to fall, his horrified eyes flashed up to Marie’s trapeze and a shout of warning clawed at his throat.


  For Marie had left her trapeze and was dropping in a graceful, soaring arc to Tony’s trapeze—Tony’s trapeze which his deliberate fall had thrown six feet out of place.


  The full import of Tony’s act crashed into Manrico’s brain with the speed of light. There was no time to think, less in which to act.


  Marie was falling through the air—and Tony’s trapeze was swinging tantalizingly away from her clawing fingers.


  With cat-like quickness Manrico grabbed his trapeze bar with one hand, slipped his knees from the bar and swung forward in a desperate lunge.


  His free hand caught Marie about the waist as she hurtled by—and his other hand tore away from the trapeze with a savage wrench.


  Marie’s shrill scream beat at his ears and her arms clutched about his waist as they fell.


  The cards had not lied.


  They were to have each other’s arms until death parted them.


  And Manrico had been wrong about one thing. There was time to think on the way down.


  THE VOICE


  First published in the October 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  It’s a startling thing to find your fake séance room invaded by the real thing—but even worse when the ghost is a liar!


  ENRICO ALVIRA was a tall dark young man with soulful brown eyes and the face of an angel. From the top of his be-jeweled turban to the tips of his black felt slippers he was a physical embodiment of the glamour and mystery of the East.


  He was lounging comfortably in a silk cushioned chair, smoking a cigarette in a foot-long holder and admiring with complacent satisfaction the exotic luxury of his office, when his secretary entered and bowed low.


  His secretary was a brown, inscrutable little man, dressed in severely cut dark clothes and wearing a white turban.


  His secretary, Ali, bowed again.


  “A woman to see you, Sahib.”


  Enrico blew a cloud of incensed smoke toward the ceiling and closed his eyes wearily.


  “Must there always be this demand on my psychic powers?” he murmured.


  “The woman is very expensively dressed,” Ali said softly. “She wears very interesting jewels. It is not difficult for this poor one to surmise that she is abundantly blessed with those temporal riches for which the Prophet had such disdain.”


  Enrico opened his eyes and a fleeting smile touched his face.


  “So?” he said idly. “Jewels, eh?” He stood up and inserted a fresh cigarette in the ivory holder.


  “You may tell the woman, Ali, that she is fortunate. I will see her.”


  “Yes, Sahib” Ali said. He bowed and withdrew.


  Enrico straightened his turban carefully, glanced in the mirror to reassure himself that he looked sufficiently grave and inscrutable, then left his office and proceeded to the chamber where he interviewed his clients and held his séances.


  The walls of the chamber were covered with heavy red drapes and a soft blue illumination was provided by a small lamp in each corner.


  A woman rose to her feet as Enrico entered the room.


  “I’m so glad you’ve decided to help me, Mr. Alvira,” she said, almost tremulously. “Many of my friends have told me how greatly you’ve been able to help them.”


  Enrico bowed slightly.


  “I am happy to be able to use my powers in aiding those in distress,” he said quietly. “Perhaps, when you tell me your problem, I shall be able to help you.”


  “Oh, I feel sure you will,” the woman cried.


  ENRICO motioned for the woman to resume her seat, then sat down himself. He studied the woman carefully and arrived at a few encouraging conclusions.


  She was wealthy, that was evident. And equally important, she had reached the stage of life where gullibility seems to be an automatic reflex. She was in trouble; and judging from her soft features, and from her presence in a spiritualist’s parlors, she lacked the character and will to solve her own dilemma. All of these factors were excellent, from Enrico’s viewpoint. They made the kill a certainty.


  “Please unburden yourself,” he said.


  The woman leaned forward in her chair and her soft eyes met his beseechingly.


  “Don’t think me just a silly old woman,” she said. “I’m not just looking for a thrill or something like that. I am in trouble and I feel if I could talk to my husband for just a few moments, it would help wonderfully. I’ve never believed that the living could communicate with the dead; but I’m willing to believe anything now, if only there’s a chance of talking with my husband.”


  “When did your husband pass over?” Enrico asked somberly.


  “Four years ago,” the woman answered.


  Enrico shook his head sadly.


  “That is unfortunate,” he said.


  “Why, what’s the matter? Can’t you help me?”


  The woman almost sobbed the last question.


  Enrico held up one hand in gentle remonstrance.


  “It is too soon to decide that. But establishing contact with those who have passed over is always a difficult, hazardous undertaking. And the longer the spirit has been absent from his corporeal body and surroundings, naturally, the more difficult is the establishment of contact.”


  “N—naturally,” the woman said slowly.


  “Four years is a long time,” Enrico said. “The process of establishing communication with your dead husband might be a long and tedious one. We can only try. If we fail, we must try again.”


  “Can we start today?” the woman asked eagerly.


  “Unfortunately, no. There are certain preparations which I must make before we may undertake to communicate with your husband. I must prepare myself for the exacting ordeal by fasting and solitude. When these things are arranged, and I am in the proper psychic mood, we may proceed. However, you may tell me the nature of your trouble now. It is necessary that I know.”


  Enrico closed his eyes and allowed his features to relax into stolid immobility. He waved a limp hand gracefully.


  “Proceed.”


  “My husband and I married quite young,” the woman began. “We did not have any children, and as the years passed we became closer and closer to each other. We were inseparable. Many times I prayed that I would die first. I could not face the prospect of life without him.”


  THE woman dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief.


  “But he died first,” she said tremulously. “It was pneumonia. He was sick only three days. His death left me to face a bleak, bitter loneliness that is worse than anything I could have imgained.”


  “Dot iss too bad,” a guttural voice said sadly.


  “What did you say,” the woman said, looking in surprise at Enrico.


  Enrico sat up straight in his chair and looked about the dim, red-draped room. Who had spoken?


  “N—nothing,” he said hastily.


  “But I heard a voice,” the woman persisted.


  Enrico’s eyes moved automatically and guiltily to the corners of the room where the loudspeakers were concealed.


  The loudspeaking system was used during séances in which a “voice” from the “beyond” was necessary. Ali, his secretary, provided the “voice”.


  But the voice he’d heard a moment ago wasn’t the voice of Ali. And the loudspeaking system wasn’t connected, now. It was only hooked up when needed.


  Enrico felt cold sweat breaking out under the band of his turban. The room suddenly seemed very warm. Had he only imagined that voice with the guttural, German accent? Impossible! The woman had heard it, too.


  She was looking at him with bewildered eyes.


  “Who was it?” she demanded in a hoarse whisper.


  Enrico realized that he must advance some explanation. What kind of a medium would she think him, if he allowed mysterious voices to barge in and out of the discussion?


  “It is nothing to be alarmed about,” he said, with what he hoped was convincing suavity. “Sometimes there is a sort of spiritual, er, hangover after a séance. There is at times a kind of, er, astral,” he fumbled for the word, “echo, that hangs over in the immediate vicinity of its re-materialization.”


  “Dot sounds cwazy!” the voice that spoke the words seemed to emanate from the very air of the room. The guttural German voice was very disgusted, if its tone was any indication.


  The woman looked fearfully at Enrico.


  “I’m afraid,” she whispered.


  Enrico was, too, but he couldn’t admit it. He clasped his hands together to hide their trembling, and attempted a weak smile.


  “It is nothing,” he said feebly. “Just a trick of the imagination.”


  The woman stood up slowly, a wondering expression illuminating her face.


  “That voice,” she whispered. “It was from the—the other side, wasn’t it?”


  “Dot’s right,” the guttural voice answered.


  The woman stood straight, her hands clenched at her sides. Her eyes moved pleadingly, desperately, about the room.


  “Can you help me?” she said in a low tense voice that was but a whisper. “Do you know my husband, John Reynolds?”


  “Dot’s hard to say. Dere is such a lot of peepul here.”


  ENRICO slumped back in his chair and clasped his hands to his forehead. He was going mad! Or it was a trick!


  He sprang from his chair and dashed from the room. He heard the woman call after him, but he didn’t stop. He hurried to the basement and jerked open the door of the room where the microphone was set up.


  The room was empty! The microphone was not even plugged into its socket. Enrico felt a black moment of horror. This meant that the voice he had heard in the room above was not the effect of some mechanical device; it was ho trick; it actually emanated from—


  Enrico felt his mind reeling. In all the years he posed as a spiritualist, he had never seriously believed in any sort of after-life. But here was indisputable evidence that the phenomena which he had publicly exploited and privately derided did actually exist.


  Trembling and shaken, he returned to the chamber where he had left the woman, drawn by a strange compulsion he could not name.


  She was still standing in the center of the room, almost transfigured with the hope and feeling that blazed in her eyes and face.


  “Please, please,” she implored, “you must help me. My husband was a tall man, with gray hair. Maybe you know of him. Please, you must help.”


  Enrico realized that she was not speaking to him, but rather to the “voice.” The knowledge gave him a strange chill. He looked behind him nervously and swept the gloomy corners of the room with apprehensive eyes.


  “Please,” the woman whispered.


  “It’s a big chob,” the voice said, and there was a dubious, worried tone in the guttural accents. “Dere are so many here. Und I only know the big shots. Napoleon, Alexander the Great—Alex, I call him—Genghis Khan, Voodrow Vilson; men like dot; big shots.”


  Enrico glared about the deep gloom of the chamber.


  “This is some kind of a joke,” he cried. “One of my competitors must have installed a loudspeaker in here to make me look ridiculous. It’s a put-up job.”


  The woman turned to him and the exaltation and hope had died in her eyes. She regarded him levelly and coolly.


  “I made a mistake to come here,” she said quietly. “It was foolish of me. I don’t quite know what I expected, but I did not anticipate being made the butt of a cheap, contemptible joke.”


  She walked quickly from the chamber.


  “Vait,” the guttural voice cried. “I vas not making jokes.”


  “Oh shut up!” Enrico cried in desperation. “You’ve ruined everything, you fake. That woman will tell others. This might ruin my business.”


  HE rushed from the room after the woman, but when he reached the street she had disappeared. Returning, he met Ali, his secretary.


  “What is the matter, sahib?” Ali inquired, with a discreet bow.


  “Come with me,” Enrico ordered crisply, and strode back to the red-draped chamber. “Somebody has installed a loudspeaker in here,” he said, glaring angrily about. “One of my competitors, probably. We can’t interview any more clients in here until that speaker is found and destroyed.”


  Ali was looking at him bewilderedly. “But how could there be a speaker, sahib?” he asked. “No one has been in here today or yesterday. If someone attempted to install a loudspeaker here, I would know of it.”


  “I don’t want arguments,” Enrico almost screamed. “I want that loudspeaker. You find it. It’s got a German accent.”


  Ali shrugged and looked furtively at his employer. “Yes, sahib,” he said quietly.


  But half an hour later, after all the draperies had been torn down, when all the walls had been examined, when the floor and ceiling had been minutely inspected, there was no evidence of any mechanical speaking system, other than the establishment’s own apparatus.


  “I tell you, there must be a loudspeaker somewhere in this room,” Enrico said, clenching and unclenching his fists spasmodically.


  “Vat makes you so sure?”


  It was the voice again. The same guttural, German voice, traceless and all-pervading, seeming to materialize in the atmosphere of the room.


  “Ali!” Enrico demanded tensely. “Did you hear that?”


  Ali glanced about the room, his eyes rolling.


  “I am afraid I did, sahib,” he said weakly. “You will excuse me, please.” He left the room hurriedly, his face white. Enrico never saw him again.


  “Vy are you so skeptical?” the heavy voice asked plaintively.


  Enrico stared about the room, listening to the last echo of that thick voice.


  “You—you are from—from over There?” he said in a whisper.


  “Uf course,” the voice said impatiently. “I haff been for years and years. I vanted somevon to talk mit so I broke all the rules to come here and talk mit you. Dot is always the trouble; nobody believes me . . .”


  “I—I believe you,” said Enrico weakly.


  He sat down in a chair and lighted a cigarette with a trembling hand. His mind was confused and distraught; it refused to function properly. But after a moment, his opportunist tendencies rallied to his aid, and brought a semblance of order to his thoughts.


  If he were actually and really in contact with a being from the Beyond, there must be some way to take material advantage of the situation. Finally an idea occurred to him.


  “DO YOU know anything of the affairs of lining men?” he asked.


  “Vy, naturally. I know all about dem,” the voice answered.


  “Can you see the future course of human events?” Enrico persisted. “For instance, can you tell what the stock market is going to do, how the war is going to turn, which horse will win the derby, things like those?”


  “Vy, of course,” the voice said. There was an expansive, patronizing tone to the voice, now. “Anything you vant to know, I can tell you. Ven I vas alive I vas one of the great philosophers of the world. Kant and Hegel stole all of dair vorks from mine. Now zat I am over here in the After-Life, everyzing iss crystal clear. Und I vas right about my predictions uff what it would be like here. Vat iss it you vant to know?”


  Enrico straightened in his chair and a fever of hope and anticipation rushed through his veins. With this source of foresight at his command, to what heights could he not aspire? The potentiality that lay within his grasp was enough to stun the mind. Sure knowledge of the outcome of sporting events, political elections, wars, stocks—it was staggering to contemplate the power and wealth that such foresight would bring to him.


  “The National derby is being run tomorrow,” he said, and his voice was hoarse with excitement. “Could you tell me the winner?”


  “Vy, sure, if dot iss vat you vant to know. First, let me tell you a story. Ven I vas alive I had the fastest horse in the whole country. Von day vile riding on the countryside a storm came up. Vind and rain and lighting. Vun big bolt broke over my head, und I saw dot it vas coming for me direct. Joost in time I yell ‘Giddap!’ und avay ve go ahead of the lightning bolt. For fife miles ve raced, und finally ve left the lighting bolt behind us. Dot vas von fast horse, let me tell you.”


  Enrico was hardly listening.


  “But what about the Derby?” he demanded. “Nimble Heels is the favorite at five to one. The only horse in the race that hasn’t got a chance is Bucephalus, at eighty to one.”


  “Bucephalusl” cried the voice excitedly. “Dot’s the horse who vill vin.”


  “Bucephalus?” echoed Enrico incredulously.


  “Dot’s right. I knew hiss grand sire, the mount of the vonderful Alexander the Great. Und let me tell you, the fix iss in.”


  “So the fix is in,” Enrico said softly. A smile hovered around his lips. This was perfect. “Are you sure?” he asked.


  “My poy,” the voice said, “it iss in the bag.” The voice lowered to a confidential whisper. “I vas talking to Alexander, himself, not tventy minutes ago. He let it slip. Bucephalus can’t lose.”


  “And neither can I,” Enrico cried. “Adios!”


  HE LEFT the chamber and hurried to his office, changed his turban for a snap-brim felt hat and left his establishment on the run.


  His lawyer was incredulous.


  “I don’t understand,” he said, staring at Enrico as if he had gone mad. “You want all of your holdings, your business, converted into cash by three o’clock this afternoon?”


  “That is right,” Enrico said. “Everything!”


  His lawyer ran a distracted hand through his hair.


  “You understand, of course, that you’re going to take a serious loss on this transaction?”


  Enrico smiled and thought of Bucephalus at eighty to one.


  “Never mind that,” he said. “Just convert my holdings and business into cash. Regardless of the loss, I must have the cash. Do you understand?”


  The lawyer shrugged and reached for the phone.


  “I’ll get right on it,” he said.


  AT FIVE that afternoon Enrico entered his bookie’s office with thirty five thousand dollars in his wallet. That sum represented the convertible value of everything he had owned in the world. His business, his property, his savings accounts, his cars, everything had been sacrificed to raise the amount.


  Whistling cheerfully, he tossed the money on the desk.


  “Bucephalus, on the nose!” he said.


  The bookie, a small, dour, gray man, looked up from under his green eyeshade, and his normally expressionless eyes were wide with astonishment.


  “Are you sure you know what you’re saying, Mr. Alvira?” he queried sharply.


  “Perfectly,” said Enrico.


  The bookie looked gloomily at the money.


  “I can’t take it all,” he said. “I’ll handle what I can and wire the rest to Philly, N’yawk, Chicago and Boston. Okay?”


  “As long as it’s on Bucephalus on the nose,” Enrico said, “I don’t care how you handle it.”


  “Okay,” the bookie shrugged, “it’s your dough. But I’m afraid it ain’t goin’ to be for long.”


  He made a notation on his book, handed Enrico a receipt and tossed the money into his drawer.


  “Much obliged,” Enrico said, and left the office.


  The next morning at the hour of the running of the National Derby, Enrico was seated comfortably before his radio, as the excited voice of the announcer broke in with an electric, spine-tingling shout:


  “They’re off!”


  Enrico relaxed comfortably in the luxurious surroundings of his office. No, they weren’t his any longer, he realized with a contented sigh, but when this race was over he wouldn’t have to worry about offices or work, ever again.


  “Nimble Heels is in the lead, Skyrocket and Quicksilver trailing slightly as the pack thunders into the back stretch . . .”


  The announcer’s voice was frantic with excitement.


  Enrico straightened up in his chair and lit a cigarette.


  Where was Bucephalus?


  “Nimble Heels is drawing away at the jar turn. Skyrocket is running second, three lengths back. The rest of the pack is strung along back stretch


  Enrico stood up and brushed the perspiration from his forehead. He threw his cigarette away.


  Where was Bucephalus?


  “. . . Into the home stretch now, it’s Nimble Heels in the lead and Skyrocket coming up fast, making his bid now. It’s still any horse’s race. Only one horse is definitely out, having stopped over on the back stretch to nibble leaves from the infield trees. He’s walking from tree to tree and his jockey has given up and lighted a cigarette. It’s a very amusing sight. I’ll get his number . . . yes . . . 17 . . . that, folks, is Bucephalus . . . definitely out. It’s Nimble Heels by a nose, folks.”


  ENRICO collapsed into a chair and clapped his hands to his forehead. He was too stunned to appreciate the enormity of the catastrophe.


  Stopping to nibble tree leaves . . . Bucephalus!


  Wiped out! All his money, all his holdings, his business, everything riding on a horse that had stopped to nibble tree leaves.


  With a wild screech he leaped to his feet and charged from the office into the red-draped chamber.


  He stood in the center of the gloomy room, glaring in hysterically helpless rage from corner to corner.


  “It’s all your fault,” he screamed. “You told me Bucephalus was going to win. You fraud! You liar!”


  “Didn’t he vin?” the voice asked in mild surprise. “Somezing must haff slipped up.”


  Enrico pressed his hands to his temples, shaking with rage.


  “Why did you do this to me?” he cried bitterly. “Why did you tell those lies?”


  “Veil,” the voice said in embarrassment, “it vas—”


  The voice stopped speaking and there was a dead silence m the room.


  “What’s the matter?” Enrico demanded.


  “Shhhh!” the voice said. “I haff been caught. Zey are coming for me now. Zey haff discovered zat I haff been breaking the rules by talking mit you.”


  “I wish,” Enrico said with shrill anguish, “that they caught you before you ruined my life.”


  “Zis iss gootbye,” the voice said sadly.


  Enrico dropped into a chair and covered his head with his arms.


  “Get out I” he screamed. “I never want to hear you again. Get out, whoever you are.”


  “Oh, you don’t know who I am?” the voice asked in surprise.


  “No, and I don’t care,” raged Enrico.


  “But you must know,” the voice continued cheerfully. “Zen you vill know how honored you haff been. I am the great Baron Munchausen!”


  “Baron Munchausen!” gasped Enrico.


  “Dot is right. Haff you efer heard of the time when I chumped my horse up to a cloud; und just as I was going to chump back I—”


  The voice faded away in a strangled gurgle, as if someone had clapped a hand forcibly over the mouth of the speaker.


  The room was quiet. Enrico slumped back in the chair and stared sightlessly at the red-draped walls.


  Baron Munchausen! The greatest and most prolific liar the world had ever produced.


  Enrico thought of his thirty five thousand dollars and the property, business and assets it had represented. All gone now.


  He shook his head sadly.


  “The fraud!” he muttered bitterly.


  THE PICTURE OF DEATH


  First published in the November 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  This hulking, brutish man was a marvelous subject for a painting—until the character turned out to be too close to actual truth!


  WHEN I walked into Harry Saunders’ office on the tenth floor of Republic Magazines’ new building, he looked up from his desk and nodded pleasantly.


  “Sit down,” he said, waving me to a chair beside his desk. “Smoke?”


  I sat down, accepted the cigarette and lit it carefully. From Saunders’ manner I began to hope he might have good news.


  “Well, what’s the verdict?” I asked, trying to make the question as casual as possible. I’m afraid I didn’t quite succeed in that attempt. It isn’t easy to act unconcerned when your week’s meals and lodgings depend on an art director’s decision.


  Saunders didn’t answer immediately. He leaned back in his chair and took a great deal of time in lighting his cigarette. I knew he was stalling. He was a nice guy and he didn’t like to say no soap. But he finally got around to it.


  He looked at me with troubled eyes. “Id like to buy your illustrations,” he said, “but there’s an element of reality lacking. Your backgrounds are okay, your composition is nice, but your male characters just don’t have the brutality and toughness they should.”


  I smiled bitterly and shrugged my shoulders.


  “If I haven’t got it, I haven’t got it,” I said. “I’ve been in the ‘art’ business for a dozen years, but I’m learning that ‘art’ hasn’t got anything to do with making a living with magazine illustrations. Thanks, Harry, you’ve done the best anyone could for a misguided mural painter.”


  I crushed out the cigarette and stood up, but Harry said, “Wait a minute.” He stood up and stepped around his desk.


  “Don’t let a few rejections lick you,” he said. “At least, try once more. Do a villain for me, a rough, tough, nasty gent that I can really be scared of. Forget the background and incidental characters.”


  “Okay,” I said, and moved to the door. “I’ll do it tonight and bring it in first thing in the morning.”


  “Oh, by the way,” Harry said. He coughed and looked away in embarrassment. “If you could use a few bucks for a while—”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll be okay, Harry.”


  I opened the door and walked down the corridor to the elevators. Outside the building it was rapidly getting dark, and a soft snow was falling on the hurrying pedestrians.


  I turned my collar up and started walking. An hour later I let myself into my bleak, cold, cramped attic-studio. I turned on the light over my drawing board and then turned up the gas under the coffee pot.


  I had never been a fast craftsman and I knew that the job of drawing one character would take most of the night. I didn’t particularly look forward to the hours that stretched ahead of me. Drawing is hard work for me.


  Work that I love, but, nevertheless, work.


  While the coffee was heating, I blocked in a frame for my main figure. I hadn’t the faintest idea of what my character would be. Not having the money to afford models, I was forced to use my imagination in creating illustrations.


  AS I sat before the board, toying with ideas, I happened to glance out the window and see, across the narrow court, the figure of a man outlined against a window.


  He had his back to the window, but as I watched, he turned and I had a full view of his features. They were brutal and coarse, and in his small, deep-sunk eyes there was something unimaginably evil. From his shoulders and arms I could see that he was powerfully built, probably of enormous strength. His hair was coarse and black.


  The light in his room shone full on his face, and I was able to analyze each feature and line carefully.


  Automatically I picked up my drawing pencil. I was hardly conscious of what I was doing, so absorbed was I in the man across the court. Something in the bestial brutality of his features fired my imagination, inflamed my senses and set my heart pounding.


  My pencil flashed across the drawing paper with swift, sure strokes. I had never drawn with such ease and effect in my entire career. It was as if some psychic influence was at work, driving me on, ordering my thoughts and directing my hand.


  I was afraid, terribly afraid, that the man would turn away from the light before I completed the sketch.


  I worked furiously, studying my subject with white-hot concentration, and feverishly transmitting the almost sadistic brutality of his features to the drawing paper.


  At last the thing was done. And at that same second the man across the court turned away from his window, and the light in his room disappeared.


  I felt enormously lucky and strangely exhilarated.


  I studied the drawing carefully. It was simply done, yet there was an undeniable impact in its effect. I had caught the essence of chilling evil that, to my eyes at least, was stamped unmistakably on the face of the man across the court.


  I felt like celebrating. Here, the job I had been dreading as an all-night session was completed in ten minutes. But most gratifying was the realization that I had done a coldly realistic piece of work. The illustration was good, I knew. Something of myself, and something from my subject had merged together to create this drawing.


  With a rare feeling of jubilance I went to the closet and took down one of my cherished possessions, a full pint of good whiskey. I had been saving it until I had something to celebrate, and this seemed the proper occasion.


  I had three drinks in a row, silently toasting myself each time. I am not accustomed to liquor, and when I finally lay down on my cot, my head was spinning very pleasantly.


  WHEN I awoke it was morning.


  A faint early light was creeping in through the window, and I had a bad headache. I still had my clothes on.


  I stood up and pressed my hands to my temples. Gradually the memory of the previous evening returned. I didn’t feel so bad then. At least I had a good piece of work to show Saunders.


  I washed, changed my shirt and, feeling almost normal again, I drew back the shades and let the North light pour into the room. I was anxious to inspect the drawing in the sometimes damning light of day.


  I swung the drawing board around, and let the clear morning light splash over the illustration I’d done of the man across the court.


  The sight that met my eyes caused me to gasp in astonished horror.


  The illustration was completely changed!


  The figure of the man was bent in a crouch, and his lips were flattened against his teeth in demoniacal leer. In his hooked, talon-like hands was an axe, smeared and bloody.


  And, most horrible of all, between his spread feet was the form of a young girl, her head hacked almost completely from her shoulders.


  I sat down, my knees suddenly weak. The horrible force of the gruesome drawing was physically staggering.


  The illustration was a masterpiece of macabre horror.


  But who had done it? The central figure was mine, but had someone visited my room in the dead of night to add the gruesome details of the murder?


  I stared at the illustration for many long minutes. There was something plucking at my subconscious, some psychic half-memory of this scene, as if possibly I had dreamed or imagined it years ago.


  I shook my head irritably at this thought. I was indulging in a form of self-hypnosis, trying to convince myself of something or other.


  There was a rational explanation to this phenomenon, I told myself firmly. The style of the art was mine throughout the picture. I recognized that instantly. Therefore I had drawn in the figure of the murdered girl, changed my central character into a bestial maniacal killer, dramatized the illustration into a blood-chilling picture.


  That much was obvious. But how had I done all this? And why did I have no recollection of it?


  There was only one answer to both those questions. I must have changed the illustration during my drink-befogged sleep. That was the only logical solution. Possibly the unaccustomed stimulus of the alcohol had provided the subconscious impetus to return to the drawing board and re-design the illustration.


  Possibly . . .


  I removed the illustration from the drawing board and rolled it up tightly.


  There was no sense worrying about the thing. It was done; that was that. This realistic view comforted me more had my attempts at rationalization. I left my studio with the illustration under my arm and walked uptown to the Republic Magazines’ building.


  WHEN I spread the illustration on Harry Saunders’ desk, a half hour later, his eyes brightened with interest and he stood up excitedly.


  “Now you’ve got it,” he said, slapping me on the shoulder. “This picture has got some guts to it. It’s realistic and convincing.”


  He stared a long moment at the illustration.


  “Did you get the idea for this scene from the morning newspaper?” he asked abruptly.


  “No,” I said, surprised. “I got it from—”


  My voice and thoughts trailed away. Where had I got the idea?


  “What do you mean?” I demanded. “I haven’t seen the morning papers yet. Was there some sort of murder last night?”


  Saunders shuddered slightly.


  “A very unpretty one, if we may judge from the harrowing details of our melodramatic reporters. Young girl, axe killer, lonely wharf. Maniac probably.”


  For some reason, my thoughts were spinning crazily.


  “I didn’t know a thing about it,” I said harshly.


  “Okay, okay,” Saunders grinned. “It doesn’t make any difference one way or the other. I don’t care whether you get your ideas from the daily papers or the telephone book. The important thing now is that I want more work from you. This illustration has got what it takes. Now get back to your studio and turn out as many you can just like it. And stick to this main figure of the villain. You’ve got something there. He looks bad enough to be real.”


  “All right,” I said.


  “I’ll have a check for you tomorrow on this job,” Saunders said. “As long as you can keep up this kind of work, you’re all set.”


  “All right,” I said. “I’ll be in tomorrow.”


  I left his office and my feelings were difficult to analyze. I should have been riotously happy at having finally made the grade with Republic Magazines, but for some reason my happiness was tempered with another emotion I could not define.


  On the street I bought a paper and carefully read the story of the murder Saunders mentioned. This action was in itself unexplainable. Normally such things do not interest me, but now I read the story avidly.


  The girl’s body was awaiting identification; the axe killer was still at large. Police were of the opinion that it was the work of a maniac. That was the substance of the story.


  I frowned and walked on. When I reached my studio it was about noon. I had a little something to eat, then I sat down at my drawing board.


  The strong North light was streaming over my shoulder and every condition was favorable to work, but for some reason I couldn’t recapture the feeling and mood that I had experienced the previous day.


  I tried a dozen times to draw from memory the man I’d seen across the court, but it was worse than futile. Each succeeding attempt became less and less what I wanted, until I finally tore the sheet from the board, and with an exclamation of disgust, hurled it to the floor.


  THE afternoon passed and darkness fell swiftly. I turned on the light over my easel and made another desperate attempt to get to work. While I was seated there, concentrating on the scene in my mind, the light across the court flicked on, and I saw my subject again, silhouetted against the illumination in his room.


  He was pacing up and down the floor with slow measured strides. The court that separated our windows was only a dozen feet wide, and I could see details in the room very clearly.


  I could see his huge hands clasped behind his back and I could see the black scowl on his face with almost frightening distinctness.


  Even more than the first time, I was impressed with the malignant evil that seemed to emanate from the man’s broad brutal face and close-set, blazing eyes.


  Again, without conscious volition on my part, I reached for my drawing pencil and began to sketch feverishly. There seemed to be some psychic connection between this ugly brute across the court, and my own mind. When I studied him for a while something seemed to take possession of me, driving me to work, to create scenes which had before been foreign to my imagination.


  I was drawing a background now, hastily sketching in a vacant lot, complete with shrubbery, refuse pile and an abandoned incinerator. In the distance were small bungalows with lights burning in the front room. It was night. The moon was shadowed by a passing cloud, and there was an oppressive, eerie stillness over the entire scene.


  I began to draw a character. It was the man across the court. Without glancing from my drawing board I blocked in a figure with heavy massive shoulders, swinging arms with curved fingers, slightly bent knees, crouching along the shrubbery that flanked the lonely path leading through the vacant lot to the bungalow. The face was twisted and inhuman, one half in shadow, the other caught in the glare of a street light. One blazing eye, one distended nostril and half of the thick, slavering lips were visible, a horrible, incomplete picture of a creature from the bowels of hell.


  I finished the figure rapidly. Every stroke was sure and definite, there was no hesitation, no erasure, nothing but swift sure delineation.


  When I finished the picture I was almost in a trance. My work had been so automatic, so instinctive, that I had been unaware of the passage of time. I had been caught in the flow of some indefiniable force and had been swept along in a creative frenzy, which was as effective as it was mysterious.


  For the drawing was good. It had a chilling horror to it that was breathtaking. The human, yet inhuman figure, crouching along the path, lying in wait like some savage jungle creature. Lying in wait . . .


  Lying in wait for what?


  I didn’t know.


  WITH a shake of my head I tried to dislodge the thoughts that were battering at my consciousness. A mist seemed to rise from my eyes and mind and I found myself looking at the drawing through clear eyes. I had been in a kind of self-induced hypnotic state. The emotional outlet that occurred with creative work, might have the effect of dulling one’s more ordinary perceptions.


  Everything was very quiet. I glanced across the court and saw that my subject’s room was dark. I wondered when he had left.


  I took the drawing from the board then and sealed it in a special size envelope, for I had decided to mail this drawing in to Saunders. I didn’t intend to go back to Republic for a day or so and postage was the quickest and cheapest way of getting the picture to him.


  I mailed the drawing that night. Two days later, about ten o’clock in the morning, I entered Saunders’ office.


  He sprang to his feet when he saw me and walked around his desk to pump my hand.


  “Glad to see you,” he said, fairly bristling with camaraderie.


  “What did you think of the picture I sent in?” I asked. I had an idea of what he would say.


  “Terrific!” he exploded. “Absolutely terrific! I’ve been looking for material like that for years. It was so damn convincing it almost scared the life out of me when I took it out of the envelope. Realistic? Boy!”


  “Thanks,” I said. My lack of enthusiasm must have been quite noticeable, for he said,


  “Why so gloomy? You haven’t a thing in the world to worry about now. Your style is right in the groove at last, and as long as you use the daily newspapers, you’ll never have to worry about your background and scenes.”


  “The newspapers?” I said. A chill feeling crept gradually over me, bringing with it a nameless illogical horror. I had done nothing to be afraid of, my actions were, so far as I knew, blameless. Yet I felt suddenly like cringing into the darkest corner of the room I could find.


  “Why, yes, the newspapers.” Saunders laughed in answer to my questioning tone. “You remember that first illustration you did, based on the hatchet murder at the wharf?”


  “I didn’t get that illustration idea from the newspaper story,” I said, and my voice was tonelessly flat.


  Saunders grinned and stuck a cigarette into his mouth.


  “I believed you the first time when you said that, but not any more. This last picture you did was taken smack from the Jackson Heights murder, wasn’t it?”


  “No, no,” I said. I was trembling slightly, and the words came out in a stuttering rush.


  “Don’t get excited about it,” Saunders said, but he looked at me rather queerly. “If you want to protect your source of ideas, that’s perfectly okay. As I said once, it doesn’t matter to me where the hell you get your inspiration. But this last case was pretty obvious.” A horrible premonition was creeping over me.


  “Let me see my last illustration,” I said. I tried desperately to control my voice, to check the hysteria that was mounting in my breast.


  “Sure thing,” Saunders said. “I haven’t given it to an author yet. It’s right here.”


  HE WALKED over to a long open file beside his desk and pulled out an illustration pasted against a cardboard background. He set it on his desk, flicked a strong light against it.


  “There it is,” he said; “a beautiful job.”


  I stared at the illustration and I tried to speak, but it was impossible. My mouth was dry with horror that was as deep as the pit of hell.


  My heart was pounding slowly, heavily, painfully.


  The illustration had been changed. It was not the same drawing that I had mailed to Saunders two nights before. The background was the same, vacant lot, bungalows with lighted fronts, but—


  The figure of the hulking evil brute had changed! Instead of crouching behind the shrubbery that lined the lot’s pathway, he was kneeling on the prone figure of an elderly man, and his mighty hands were closed about his neck.


  My character, the character that had been inspired by the man across the court from my studio, was committing another murder. The expression of lustful brutality on his face was sickening.


  “It’s not pretty,” Saunders said, “but it’s effective as hell. You can’t deny that you got the idea for that illustration from the Jackson Heights murder.”


  “What happened at Jackson Heights?” I asked dully.


  Saunders looked at me as if I were losing my mind.


  “Are you kidding?” he demanded. “The papers have been full of nothing else for the last forty-eight hours. Seems some elderly duck was crossing a lot out in Jackson Heights, and some madman attacked and killed him. Broke his neck in two places. It was a very nasty mess. What’s the matter with you?”


  “Nothing, nothing at all. I haven’t been feeling so well the last few days,” I said weakly. I leaned against the edge of his desk for support. “Answer me one question, please, Harry. Did you see this illustration of mine, immediately after it was taken from the envelope?”


  “Of course,” he answered. “I opened the envelope. Why?”


  “The scene was just as it is now?” I said, clenching my hands nervously. “You haven’t made any—changes?”


  “Naturally not,” Saunders said. “This is the way the picture arrived and this is the way we’re going to use it. No one has touched it. You can see that at a glance. Every bit of that picture is your work. It stands out all over it.”


  “Thanks,” I said. My mind was in a seething turmoil. “I’ve got to be leaving now. Thanks again.”


  “Keep up the good work,” Saunders said. He laughed. “We want realism in the art work here. And I don’t care if you commit the murders yourself, they’ve got to be real. So long.”


  I SHUDDERED as I left his office.


  I felt as if I might be sick. My thoughts were churning wildly. When I reached my studio hours later, after tramping endlessly the city streets, I collapsed in the chair before my drawing board, and stared at the drawing paper with dazed sightless eyes. I had to think. But my brain was numb with horror. This whole nightmarish business was so incomprehensible, so mysterious, so damnably incredible that my reason rebelled at accepting the conclusions my instinct presented.


  Who had changed the last illustration? That was an unanswerable question. Could it be that there was some psychic connection between that drawing and the brutal murder of an old man in Jackson Heights?


  Could it have been a human agency?


  I buried my head in my hands and groaned in the empty darkness of the room. I had mailed that picture to Saunders as soon as I had completed it. My theory in regard to the first picture would not apply in this second instance. It couldn’t have been an act I unknowingly performed in my sleep—because the illustration was not in the studio that night; it was in the city post office.


  How long I sat in the dark of my studio I have no way of knowing, but after a while I became aware of a light in the room across the court. How long it had been on, I couldn’t say.


  I stared across the court into the lighted room and I saw the man who had inspired both of my illustrations. He was sitting in a chair facing the window, in almost the same position I was sitting. But he did not seem to be looking at me.


  Rather he was staring past, or through me. How long he had been sitting there was a conjectural matter. His dark brutal face was half in the shadow, and his small burning eyes were almost concealed by lowered lids.


  On his heavy loose lips I could see the light reflecting from a slavering wetness. I stared at him for several minutes, and gradually the compulsion to draw came over me in an irresistible wave.


  I turned to my board and picked up a pencil. There was enough light from his window for me to see by, and I went to work, furiously, feverishly.


  I wasn’t sure what I was drawing. My pencil moved almost independently of my will. My mind, my reason, seemed curiously separate and apart from the figure and background that swiftly developed on the drawing paper.


  I felt as if I were watching the scene objectively, but taking no part in it myself. I saw the pencil moving, but I felt it moved of itself. I heard its faint scratch as it moved over the paper, but it was a far away sound. The darkness of the room, the quietness of the night, the stillness of the air, these things seemed real and tangible, but the drawing was an abstraction apart from me.


  In spite of my detachment, I could feel the power and the force of the indefinable inspiration that had seized my will and intellect and drove them on at such a feverish haste.


  What was I drawing?


  I FORCED myself to look at my work. It was him. I had drawn him in a standing position, but I hadn’t completed his background.


  A tenseness was creeping into my fingers, but I worked on desperately. I felt suddenly excited and exhilarated. I glanced across the court and, although the light was still blazing, the man had left the window.


  I wheeled back to the drawing board and worked with redoubled speed. Everything depended on finishing this drawing. Why, I didn’t know.


  “I must, I must!” I said aloud.


  Now I seemed to sweep along on a wave that was hurling me forward with increasing speed each second. My hand moved so quickly that my eyes could not follow it, and the background of the main figure was swiftly falling into place. In a minute I would be through. Even as that thought came to me I knew a moment of black horror.


  Sheer black horror of the unknown, of the nameless, of all that dread darkness which man is ever fleeing.


  In a moment the picture would be completed!


  My instinct screamed at me to hurl the pencil from my fingers, to rip the sheet from the board, but my hand moved on, inexorably, inevitably, beyond the control of my will.


  The last strokes were completed in a frantic rush.


  I was through!


  There was a complete, terrible silence in the room. I studied the illustration I had just completed, and gradually the mist lifted from my mind and sanity returned slowly.


  I had drawn him standing in a doorway. In his knotted fist was an axe.


  I shook my head slowly. I felt as if I were coming up for air, after hours of swimming helplessly through suffocating water.


  The picture I had drawn was of a familiar scene. It was so familiar that for a moment I was unable to place it. I frowned and studied the illustration carefully.


  Suddenly a cold, nauseating horror shook me.


  “My God!” I whispered.


  The scene I had depicted was that of my own studio!


  I leaned forward, hardly daring to believe my eyes. But my eyes had not lied. A convulsive shudder shook my frame as I stared at that scene depicted on the drawing board.


  I had drawn my own studio as the setting for his next crime!


  Suddenly, in the still black silence of the room, I heard a board creak faintly.


  I froze into immobility. My heart pounded madly.


  The board creaked again . . . closer.


  I fought back the scream that tore against my throat. With a courage that I did not dream I possessed, I wheeled suddenly and faced the door.


  HE WAS there—just as I had drawn him.


  Mad, burning eyes, slavering jaws, rasping breath . . . he stood in the doorway, mighty shoulders hunched, a hand clenched about the handle of an axe.


  With a white flash of understanding I knew why I had drawn the picture of my studio, lured this monster here. In some psychic way his actions and my illustrations were linked inseparably. I was his next victim! It was only right that I should be.


  His heavy breathing was the only sound in the room. Then a board creaked and I knew he had stepped closer.


  I knew he was ready to lunge. My feet dug into the floor, as I saw the gleaming head of the axe flash over his head.


  Then he lunged!


  I sprang sideways from the chair and his great bulk sprawled over me. The axe cut through the air and crashed into the drawing table. I heard a horrible gurgling sound, as I pulled myself to my knees.


  There was a black bulk on the floor of the studio. The axe lay near the body, its head dull with a sticky redness.


  I staggered to my feet and turned on the light. He was lying on the floor in a pool of his own blood. His head was almost severed from his body.


  My eyes moved to the drawing board.


  His axe had slashed through the illustration I had just drawn.


  His figure in the drawing was almost decapitated by the four inch rent the axe had made in the paper.


  The other figure in the drawing was untouched. I was the other figure.


  PLOT OF GOLD


  First published in the November 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  It was the alchemists’ dream come true—a way to make sold from base metals. But this machine even made gold from nothing!


  WHEN I arrived in Chicago one of the first things I did was to call Leander Leeds. I hadn’t seen or heard from him since we’d graduated from college five years before, but I’d never forgotten his skinny, serious, bespectacled features or his burning desire to become the Einstein of the chemical world.


  He’d always been a rather interesting character to me and I had meant to keep in touch with him, but things just hadn’t worked out that way. Now, with a few days off from the hectic confusion of the Washington press bureau for which I labored, I determined to look him up.


  He took his time answering the phone. I was ready to hang up when Central’s buzzing was interrupted.


  “Hello,” a scared, squeaky voice said.


  “Hello, yourself,” I said. I recognized Leander’s voice, but I was puzzled by its overtone of strained terror.


  “You must have the wrong number,” he said. His voice was little more than a frightened squeak.


  “This is Leander Leeds’ residence, isn’t it?” I demanded.


  “N—no. I mean y—es.”


  “Make up your mind,” I snapped into the phone. I was getting a little irritated with this cat and mouse business. “I want to talk to Leander Leeds.”


  “About what?” the voice on the opposite end of the line said with a sort of frantic desperation.


  “Hell!” I exploded. “Do I have to fill out a questionnaire to talk to him? I—”


  I stopped. There had been a definite click on the other end. The phone was dead. I banged it into its cradle and swore eloquently. I said a great number of sulfurous and uncomplimentary things about Leander Leeds and his immediate ancestors before I calmed down enough to think rationally.


  I lit a cigarette and frowned at the phone. Something was damned peculiar here. I was certain that I had been talking to Leander Leeds, but I couldn’t figure out any excuse for his actions, which were, to put it mildly, strange as the very devil.


  What had he been afraid of?


  There was no answer to that question. I stood up and paced the floor and the more I worried the problem the more curious I became.


  Finally I came to a stop in the middle of the room. I pointed a firm finger at my reflection in the full-length mirror.


  “You,” I said very distinctly, “are on a vacation. It is, I might remind you, your first in five years. Enjoy yourself, see some good plays, investigate the better bars and let your hair down generally. Okay, there’s something screwy about this Leander Leeds setup. What’s that to you? Poking your nose into someone else’s private grief leads to trouble all the way ’round. Forget it! To hell with Leander Leeds!”


  That didn’t help. I was nibbling my nails ten seconds later. Finally I realized what I had to do, I scribbled down


  Leander’s address on a piece of paper and walked out of my room. I had to see Leander Leeds.


  WHEN I paid off the cab driver in front of the address I had copied from the phone book, I was pleasantly surprised by the luxurious neighborhood. Leander’s address was an immense apartment hotel, very exclusive and very swanky.


  My bewilderment increased slightly. How could anyone living in such lush surroundings have anything serious to worry about?


  I walked across the expansive, marble lobby to the desk. The clerk, a nattily dressed young man with a frigidly impersonal stare, nodded slightly to me.


  “I wish to see Mr. Leeds,” I said.


  “Whom shall I say is calling, sir?”


  “Matt Harlow. He’s not expecting me but I think it’s all right.”


  The clerk sat down before a switch board and plugged in a line. As he waited he glanced sideways at me and I noticed a certain suspicious curiosity in his gaze.


  I began to feel slightly furtive, for no good reason at all. I resisted an impulse to turn up my coat collar and pull down the brim of my hat.


  After several minutes the clerk disconnected the line and shook his head.


  “Mr. Leeds does not answer, sir,” he said.


  “Doesn’t answer? You mean he’s not in?”


  “He’s in all right,” the clerk said, “but he just doesn’t answer his phone.”


  I pondered this for a moment and it didn’t make sense. But then nothing connected with Leander Leeds seemed to make any particular sense. However my curiosity was additionally sharpened.


  “How do you know he’s in?” I asked the clerk. “Couldn’t he have stepped out for a moment?”


  “He could have,” the clerk said, smiling tolerantly, “but he didn’t. As a matter of fact Mr. Leeds never leaves his apartment.”


  “Never?”


  “Never. For the past three weeks Mr. Leeds has not left his apartment.”


  “Why?” I asked, somewhat groggily. This thing was enough to drive a person batty.


  The clerk’s manner stiffened.


  “It is our policy,” he said, “to respect the privacy of our tenants. If Mr. Leeds chooses to remain in his apartment he undoubtedly has sufficient reasons for doing so. It is, after all, his affair.”


  “Okay, okay,” I said, a trifle fed-up with his supercilious attitude; “what’s his apartment number? I’ll go up and see him.”


  The clerk looked doubtful, but finally he gave me the number of Leander’s apartment and I headed for the elevators.


  Leander’s apartment was on the fifteenth floor. I got off the elevator and found his door without difficulty.


  I BANGED the brass knocker twice and waited.


  There was no sound from within the apartment. I lit a cigarette and paced up and down before the door, my heels sinking a full inch into the heavy carpet.


  I stopped and banged the knocker again. Then I rapped sharply with my knuckles on the creamy enamel of the door.


  A full minute passed and then I heard a furtive footstep on the other side of the door. An instant after that, a squeaky voice said, “Who is it?”


  This time I definitely recognized the voice as Leander’s.


  “It’s Matt Harlow,” I said in a good loud voice. “Open up. What the devil’s wrong with you?”


  Cautiously and slowly the door was opened about five inches at which point a heavy burglar chain stopped it. Then, in this aperture appeared a thin, pale, be-spectacled face, topped with scant, straw-colored hair. Leander Leeds!


  “Is it really you, Matt? he gasped. His voice was high and squeaky and scared. It had always been high and squeaky but the tone of fright was something new.


  “Certainly it’s me,” I said. “Can’t you see that for yourself?”


  His wide, pale eyes behind their enormous cheaters shifted over my shoulder and then up and down the hall.


  “Are you alone?” he whispered.


  “Of course,” I said. “Did you expect me to bring along an army?”


  He didn’t appear to hear me. His eyes were still flicking furtively about the corridor, as if he expected Boris Karloff to make an appearance any second.


  Finally he looked at me and there were tears of relief in his eyes.


  “Gosh, I’m glad to see you,” he said in a broken, husky voice.


  I looked down at the burglar chain. “It doesn’t look that way,” I said. “What’s the matter with you? I haven’t got leprosy and I’m not here to steal the family’s gold.”


  His face turned a shade whiter, if that were possible, and his trembling hand fluttered to his brow.


  “Please,” he gasped in a stricken voice, “don’t mention that word to me. I’m liable to go mad. Maybe I am mad already. I don’t know.”


  He was in a bad way.


  “Take it easy,” I said. “Things can’t be that bad. If you’re in trouble maybe I can help you out a little.”


  “Trouble?” he moaned. “That’s hardly the word for it. Somebody will have to invent a new word to describe the kind of a mess I’m in.”


  His fingers began fumbling with the burglar chain. He seemed strangely excited.


  “Maybe you can help me,” he said tensely. “You were always good at getting people out of jams back in school. Maybe . . . If I don’t at least talk to someone I’ll go insane.”


  HE opened the door and when I stepped into the front room of his apartment he slammed it and I heard him adjusting the chain and throwing the night emergency locks.


  I glanced around the large living room and my eyebrows raised slightly. There wasn’t anything wrong with the room; in fact it was magnificently furnished and quite swanky, but . . .


  It was practically filled with packing cases, huge, cumbersome crates with solidly nailed-down ‘tops.


  “Well, well,” I said. “Moving day?”


  Leander looked gloomily at the boxes and, as he stood beside me, I got my first good look at him. He had always been skinny but now he was thin to the point of emaciation.


  He was wearing a loose dark dressing gown over a dirty shirt and baggy, unpressed trousers. He looked as if he’d been sleeping in the outfit for a week. His hands were twined together nervously and the harried desperate look was creeping back into his eyes.


  I pointed to the crates.


  “What goes?” I asked.


  “Come with me,” he said. “I want to show you something. I can’t tell you about it. You have to see it for yourself to believe it”


  He led me through the dining-room and I noticed in passing that it too was filled with large, sealed packing cases.


  We walked down a dark corridor and finally came to a stop before a closed door.


  Leander fished a key from his pocket and unlocked the door.


  “This is my laboratory,” he said.


  I followed him through the door and he switched a light on, flooding the large room with bright illumination.


  This room, too, was filled with packing crates but they were open and I saw that they were about half-filled with dull bronze metal bars about three inches thick and twelve inches long.


  In the center of the room was an intricate machine mounted on a low table. As I was examining it I heard a metallic clink and I saw that a bar of the dull metal had dropped into a receptacle in the front of the macchine.


  Leander walked to the machine, picked up the metal bar and, with a sad sigh, tossed it into one of the open packing crates.


  I studied the machine carefully. It was about two feet square and constructed of brilliantly gleaming metal. The lower half was simply a stout square box with a slot-like receptacle on the side facing me. The upper half of the machine was like nothing I had ever seen before. Filament-like wires twined together and disappeared into the interior of the machine in a sort of orderly disorder.


  I heard another metallic clank. Glancing down at the machine’s receptacle I saw that another dull bronze bar had dropped into place.


  Leander picked this bar up, too, and tossed it into one of the packing crates. He seemed more dejected and listless than ever.


  “See that?” he asked moodily.


  “Yes. What’s the idea?”


  HE looked at me for an instant and then he sighed heavily. His large weak eyes were damp.


  “It’s no use,” he said. His voice was anguished and despairing. “You’ll never believe me. You’ll think I’m mad.”


  I put a hand on his skinny shoulder. “I came here with the idea of helping you,” I said. “At least give me a chance.”


  My words seemed to lend him a little courage. He straightened his shoulders and took a deep breath.


  “All right,” he said. “I—”


  A metallic clank interrupted him. He stooped and removed the bronze-colored bar, but he didn’t toss it into a packing crate. He held it in his hands.


  “Matt,” he said slowly, “do you know what this machine is doing?”


  “I haven’t the slightest idea,” I said. “I’m no engineer. Why?”


  Leander’s fingers tightened nervously about the metal bar. A beady nervous perspiration popped out on his pale forehead.


  “Matt,” he gulped, “this machine is making gold!”


  I didn’t get it right away.


  “That’s nice,” I said, “but—”


  “Didn’t you hear me? Leander cried, grabbing my arm. “It’s making gold! Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Nothing but gold, gold, gold.”


  I stared at him and gradually the meaning of his words filtered into my brain.


  “Gold?” I said. I looked rather stupidly from the machine to Leander. “Gold, eh?”


  “Yes, yes,” he cried. He shoved the bar he was holding into my hands. “See for yourself. Solid gold.”


  I took the bar and examined it. It was heavy. It looked like gold. Who knows? It might be gold. I snapped myself to with a jerk.


  I shoved the bar back to Leander. “You’re nuttier than a fruit cake,” I told him. “What kind of a fairy story are you handing me? Even in Washington I’ve never heard anything to top it. A gold machine! Working twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Overtime for Sundays, I suppose?”


  I was pretty sore and, as a result, pretty sarcastic.


  Leander made no defense. He simply tossed the metal bar into a packing case and sighed mournfully.


  “I told you,” he said tragically. “I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”


  He turned away and his skinny shoulders shook.


  “The whole thing is simply absurd,” I said, defensively. A metal bar dropped into the receptacle and I picked it up automatically. I glanced at the machine in irritation.


  “Why don’t you shut this damned thing off?” I demanded. “It’ll drive you crazy if you don’t.”


  “It is driving me crazy,” Leander said wildly, “but I can’t turn it off. There isn’t any way to turn it off.”


  I STARTED to say something, then I changed my mind. Leander was hysterical, but there was no mistaking the sincerity in his voice. I looked dubiously at the half-dozen or so halffilled packing cases and thought of the dozens more piled throughout the apartment. Maybe there wasn’t any way to turn the machine off. But that was silly. I’d be worse than Leander if I didn’t watch myself.


  “Now, Leander,” I said, in my most soothing voice, “suppose you tell me the whole story.”


  I felt it would do him good to talk. Also I knew if I didn’t get the whole story I was liable to go bats myself.


  Leander turned and faced me and his features were lined and haggard. His prominent Adam’s apple moved in a sad gulp.


  “All right,” he said tonelessly, “I’ll tell you the whole story. I invented a machine that would make gold, that’s all there is to it. I had the idea in college and I’ve worked on nothing else since I graduated.”


  He waved a tired hand toward a paper-stuffed filing case in the corner.


  “The formula is over there. It took me six months just to copy after I had figured it out. Building the machine was a year’s job. Four months ago it started to work.”


  He paused and sighed heavily, despairingly.


  “I was able to sell the first few bars. I moved here, built this laboratory. I was going to enjoy life.” He laughed bitterly. “But the machine wouldn’t stop. There isn’t any way to stop it. The gold kept piling up. Finally I had these packing cases delivered here and I’ve been storing the gold for the last two months. I can’t leave the apartment. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep, I can’t do anything.”


  The machine disgorged another metal bar. Leander picked it up, threw it into a packing case. I felt some of my doubt slipping away.


  After all the machine had made a half dozen bars of metal while I was standing in the room. I scratched my head.


  “Leander,” I said weakly, “is this stuff really gold? I mean, are you sure?”


  “Of course it’s gold. I’ve had it analyzed by the best authorities in the city.”


  He sagged against one of the packing cases and covered his eyes with his hands.


  “God!” he groaned.


  I frowned. “Well, what’s your problem? If all these cases are filled with gold I’d say you’re in a pretty nice spot. You’re about the only man I know who’d be annoyed by a super-abundance of the most precious metal in the world.”


  “You don’t understand!” Leander cried tragically. “What can I do with it? I can’t sell it. It’s against the law to hoard it. And I’m running out of space.”


  I lit a cigarette and started pacing. What a ridiculous situation! It was too fantastic to be funny.


  “JUST a minute,” I said suddenly, J “there’s nothing for you to worry about. You haven’t done anything criminal. You’ve just invented a rather peculiar machine, that’s all. They won’t hang you for that.”


  “You still don’t understand. I can’t turn this thing over to the government.”


  “Why not?”


  Leander waved his arms frantically.


  “Think of what would happen. It would make our gold reserve valueless. Our entire monetary system would be destroyed. With all the other problems the government has, I can’t dump this into its lap. It might cripple our war effort. It might drive all the banks out of business. There’s no telling what might happen, not only in this country but all over the world, if the people realized that the value of all money had been undermined.”


  I hadn’t thought of those things. They were worth thinking about. I started pacing again.


  Another gold bar dropped into the slot. I started slightly. The damn thing did get on your nerves. The effect was probably something like the Chinese water torture. I felt a new pity for Leander. He’d been listening to those bars of gold fall for the last four months. No wonder he looked about ready to fly to pieces.


  An idea occurred to me.


  “Why don’t you get rid of some of the gold?” I asked. “That would relieve the congestion here and in the meantime you might think of some way to stop the machine.”


  “I’ve tried,” Leander said dismally. “After the first month I started taking an armful out every night and throwing it into the river. That helped a little, but then one night a policeman almost caught me. I probably looked suspicious and he started after me. I barely had time to get rid of the gold bars and duck into an alley. It was close. If he’d caught me the jig would have been up.”


  “How about giving it away?” I suggested hopefully.


  Leander threw up his hands in despair.


  “We can’t do that. Can you imagine what would happen if we stood on street corners giving bars of gold away?”


  I could. That was out. I started pacing again and lit another cigarette.


  “We’ve got to do something in a hurry,” Leander said. “In a little while it may be too late.”


  “Why?”


  “I’ll show you.”


  He ted the way down the corridor to the dining-room. I noticed that the dining-room floor creaked suspiciously as we stepped on it. Leander stood in the center of the room and stared gloomily about the piled-up crates.


  “This floor is about ready to go,” he said.


  “What?” I cried. I jumped back into the corridor. This was getting too much for me.


  “I said this floor is about ready to give way,” Leander said calmly. He pointed to the intersection of the wall and floor. “Notice how the floor has sagged? It’s dropped a full inch already. This amount of gold is pretty heavy.”


  I LOOKED and saw that Leander was right. I swallowed slowly. This was serious.


  “We’ve got to do something,” I said.


  “Sure,” Leander said, “but what?”


  “I have an idea,” I said. “Do you have any paint handy?”


  “I think there’s a can or two in the pantry,” Leander answered.


  “Get it,” I said crisply, “there’s no time to wait. Then call a junk man.”


  My plan was simple. We could paint the top layers in the boxes and then sell it as scrap metal. It wasn’t such a hot idea but it was all I could think of. At least it would relieve the pressure on the dining-room floor and then we could think of something else.


  Leander returned with the paint, a scummy shade of brown. He listened to my plan without much enthusiasm, but he agreed that it was the only thing we could do.


  I phoned a scavenger company while Leander ripped the lids of the gold-filled crates. We both pitched in on the paint job and we had barely finished when the back doorbell rang.


  Leander started like a flushed rabbit.


  “Who’s that?”


  “I’ll get it,” I said. I walked through the kitchen and opened the back door. Two large gentlemen in overalls and blue denim jumpers were standing there.


  “We’re from the junk yard,” one of them said. “You got some scrap iron here?”


  “Why, yes,” I said, “come right in.”


  “Thanks, bud. We thought it was some kind of a gag at first. This is the first pick-up we ever made on the Gold Coast.”


  I winced. Couldn’t anybody talk without mentioning gold? I began to realize how Midas must have felt.


  The two men followed me into the dining-room. I felt my nerves jump as their additional bulk was added to the already over-strained floor. We made a deal in a hurry. Already another idea was sizzling in my head and I wanted to talk to Leander about it. While the men carted the crates out of the room and down the back steps, I turned this idea over and over and I could find nothing wrong with it.


  When the men had gone, taking with them five of the crates and the danger of an immediate debacle had been averted, I turned excitedly to Leander.


  “Our problem is solved,” I announced with a pardonable touch of drama. “You will be bothered no longer with your gold machine.” Leander’s pale eyes lit up with a spark of hope. His fingers trembled excitedly.


  “What have you figured out?” he demanded.


  “The simplest thing in the world,” I said. “We’re going to ship it away.”


  “Ship it away!” Leander echoed. His voice was a disappointed bleat. “What good will that do?”


  “It is not merely shipping it away that will solve our problem,” I said, “but where we ship the gold machine is the master stroke that will relieve us of all responsibilities.”


  “Well, where are we going to ship it?”


  “Fort Knox, Kentucky,” I said dramatically.


  “WHAT good—” Leander stopped in the middle of the sentence and gazed at me with dawning admiration. “I see,” he murmured. “The heart of the government’s gold reserve is at Fort Knox.”


  “Exactly,” I said. “They can keep this machine a secret; in fact they’ll have to. They get a steady supply of gold to add to their stock and your problem is solved.”


  “You’re a genius,” Leander said fervently.


  “Quite probably,” I said. “Now let’s get moving. HI phone an express company and you start crating the gold machine. I’ll be back to give you a hand in a minute.”


  I strode into the front room and made the call. Then I walked back through the apartment to Leander’s laboratory. Just as I reached the door I heard a loud metallic crash within the room.


  I stepped into the room and found Leander picking himself up from the floor. The gold machine was lying in a heap beside the table on which it had rested.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “I stumbled,” Leander explained apologetically. “I picked up the machine and my foot slipped and I fell. I don’t think it hurt the machine.”


  “Unfortunately, it probably didn’t,” I said.


  I dragged an empty crate to the center of the room and, with Leander’s help, hoisted the gold machine into it. We wadded newspapers on all four sides and then nailed a top onto the crate.


  “That’ll do it,” I said. “Your worries are pretty close to being over.”


  We paced up and down the floor until the truck driver from the express company arrived. The machine wasn’t very heavy but the express charges came, to fourteen dollars and twenty six cents. I paid it cheerfully.


  Leander and I lifted the crate to the shoulders of the expressman and he staggered down the back stairs with it, taking the gold machine out of our lives forever.


  Leander was so excited and jubilant that it was positively pathetic. I felt fine too, except that I was developing what seemed to be a bad toothache. I mentioned this to Leander and he went into the laboratory to get me something for it.


  He wasn’t gone more than twenty seconds before I heard his shrill shout blasting through the apartment.


  I forgot my toothache and dashed toward the laboratory.


  Leander was standing in the middle of the room, gazing wildly at the crates lining the wall.


  “What the hell’s the matter?” I demanded.


  “Look!” he pointed to the crates with a trembling finger.


  I stared and my heart seemed to stop. My stomach turned a leisurely flip-flop.


  For the crates were completely empty!


  THE gold bars, with which the crates had been more than half-filled, had vanished into thin air.


  “What happened?” I asked weakly. I had the feeling however that I would rather not know.


  “I’m afraid to even guess,” Leander whispered. He stared at me, stricken and frightened. “I think the gold machine started working in reverse, decomposing the gold it had created. Maybe the fall did it.”


  “You’re talking nonsense,” I said. “There’s a perfectly logical explan—”


  I stopped and very slowly raised my hand to my mouth. My finger touched the tooth that had started aching. The gold filling was gone!


  “I think you’re right, Leander,” I said very quietly. “Undoubtedly the gold machine is working in reverse.”


  “And we sent it to Fort Knox,” he said in a tragic whisper. “‘What will happen to the twelve billions of dollars in gold the government has stored there?”


  I sat down and put my head in my hands.


  “If you don’t mind, Leander,” I said, “I would prefer not to think about that just now.”


  “But what will the government do?” I lifted my head from my hands. I thought about that and my spirits began to rise. The greatest government in the world shouldn’t have any difficulty with this problem. Hell, they’d probably never even miss the twelve billion dollars.


  THE TIRELESS LEG


  First published in the November 1942 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  There was one thing about this leg—it was ambitious. It had a world of energy!


  CHAPTER I


  THE man lying on the bed in the dingy room was flabby and pale; his bloated cheeks were shadowed with two days’ growth of beard; his eyes were a weak watery blue.


  A sharp, insistent knock sounded suddenly on the door and the man on the bed raised himself on one elbow. He was wearing cheap, flashy clothes that were now baggy and wrinkled.


  “Who is it?” he said.


  “You know right enough who it is,” an angry feminine voice shouted back. “It’s Mrs. MacDougal and I want none of your fine airs, Silas Harker. You can’t lay around in my rooms day after day and give me nothing but your malarkey when it comes time to pay-up. If you don’t pay up today, out you go and no mistake.”


  Silas Harker climbed to his feet and slouched across the room, his face set in bitter lines. He opened the door. Mrs. MacDougal was standing in the narrow, dirty hall, arms akimbo. She was a solid, stout woman with a red face and graying hair.


  “I want my rent money,” she said bluntly. “You owe me now for three weeks. If you can’t pay up, out you go and no mistake. I’m tired of your shilly-shallying. It’s hard enough to run an honest—”


  “Let’s don’t go into that,” Silas Harker said wearily. He fished into his vest pocket and brought forth the carefully preserved stub of a cigarette, lit it and blew a cloud of smoke toward the dirty ceiling. He ran a pale thin hand over his whiskered, sallow cheeks and regarded his landlady with bitter eyes.


  “You’ll get your money,” he said. “And when I pay you I’ll leave this flea-infested fire trap so fast your eyes will blink. When I say goodbye to this hole and to your fish-wife nagging I’ll be the happiest man in the city of Chicago. Don’t think I’m staying here because I like it.”


  “Well,” Mrs. MacDougal said, slightly taken aback by the venom in his voice, “that’s a fine way to repay my goodness to you. Here I’ve let you stay in my house, trusting you ’till you found some work, and now you flare at me like an ungrateful dog. I like your crust, I do.”


  “Well, thank you for your charity,” Harker said with heavy sarcasm. His face tightened and his eyes changed to a wild, angry gleam. “I could buy fifty hovels like this,” he snarled, “if it weren’t—”


  “More of your big talk,” Mrs. MacDougal broke in impatiently. “I’ve heard enough of it and no mistake. If you had a rich father and he did cut you out of the will, like you’re always claimin’, I can surely understand why. You’re nothin’ but an ungrateful pup, Silas Harker, and I’ve had enough of your alibis and airs. Out you go tonight unless you pay-up in full. And no mistake about it.”


  WITH a final glare Mrs. MacDougal turned and clumped off down the corridor. Silas Harker stared after her bitterly, before re-entering his room and stretching out again on the bed. He reached automatically for the bottle on the night table and poured himself a drink of the cheap whisky it contained.


  He drained the glass at a single gulp. The fiery liquor burned his throat, almost gagging him. He lay back on the bed, gasping, feeling the warming effect of the whisky coursing through his body. A spot of color tinged his cheeks and he felt stronger.


  “Damn her,” he said, “damn her to hell.”


  There was a dry chuckle from the doorway.


  “So,” a soft voice said, “you do not approve of our excellent landlady, t-h?”


  Silas Harker raised himself on an elbow and squinted at the man standing in the doorway of his room. He was a small man, stooped and bent, with a bald, domed head and bright, piercing eyes. Harker recognized him as one of the tenants of the rooming house, a Dr. Something-or-other, who occupied a room a few doors from his own.


  Harker lay back on the bed and reached again for the bottle.


  “No I don’t,” he said. He finished his drink and looked at the Doctor, who was still standing in the doorway, watching him with his hard bright eyes. “But I can’t see where it’s any of your business,” he added.


  “You are in a charming mood, today,” the Doctor said with mild irony. “Do you mind if I come in?”


  Silas Harker shrugged.


  “Come ahead if you care to. But if you’re here to borrow money, save your breath.”


  The Doctor entered the room and closed the door carefully behind him. He seated himself on the spare chair.


  “That is not the purpose of my visit,” he said.


  “Then what’s the angle?” Harker asked, squinting cynically at him. “Don’t tell me yours is an errand of mercy, comforting the forlorn and needy, or something like that?”


  “Hardly,” the Doctor said. “I’m not a philanthropist. My presence here is the result of a very mundane and materialistic idea. There is nothing noble or altruistic in my idea; but there might be a handsome profit in it—for both of us.”


  Harker looked at him to make sure that he was serious. The Doctor’s small pinched face was perfectly grave and his eyes were as sharp as daggers. Harker sat up and swung his feet to the floor.


  “Okay,” he said, “I’m listening. But I am not in the mood for jokes.”


  “This is no joke. First, let me introduce myself. I am Doctor Henrich Zinder. During the last war I was with the Imperial German Army’s medical corps. Since then—”


  HARKER nodded. “You’ve been on your uppers.” His glance touched the Doctor’s frayed clothes briefly. “You look it. Now get to the point. What’s this profitable deal you spoke about?”


  “You are right,” Doctor Henrich Zinder said. “I have been, as you say, on my uppers. But I have not been idle. I have continued to work on my experiments, but the stupid morons of the medical world refuse even to listen to what I have accomplished. And X have accomplished miracles.”


  “Okay,” Harker said, “granting all that, I’m still waiting to hear your proposition. The world is full of crackpots, Doctor, who think they’ve accomplished miracles; so you’re sales talk had better be convincing.”


  Doctor Zinder smiled faintly.


  “I know what you are thinking,” he said, “but if you will hear me out I think I can change your opinion of me. First, let me ask you, Mr. Harker, what are your plans for the immediate future?”


  “Why?” Harker said surlily. “My plans happen to be my own business. Oh, I guess it doesn’t make any difference anyway, though.” He lit a cigarette with a nervous hand. “I’m going into the army, I suppose. There’s nothing else to do. I’m thirty-five, in fair health, so I’ll be inducted in a few months.”


  Doctor Zinder leaned forward. The light from the window gleamed on his high-domed bald head. His little eyes were sharp and speculative.


  “Do you want to go into the army?” he asked. “Do you want to trade your freedom for a miserable pittance each month? Are you looking forward to wearing coarse woolen uniforms, eating slop, drilling under hot suns until you’re ready to collapse? Will it be pleasant to have some illiterate sergeant order you about like a dog?”


  Harker sucked slowly on his cigarette.


  “That’s dangerous talk in these times,” he said softly. “Supposing I reported you for what you’ve just said?”


  “I don’t think you will,” Dr. Zinder smiled. “You see, I know you pretty well. I know how you feel about these things. And you may trust me, Silas Harker.”


  “Why should I trust you?” Harker said coldly.


  “Hear me out. It is true, is it not, that your father was a very wealthy man?”


  “Yes,” Harker said with savage bitterness, “that’s true. My father’s estate right now is worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. And I’m forced to live in a hovel like this, hardly knowing where my next miserable meal is coming from. But what’s that to you?”


  “I feel for you, my boy,” Doctor Zinder said gently. “I appreciate what a grave injustice has been done you. So touched was I by your plight that I determined to do something about it. And I think possibly I have hit upon a scheme which might help you to regain what is rightfully yours. That is the profitable idea I have mentioned.”


  “If you’re thinking about breaking my father’s will, it’s impossible,” Harker said. “I’ve seen the best lawyers in the country about that and none of them has given me the slightest hope. My father disowned and disinherited me for—” He broke off and glared at the Doctor. “Why he disinherited me is none of your business.”


  “I know why he disinherited you,” Doctor Zinder said, smiling. “I mentioned that I knew you rather well. I have gone to considerable trouble to look up your background. It was that little matter of the disappearance of quite a sum of money from his wall safe, wasn’t it? That, plus your drinking and gambling and other ungentlemanly habits you picked up here and there.”


  SILAS Harker ran a hand over his slack jaw. The muscles in his pale face twitched uncontrollably. The strength seemed to flow from his veins. His thin courage melted and he stared nervously at the Doctor.


  “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to look me up,” he said weakly.


  “Yes,” Doctor Zinder said carefully, “I have. But do not be alarmed, my boy. My investigations were for our mutual benefit. Let me ask you this: Have you ever read your father’s will?”


  “Yes. The entire estate is willed to an elderly couple who kept house for him. They are having rather a hard time getting along while the will is being probated, but in a few months they come into all of his money and they’ll be set for life. A stupid, senile pair of fools, that’s what they are.”


  “That is right,” Doctor Zinder said. “And you are left, as you say, out in the cold. However, there is one important clause in the will which is interesting. If,” the doctor tapped his finger carefully on his knee, “you are in any way incapacitated and unable to earn a living for yourself, the property reverts to you. You are aware of that?”


  “Of course,” Harker said irritably. “But there’s nothing wrong with me. Just my luck to be good army-bait and nothing else.”


  “Now we are finally getting around to my little proposition,” Doctor Zinder said. “What would be your reaction if I were to tell you that it is possible for me to arrange things so that you will come into your rightful inheritance and stay out of the army?” Harker stared at the Doctor and a slow excitement crept through his thoughts.


  “Do you realize what you’re saying?” he said hoarsely. “If you could fix things—but no! It’s impossible. It can’t be done.”


  “I would not be so sure of that, my boy,” Doctor Zinder said. “I say definitely that it can be one, but—” He paused and studied Harker thoughtfully, a faint humorless smile curving his lips.


  “But what?” Harker cried. He stood up, towering over the slight figure of the doctor, his fists clenched. “Tell me, damn you,” he said excitedly. “I won’t be played with like a baby.”


  “Calmly, my friend,” Doctor Zinder said. “Listen to me carefully now. If you were to—ah—lose a leg you would thereby become eligible to benefit under the terms of your father’s will. Is that not so?”


  Harker sank back on the bed, his eyes widening with horror.


  “Yes,” he said thickly, “then I would—” His voice faltered and he stared at the doctor’s wrinkled face with sudden revulsion. “Is that your plan?” he cried. Panic rose in his breast as the doctor continued to regard him in silence. “Yes, that is your idea! You want to hack me up like a butchered hog, don’t you?”


  “You are leaping to conclusions,” the Doctor murmured. “Part of what you say is true, I admit, but hear me out. In the years since I left Germany I have experimented exclusively with amputation and artificial grafting. The results I have obtained would rock the medical world were they known. I have perfected a technique of grafting human limbs onto live bodies. Skin grafting is common but I undertook to graft the muscles, bone and nerves together in the same manner. Do you see now what I am getting at?”


  HARKER pressed his hands to his temples. His brain seemed to be racing furiously, but he was unable to think coherently.


  “No, no,” he gasped, “I don’t know what you mean and I don’t want to know.”


  “I will be explicit. If you lost a leg in an accident you would become the beneficiary of your father’s will, for you would be incapacitated and unable to support yourself. Also you would be deferred from military service. That much you can follow, yes? Good. Now listen carefully. I can give you a new leg. A flesh and blood leg as good or better than the one you will lose. This operation will only take a few months. At the end of that time you will have a perfect leg. No one will know of this. It will be presumed that you have gotten yourself an artificial leg. You will have the complete estate of your father and freedom to do as you please; for the army doctors will have deferred you from service. Do you understand now what I mean?”


  “Y—yes,” Harker faltered. “I see.” He looked guiltily about the room, as if fearful of being overheard. “But how do I know you can get me a new leg? If you fail I’ll go through life a cripple, helpless—”


  “Even if I did fail,” the doctor said, “it would not be too bad. You would have money, life would be pleasant for you.”


  “No!” Harker cried hoarsely. He looked down at his legs and shuddered. “I must be sure.”


  “Do not be alarmed,” Doctor Zinder said. “I said ‘if’ I failed. I will not fail. You do not have to take my word for that. I will let you examine completely the record of my experiments over the past twenty-five years and you will see things that I have done. Have no fear. You will be convinced. Within three months after you lose your leg I will have grafted another one in place for you. And it will be a perfect leg.”


  “Why are you doing this for me?” Harker said. “What do you want out of this deal for yourself?”


  “When you inherit your father’s estate you will be a wealthy man. I need money. We will work something out that will be satisfactory to both of us, I think. That is a trifle.” Harker stood up and paced up and down the floor. Tiny beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. He ran a hand through his thinning, sandy hair. His mind ran in circles like a caged rat. Doubts assailed him and his skin grew feverish. Amputation! The word had a horrible sound. A cold, gleaming knife poised to slice—No! He bit his lower lip until the salty taste of the blood was in his mouth.


  But his greed was great. The thought of his father’s money, tantalizingly close to his grasp, was maddening. All the things he had lusted for in his poverty would be his again, if he took this step. Could he trust this man?


  “You want money?” he said jerkily to the doctor.


  “That is correct.”


  Harker’s breath became ragged as his suspicion grew.


  “Why don’t you sell this technique of yours?” he snarled. “That should bring you millions. Damn you, what’s your game?”


  “WHO would buy it?” Doctor Zinder said gently. “The government? Hardly. They might take it, use it, but such things are never sold. They become public property when their discovery is announced. It is not so much altruism but the force of public opinion that makes doctors release the rights of their discoveries for the public welfare. Also there is a slight matter of pride. The fools have ridiculed my ideas and theories for two decades. Am I to crawl to them again, begging respectfully that they take my grafting technique as a gift? In that case I would not even receive the credit for the discovery.”


  “All right, all right,” Harker snapped, He paced the floor, thudding his right fist into his left hand. He stopped suddenly in front of the doctor.


  “Where will you get the leg?” he demanded.


  Doctor Zinder smiled and his face was unpleasantly shadowed.


  “That is a mere detail,” he murmured. “You may leave that in my hands. Have you made up your mind?”


  Harker’s breath came in shuddering gasps and his fingers were tightened into straining fists.


  “Yes,” he said, “I’ve made up my mind.”


  CHAPTER II


  FIVE weeks later Silas Harker was wheeled into the luxuriously furnished private office of Counselor Morton Fortescue, senior partner of the law firm of Fortescue and Higgins.


  Harker was in a wheel chair. One shod foot was visible against the foot-rest of the chair. The other was conspicuously missing.


  Counselor Fortescue was seated behind a wide mahogany desk. At his side were an elderly, white-haired couple, with bewildered, apprehensive expressions on their tired faces. There was a secretary at the opposite side of the desk with a notebook pad in her hand.


  Counselor Fortescue was a heavy-set man with pendulous jowls and snapping brown eyes. He looked up and nodded to Silas Harker.


  “It’s been some time, Silas, since I’ve seen you,” he said. “Sorry to meet you again under such—er—unhappy circumstances.”


  Harker smiled wanly but didn’t answer. His face was pale and drawn and there were lines about his mouth that had not been there a month before. But his eyes were sharp with a new cunning and sense of power.


  “You—er—may come up closer to the desk,” Counselor Fortescue said. “It will be easier for us all if we can hear each other clearly.”


  Harker looked over his shoulder. Doctor Zinder was standing impassively behind the wheel chair.


  “Doctor, I do not believe you have met Mr. Fortescue, my father’s attorney.”


  Doctor Zinder bowed and smiled stiffly.


  “It is a pleasure, Counselor.”


  “How do you do?” Fortescue said, as Doctor Zinder moved Harker’s chair slowly to the side of the desk. He cleared his throat and glanced down at the papers on his desk. Then he raised his eyes to Silas. “As you know Silas you father’s will was not made in your favor. The bulk of the estate, he left to Mr. and Mrs. Mason, who, as you know, were his only servants for the last twenty five years of his life. You, I am sure, remember the Masons favorably.” He smiled reassuringly at the white-haired couple at his side.


  Harker looked up at the two old people, who stood, hands clasped together, watching the scene with troubled eyes.


  “I remember the Masons,” he said. He nodded to them and turned his gaze again to the lawyer. “Please go on.”


  “However,” Counselor Fortescue said, “there was a provision in your father’s will stipulating that you would become the beneficiary if you should in any way be disabled or incapacitated.” His gaze wavered from Harker’s and dropped to the one shoe visible against the foot rail of the wheel chair. He coughed and mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “Since your unfortunate accident you have become, under the terms of the will, your father’s sole beneficiary. However there are a few things remaining to be cleared up.”


  “WHAT things?” Harker asked quickly,


  “First, I must have a complete report of how the accident occurred, to add to the account we already have. It is a formality, but unfortunately a necessary one. Dr. Zinder, I believe, was the surgeon who performed the operation?”


  “Yes,” said Harker.


  “That is excellent,” the lawyer said. He leaned back in his chair. “Suppose you tell us, Doctor, the circumstances surrounding the operation. My secretary will take complete notes and we will have this business over with.”


  “You have made several references to accident,” Doctor Zinder said quietly. “It was not an accident, but a gangrenous infection that necessitated the operation. Mr. Harker has rooms in the establishment where I reside. A simple scratch on his leg resulted in the infection. When he asked me to examine him it was too late for anything but emergency measures. I performed the operation in my room. I am a licensed surgeon and I have the necessary equipment in my rooms. That is all there is to the matter. It is extremely unfortunate for Mr. Harker that he did not have his cut taken care of immediately, but there is nothing that can be done about that now.”


  “I see,” Fortescue said. He tapped a pencil against the sheets of paper on his desk and frowned. “In that case there is no need to take up any more of your time. I will have the necessary papers drawn up. A few signatures will be necessary and then your father’s estate will be in your hands.”


  “Thank you,” Harker said.


  “There is just one more thing,” Fortescue said. He smiled at the elderly couple beside him. “Mr. and Mrs. Mason served your father long and faithfully and it was obviously his wish that they be taken care of. This change in the will has left them in extremely difficult straits. Now, just as a suggestion, I think it might be a nice gesture if you were to give them something in the way of a pension to take care of their simple wants. A thousand or two a year would do it nicely and—er—you can see it won’t be for many years.” Harker looked thoughtfully at the Masons and then at Morton Fortescue.


  “Would they have done it for me?” he inquired mildly.


  “Why, my boy,” Fortescue said in surprise, “I thought you knew. They had made arrangements to provide you with a yearly income for life out of the estate. They felt distressed that you had been left out completely, and they felt your father wouldn’t mind too much. I had all the papers drawn, but of course your unfortunate accident has changed everything.”


  “So they were going to do that for me,” Harker said softly.


  “Certainly,” Fortescue said heartily. “They’re wonderful people. It’s little wonder that your father thought so much of them. Now I’d suggest as a pension—”


  “Mr. Fortescue,” Harker said icily, “in the future I can dispense with your advice and suggestions. The Masons were stupid fools if they thought one damn about me. Because they were going to make an addle-headed, sentimental gesture, does it follow that I have to be equally foolish? Certainly not.”


  Morton Fortescue dropped his eyes to the desk and a flush stained his heavy face.


  “I see,” he said. “I will send over the papers for your signature by messenger. Good day.”


  Harker smiled thinly.


  “Goodbye, Counselor,” he said lightly.


  He was still smiling in comfortable satisfaction as Doctor Zinder turned his chair and wheeled him out of the office.


  CHAPTER III


  “WHERE’S my leg?”


  Silas Harker shouted the question at Doctor Zinder He was seated in his wheel chair in a sumptuously furnished hotel suite and the doctor was regarding him blandly from the comfortable depths of an over-stuffed chair.


  Harker’s hands were hooked like claws about the arms of his chair and his face was flushed with rage.


  “You heard me!” he bellowed. “Don’t sit there and grin at me, damn you! Where is the leg you promised me? It’s been five months now since my operation. You’ve got all the money you need, haven’t you?”


  “Yes, now that you mention it, I have plenty of money,” the doctor said calmly. He blew a lazy wreath of smoke toward the ceiling. “These things cannot be rushed, my boy. Securing just the exact type of leg I need for the operation is taking a little longer than I thought. You see it must be the leg of a man close to your own age and size. I have a prospect lined up for tonight and maybe luck will be with me this time.”


  “You still haven’t told me how you’re going to get the leg,” Harker said. “Are you going to buy it? Who’d be foolish enough to sell a leg?”


  “You were,” Doctor Zinder chuckled. “Shut up!” shouted Harker. “I did it only because I trusted you. I don’t want any more of your damn attempts at comedy, Zinder.”


  He pulled the blanket closer about his lap and wheeled his chair sulkily away from the doctor. His gaze moved disconsolately over the rich furnishings of the room. They suddenly seemed a heavy, outrageous price to pay for his miserable helplessness.


  Doctor Zinder stood and walked to the door.


  “Au revoir, my impetuous friend.” He glanced at his watch. “I meet our new prospect in less than an hour. Perhaps when I return I shall have good news to report.”


  When the doctor had gone Harker wheeled his chair to the wide double windows that commanded a view of the tossing gray lake and his eyes grew cold as he watched the white sails far out on the water and the swooping gulls playing tag with foamy-crested breakers that dashed against the shore.


  Everything he gazed on seemed joyous and carefree and unfettered. His eyes dropped to his lap and a choking anger swept over him.


  If Zinder had been lying to him . . . The thought was too much. Zinder couldn’t have fabricated all the records and photographs of experiments over the last two decades.


  IT was then, as he sat before the window watching the gray lake, that he decided Zinder must die. He wondered why the thought had never occurred to him before. Whether Zinder had lied to him or not, whether he accomplished the grafting of the new leg or not, was immaterial. The man knew too much and for that reason he would always be dangerous.


  The thought of Zinder’s death gave him a measure of comfort. Harker was slightly surprised at the extent of his own callousness in this respect. He turned over in his mind a half dozen methods he could use to eliminate the doctor and he was pleased to discover that the process was a pleasant and stimulating pastime.


  Once the decision to kill Zinder was made, he felt strangely relieved. He realized then that in all probability he had been subconsciously planning the man’s murder for months. It was all so logical and simple that it startled him. Zinder was the only man who could ever cause him trouble. No one in the world suspected that the amputation of his leg had been deliberate, and no one could possibly dream that he was planning to have a flesh and blood leg grafted onto his stump. Zinder, however, knew those things, and he was probably intending to blackmail him for the rest of his life when the operation was completed.


  Harker chuckled out loud and the first smile in months touched his lips. What an unpleasant surprise was in store for the little German doctor!


  For the rest of the afternoon he concentrated on ways and means. A gun would be simple and definite but the noise would create attention. The opportunities for poison were somewhat limited. That left the alternative of cold steel.


  A knife would be perfect, Harker decided. He could easily conceal it in the folds of his blanket and when Zinder turned his back—that would be that.


  There would then be the problem of disposing of the body, but he could figure out something without too much difficulty.


  When Zinder returned to the hotel apartment it was dark. He closed the door hurriedly behind him and strode across the room to Harker. His face was flushed and his hands trembled as he lit a cigarette.


  “Well, what luck?” Harker asked anxiously.


  “I have the leg,” Zinder said. His eyes were flicking nervously about the room as he spoke.


  Harker felt a thrill of excitement. He leaned forward in his chair, eyes blazing.


  “You’ve got it?” he cried.


  “Yes,” said Zinder.


  “Wonderful! How soon can we start the operation?”


  “Immediately. I’ve already sent for the car to take you to the laboratory. There is not a second’s time to lose. I must perform the operation before rigor mortis sets into the leg.”


  “Rigor mortis!” Harker cried. “Then the leg has just been freshly amputated. Zinder, where is this leg? Where did you get it?”


  “I’ve sent the leg on to the laboratory,” Zinder said. “Now stop bothering me with questions. You’ve got to get ready.”


  “ZINDER!” Harker cried desperately, “where did you get that leg? Whose was it? Where is that person now? I must know. You can’t possibly understand how I feel.”


  “You’re behaving like a child,” Zinder snapped. “What difference does it make where I got the leg? It will be yours within twenty-four hours, you fool.”


  “That’s why I must know,” Harker said.


  “I will tell you this much,” Zinder said. “The former owner of the leg has no use for it now.”


  Harker relaxed slowly in his chair.


  “I feel better,” he said. “You got the leg then from the morgue, didn’t you?”


  Doctor Zinder paused in the act of lighting a cigarette and studied Harker deliberately.


  “You are being rather naive, my friend,” he murmured. “I had to take drastic measures to secure this particular leg. To be blunt, I had to murder the man.”


  “Murder?” gasped Harker. “But


  “Don’t act so shocked,” Doctor Zinder said coldly. “You don’t imagine I wanted to kill the fool, do you? It was the only thing I could do. I met him at a lonely spot far from the city. Everything was perfect except that his fondness for his leg was greater than the inducement of your cash. So I had to put him out of the way. Now stop babbling. The thing has been done. And if we’re going to perform a successful operation we must hurry.”


  “But it seems so horrible,” Harker said in a stunned voice. He couldn’t account for the feeling of revulsion that gripped him. Not an hour before he had been pleasantly plotting Zinder’s death without the tiniest qualm of conscience. But this, somehow, seemed different. He passed a shaking hand over his forehead.


  “All right,” he said, “I will get ready.”


  His voice was heavy and dull and his arms seemed tired and old as he wheeled his chair toward the bedroom.


  CHAPTER IV


  TWENTY-FOUR hours later Silas Harker lay on an operation table in Doctor Zinder’s laboratory. A white sheet was draped over his body. His breathing was heavy and labored. Occasionally he twisted on the table and a feeble moan passed his lips.


  Doctor Zinder worked swiftly and silently over him. For an hour there was no sound in the small room but the dry scraping sound of the scalpel and Harker’s rhythmic breathing. Finally Doctor Zinder laid aside his instruments and slipped his arms from the surgical dressing gown he was wearing.


  An almost fanatical light of triumph was in his eyes as he studied the results of his work. He checked Harker’s pulse and then snapped out the gleaming battery of overhead lights.


  When Harker awoke he stared without comprehension at the ceiling of the room. He felt sick and weak. Finally he realized that he was back at the hotel, in his own bedroom. Consciousness left him then, but he came to again in a few hours. He was able to raise his head from the pillow and glance down at his form, outlined under the thin bed covering. A quick exultation swept over him as he saw the outlines of two legs stretching toward the foot of the bed.


  Zinder had done it!


  That was his first deliriously happy thought. His new leg was bandaged tightly from hip to ankle and there was no sensation or feeling to it at all. It might have been a heavy bar of lead attached to his body—but Harker knew it wasn’t.


  The bedroom door opened and Doctor Zinder appeared.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked. “Fine,” Harker said, “fine. H—how did things go?”


  “Excellent. I have every reason to believe that the operation was a complete success. Within a few weeks you should be up and walking. Do you feel anything in your recently acquired member?”


  “Nothing,” Harker said.


  “That is to be expected.”


  “I haven’t tried to move it,” Harker said. “Would it hurt to try?”


  “No, but you will not be able to move the muscles until the cast is removed. That will not be for a few days. Until then, just rest.”


  A week later Zinder removed the cast from the new leg and Harker was able to sit up for the first time since the operation.


  “You will not be able to walk for some time,” Zinder said. “It will take you a while to become accustomed to the leg. Have you tried to move the muscles yet?”


  “No,” Harker said, “I—I’ve been afraid.”


  “Nonsense, there is nothing to fear. The muscles and nerves should have mended by this time. It will not hurt to use them a little each day. In fact you must exercise this new leg to strengthen it. Try now.”


  HARKER leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. His new leg was stretched straight before him on a cushioned stool. Except for the ugly red incisions above the knee it was as perfect as his own leg. In fact, it was a good deal larger and more muscular than the leg with which Nature had endowed him.


  “Try!” Doctor Zinder said. His voice cracked with authority. “You must!”


  “I’m trying,” Harker gasped.


  Sweat stood out on his brow and ran in tiny rivulets down his cheeks. His fingers gripped the arms of the chair until his knuckles whitened. Slowly, painfully, he flexed the new leg until the knee was lifted slightly from the stool,


  “There!” Doctor Zinder cried triumphantly. “You have done it.”


  Harker relaxed, breathing heavily. The leg sank back to its cushioned support.


  “I did it,” Harker said tremulously. “You saw it, Doctor. I really moved it, didn’t I?”


  “Of course,” Doctor Zinder said. “And you must continue to use it until it is as strong as your other leg.”


  For two weeks Harker exercised his new leg religiously, until he felt that it was as strong and dependable as his own leg. He had not yet tried to walk on his new leg but that day, he knew, was not far away.


  And when that day arrived he would have no further use for the good Doctor Zinder. The thought of the doctor’s death was a tonic to him during his days of convalescence.


  Finally the day came when he walked. At first he took a few cautious steps about the room, then, growing bolder, he advanced cautiously into the living room and from there to the kitchen and eventually back to his bedroom.


  He sank into his chair, breathing hard, but tremendously excited and happy. He had walked! That was all he had been waiting for. When his strength returned he walked to the kitchen and rummaged through the drawers until he found what he wanted—a slim, razor-sharp carving knife.


  When Doctor Zinder returned he was sitting in his wheel chair, swaddled in blankets.


  “Well,” the doctor said, striding toward him, “how did it go today?”


  “Not so well,” Harker said weakly. “Something gave way while I was taking my exercises. The knee has been hurting like the devil ever since.”


  “Hmmm,” the doctor said, “we’ll have to see about that.”


  He bent down beside Harker’s chair and turned back the blanket.


  “It looks all right,” he said quietly, “but I’ll make a complete examination.”


  Harker smiled.


  “I think that would be best,” he said.


  His hand closed tenderly over the hilt of the knife.


  “By the way, Doctor,” he said, “do you remember how you got this leg for me? You killed a man for it, didn’t you?”


  “That is a subject which is closed,” Doctor Zinder said shortly.


  “I’VE often wondered how you did it,” Harker said musingly. His eyes were measuring the exact spot on the doctor’s thin neck where he would plunge the knife. He derived an ironic satisfaction from talking about the man the doctor had murdered, while preparing to end the doctor’s own life. It was the perfect touch. His smile widened.


  “Did you use a knife?” he asked.


  “No. I stunned the man with a blow from behind.”


  “Then,” Harker said softly, “you borrowed his leg.”


  “Yes.”


  “But the body?”


  “It was a deserted section of the city. No remains will ever be found.” The doctor went on talking but Harker was not listening. He was not interested in what the doctor had done with the body. The time had come to strike.


  “Does it still hurt?” Doctor Zinder asked.


  “Very much,” Harker said.


  Frowning, the doctor bent over the leg and his back was to Harker. Unhurriedly Harker drew the knife from the folds of the blanket and plunged it through the back of the doctor’s neck.


  It was all over very quickly. The doctor lurched forward, a strangling, gurgling cry bursting from his throat. As he struck the floor he rolled over and for an instant Harker stared into the dying man’s hate-filled, impotently blazing eyes—and then the spark in those eyes went out forever.


  There was quite a lot of blood and it took Harker several hours to clean up the mess. But when he finished he congratulated himself. The doctor’s body was in an asbestos lined trunk which was securely locked and bolted. The express company would pick the trunk up that afternoon and cart it to a river warehouse. Harker had made these arrangements in advance. The bloodstains had been removed from the carpeting and floor, the butcher knife was back in the kitchen drawer where it belonged.


  Everything was perfect. It took him only a few moments to pack his bags and then he left the hotel. He did not intend to return. He was leaving the city that night. As he rode down in the elevator he felt magnificent. True he was a little weak from his exertions, but his new leg was strong and buoyant beneath him and he felt fine.


  And Zinder was out of the way forever. That was another reason for his ebullient feelings. He was safe now from exposure. His life was his own, to live as he deemed.


  Whistling, he strode through the lobby of the hotel and into the bright sunlight of Michigan Boulevard. He hailed a cab and directed the driver to take him to a downtown hotel. As long as he had the entire afternoon to kill he decided to get a little rest. With a contented sigh he leaned back and lighted a cigarette. His eye chanced to fall on an army recruiting poster as he was driven along and he smiled cynically.


  “Suckers,” he thought.


  CHAPTER V


  HE was tired when he got to his hotel room. His breath was short and he was perspiring freely. The new leg was the only part of his body that seemed fresh and strong. The muscles of his own leg were trembling with weariness. He sank gratefully onto the soft bed and stretched out, closing his eyes.


  For several minutes he lay there, resting comfortably and musing on the delights of the existence that he would be soon enjoying. And then he noticed that his new leg was twitching strangely. He sat up, perplexed, and as he did, the leg swung off the bed and pulled him up to a standing position.


  He stood beside the bed frowning bewilderedly. One instant he had been comfortably lying down, with no immediate intention of getting up; but now, here he was, on his feet. Perhaps he had imagined the entire thing. Maybe he only imagined that the leg, for an instant, had acted independently of his will.


  The thought that it might not have been just imagination; had, in fact, actually happened, brought a chill sweat to his forehead.


  For several seconds he pondered the happening uneasily, and he had just decided that it was an accidental reflex when the leg moved again, in a long step toward the door. Harker’s own leg moved automatically to keep him from his losing his balance and the other leg continued walking. Powerless to stop, Harker found himself striding across the room to the door.


  He would have have crashed into the solid wood of the door if he hadn’t, at the last instant, jerked it open. He was in the hallway then, striding helplessly toward the emergency stairway that led to the street.


  He was so confused and bewildered that he was unable to think coherently. The leg started determinedly down the steps and Harker could do nothing but follow. When he reached the street the leg turned sharply and headed for the downtown district with long swinging strides.


  Harker fought down the panic mounting in his breast. Obviously there was some rational explanation for the leg’s conduct. Maybe the nerves and muscles of the leg were not as yet coordinated to his thinking processes and were acting with independent, automatic reflexes, like the twitching halves of a severed snake.


  There was little comfort in this rationalization. The long strides of the leg forced his own leg to unaccustomed exertion to keep him from falling to the ground with each step. His breath was coming hard and he was perspiring freely after six or seven blocks, but stilt the leg gave no indication of slowing or stopping. When they reached the downtown area the leg apparently lost its determined purposefulness for it led Harker on an aimless, wandering tour of the Loop that lasted until darkness had come and lights were winking on from windows of the office buildings.


  HARKER was becoming dizzy with fatigue. His body ached and his mouth was parched and dry. Each breath was an effort that became increasingly hard to make. Hunger and thirst were gnawing at him but he was powerless to stop, even for a quick swallow of water. The leg was tireless. It marched along block after block, crossing streets, turning down alleys, retracing its pathway aimlessly and endlessly.


  Finally, as the evening was wearing on toward midnight, the leg left the Loop and headed southward. Now there seemed to be a new purpose and direction in its movements and its strides grew longer, more determined.


  Harker’s breath sounded like the rasping of dry paper; his body trembled with weariness, but he stumbled on helplessly. He tried to throw himself to the ground to gain a moment’s respite but the leg held him to its course with frightening strength.


  Hysteria was plucking at him now, torturing his thoughts with a thousand mad possibilities. He didn’t dare ask himself the questions that hammered at his brain.


  The Loop was now far behind. Harker’s hysterically gleaming eyes saw that he was passing through the city’s industrial district. The streets were deserted and the occasional lights cast a ghostly illumination against the crude, squat factory buildings.


  The leg’s determined strides slackened noticeably as it turned and started up a dark side street. Halfway down the darkened street it stopped.


  A sobbing cry of relief broke from Harker’s parched lips. This hellish business had finally come to an end. He leaned against the wall of a building until his giddy weakness passed and some of his strength returned.


  But when he tried to move he found it impossible. The leg was firmly attached to the ground as if it had been rooted there. Harker made a dozen attempts to walk away but they were hopelessly futile. Sobbing, he sank back against the wall of the building. His wild staring eyes tried to pierce the gloomy darkness of the side street. There was no one in sight. The street was deserted.


  Fear swept over him in shuddering shocks. What would happen to him? Was he doomed to remain rooted here until he died of thirst? He groaned and dropped his head into his hands. What madness had prompted him to enter into this terrible, inhuman situation? He cursed Doctor Zinder until he was weak and spent.


  SUDDENLY he heard a footstep on the sidewalk. He jerked his head up and saw a bulky dark form moving slowly toward him. His tongue clove to the roof of his mouth and a shuddering hysteria swept over him.


  The approaching figure stopped. “All right, buddy,” a voice from the darkness said. “What’s the idea? This ain’t a public park. Get moving?” Harker almost fainted with relief as he recognized the tone of authority and saw, as the man stepped closer, the uniform and badge he was wearing.


  A light flashed in the darkness and a stab of illumination leaped into Harker’s face. He blinked in the glare.


  “What’s the matter with you?” the officer demanded. “I ought to run you in for loitering here. This is a defense area, you know.”


  Fear was again hammering at Harker. In the terror of his immediate predicament he had forgotten that he had the blood of Doctor Zinder on his hands. And the man holding the light in his face was an officer of the law, the law which Harker had brazenly flouted. He couldn’t afford to be arrested now.


  “I—I just stopped to rest a minute,” he said weakly. “I’m sorry.”


  “Well, get movin’ then.”


  Sweat poured out of Harker’s pores as he tried frantically to walk away from the spot. But the leg was as firmly attached to the sidewalk as a stone post.


  “What’s the matter with you?” the officer demanded suspiciously. “I told you to get movin’ didn’t I? What are you waiting for? A little help from my club?”


  “N—no,” gasped Harker, “it’s just—”


  Suddenly the leg came to life again. With a single stride it turned Harker around and started back toward the cross-street. Now it moved more rapidly, more determinedly than ever.


  And Harker realized then that the leg had been looking for something. And now it seemed to have found the trail for which it had been seeking; for its strides were sure and steady.


  His heart trembled with this realization. A sobbing cry choked in his throat and his eyes were wild and mad with horror.


  What was the leg searching for?


  He didn’t dare answer this question; his mind recoiled from it in sharp terror.


  The leg strode with inevitable sureness and strength through the darkened factory district and headed west toward the deserted waste areas of Chicago’s sprawling southwest side. Saliva drooled from Harker’s slack lips. His face was stiff with blind, unreasoning fear.


  FOR an hour the leg carried him straight west until it reached a vast deserted lot, used by the city as a refuse heap. There it swung sharply and entered the lot, striding heedlessly, blindly, over the heaps of rusted cans, bottles and filth dumped in squat ugly piles over the face of the lot.


  Ahead in the darkness Harker could see the bulky outlines of a crumbling wall, sagging with the weight of its years. The leg was carrying him toward the lowest section of the wall, which was hardly two feet high. Harker sank to his ankles in the slime and ooze of the refuse and he staggered blindly with weariness.


  Babbling, hysterical words poured from his lips and the sound of the sobbing voice was a weird cacophony that roared inside his head like maniacal thunder.


  Something was plucking at his mind. A blind, frantic thought was hammering through the maze of panic that clouded his brain. It was something that had been said to him, but he couldn’t remember what it was or who had said it.


  HIS wild eyes swung over the deserted lot with its piles of dirt and refuse and then to the broken, crumbling wall that loomed closer with each of the leg’s powerful, determined strides.


  The wall enclosed a pit. And in that pit something gleamed whitely.


  A sobbing scream tore from Harker’s throat.


  He knew of this place. Doctor Zinder had told him of this place. And that was the thought that had been flickering on the border of his consciousness.


  Doctor Zinder had told of this place!


  This was the spot where Doctor Zinder had committed murder and stolen a leg. The leg which was now drawing him irresistibly toward the gleaming whiteness at the bottom of the pit.


  Doctor Zinder had told him this, but he had been preparing to kill him at the time and the words had hardly registered.


  Doctor Zinder had said: “No remains will ever be found!”


  Harker screamed madly as the leg stepped up to the crumbling wall. With every atom of his strength he fought against the leg, but his frantic efforts were unavailing.


  Doctor Zinder’s words pounded like a gong in his head.


  “No remains will ever be found!” The stench of fumes from the lime pit were in Harker’s nostrils as the leg broke into a stumbling run that covered the last few feet in a faltering rush. Harker screamed, and the sound was a horrible choking noise in his throat. He screamed again as the leg took the last final step and that scream was broken off in a ragged gurgling shriek as his plummeting body struck the cloying waves of corrosive lime . . .


  And in that last horrible instant Harker knew what the leg had been searching for.


  MONSOONS OF DEATH


  First published in the December 1942 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Ward Harrison got himself into a barrel of trouble when he accepted a job at the Martian Observation Station. There were fearful “things” on Mars . . .


  THE GLEAMING insignia stripes on Lieutenant Ward Harrison’s broad shoulders were less than two days old when he received his first assignment.


  “Lieutenant Harrison,” his commanding officer said, glancing from the papers he held in his hands to the young man who stood at attention before his desk, “this will be your first touch of action since you were commissioned. A lot depends on how you handle yourself.”


  “Yes sir,” Ward answered. He straightened his already poker-straight spine. His face was young and serious and intent. There was a blaze of zeal in his blue eyes and grimness in the tightness of his jaw. But a lock of blonde hair that fell over his forehead lent an incongruously boyish cast to his grimly set features.


  His commander, a Planetary Colonel, with thirty years of void experience behind him, smiled slightly and looked down at the papers in his hands again.


  “Your training record has been excellent, Harrison,” he said, “and I am gratified to note that you apparently realize the seriousness of our work.” He leaned back in his chair, looked up at the young Lieutenant. “It took science hundreds of years to lick the problem of crossing the void of space to the outer planets. Now, that that much has been accomplished, the task of exploring and possibly developing and colonizing those planets is ahead of us. The most important part of that work is up to men like you, Lieutenant Harrison. You are attached to the meteorology department with the job of doing the preliminary analysis and exploration on the various planets whose raw materials are essential to Earth. Never for a minute underestimate the importance of that work.”


  Ward cleared his throat. “I won’t sir.”


  “Good. There are other branches of the service that might seem more glamorous, but all of them are dependent on your research and findings. Without meteorological survey the entire network of space stations we have established would have been impossible. And the need today for accurate and thorough research on atmospheric conditions in the Universe is greater than ever before. Always keep that in mind.”


  “I will, sir,” Ward answered.


  “Good,” the colonel said. He ran a heavy hand through his silver-dusted hair and then picked up again the sheaf of papers from his desk.


  “Your first assignment is to one of our established observation stations on Mars,” he said.


  WARD kept his face woodenly expressionless; but it was hard to conceal his disappointment. He wanted adventure and danger. He wanted to prove his courage and loyalty on some perilous journey to an uncharted, unexplored area, and there was little hope for such action on an established base.


  “The station to which you are being sent,” the colonel went on, “was established three years ago by the man who is still in command there, a civilian by the name of Thomas Halliday. He is alone there, now. His assistant died about six months ago. You will act as Halliday’s assistant in atmospheric experimentation and in the collection of meteorologic data. Despite the fact that he is a civilian you will take your orders from him. Is that much clear?”


  “Yes,” Ward said. He had to fight to keep the bitterness he was feeling from showing in his voice. He had been prepared for anything, but this was too much to accept cheerfully. Serving on a dull, one-man base, under the domination of a civilian, who had probably been rejected by the regular service for timidity or incompetence, was a bitter pill to swallow. Ward found a real, though illogical, resentment welling in him. And the object of this resentment was Thomas Halliday.


  “Thomas Halliday,” the colonel said, “is a very careful, painstaking meteorologist. He is completely dependable and reliable. The information he has sent us to date is accurate and thorough. Moreover he is extremely cautious.” The colonel paused and frowned and his thick strong fingers drummed irritably on the top of his desk.


  “Damn it!” he said with sudden explosive impatience. “Sometimes I think the man is too cautious. He’s been there three years now and he still hasn’t sent us a complete report on conditions there. Caution and care are fine qualities but, like all things, they can be overdone. We’re planning on erecting a large special base in his locality when we finally get all the information. But we can’t make a move until Halliday comes through.”


  “Is there any reason why the research might have been delayed?” Ward asked.


  The colonel shook his head.


  “Not as far as we know. Now don’t get me wrong. I’m not damning any man until I know all the facts. I’m not a pot-bellied, arm-chair admiral. I’ve been in the void myself long enough to realize that you can’t pass judgment on a man’s work until you’ve actually seen the situation he’s up against. You can’t get the complete picture from a three hundred word report. There may be other factors to consider that we here don’t know about. But Halliday’s data isn’t coming in fast enough and I’m taking steps to get at the bottom of the trouble. I’m sending you there, Harrison, because your record indicates that you’re a go-getter. Maybe what Halliday needs is a little more recklessness, a little more impulsiveness and a lot less caution. I’m hoping that you will act as a spur to Halliday. Think you’re up to the job?”


  Ward’s eyes were flashing with excitement. His bitter disappointment had vanished.


  “I’ll do my absolute best, sir,” he said. The colonel’s words had crystallized his swiftly-formed animosity for this Thomas Halliday. The man was obviously a timid creature without sufficient guts to do a man’s job. Ward felt an itching impatience to get started on this assignment. He wanted to meet Thomas Halliday. He was very anxious to begin his new duties as a spur to the man.


  “Halliday hasn’t given us much information about what he’s discovered on that section of Mars,” the colonel said. “He’s confined his reports exclusively to atmospheric data. In his first report he mentioned that the area was inhabited and I got the impression that he hadn’t found the natives particularly friendly. But since he hasn’t mentioned them since, I gather that he hasn’t had any trouble with them . . .


  “I guess that’s about all, Lieutenant. This is an important job. And if you find any reason for Halliday’s delay in getting that job done, I want you to flash me a message immediately. I’m putting a lot of confidence in you, young man, but I don’t think it’s misplaced.”


  The colonel stood up and extended his hand.


  “Good luck, son.”


  Ward took the older man’s hand in a firm grip.


  “Thank you, sir. I’ll do everything I can to justify your confidence in me.”


  He saluted, right-about-faced smartly and strode toward the door. The colonel followed his straight young back with his eyes and there was a smile of pride on his face. Lieutenant Ward Harrison, in the opinion of the colonel, was definitely an excellent addition to the forces of Earth.


  Lieutenant Ward Harrison thought so himself, but he would have suffered his tongue to be torn out before admitting it.


  THREE days later, at 24:40 inter-Stellar time, Ward Harrison arrived at the Earth observation base located in the uncharted, inaccessible area on the southern plane of the planet, Mars.


  As he flashed into the atmosphere of the planet he cut the rear propulsion rockets of his slim single-seater and prepared to land. He sighted the base’s small cluster of buildings and the mooring tower in his fore visi-screen and he made quick rapid adjustments on his instrument panel as his slender ship slanted toward them in a screaming dive . . .


  When the nose of his ship made contact with a mooring socket, he set all instruments at zero. He climbed to his feet and stretched wearily. Then he walked to the sliding side door of the ship, released the air lock and stepped out onto the ramp that flanked the mooring tower.


  From this position, some two hundred feet above the ground, he had his first look at the terrain of Mars. Great gray wastelands spread endlessly in all four directions and the only break in this monotony was a low ridge of hills on the far-distant eastern horizon.


  Ward shivered slightly. He hadn’t been prepared for anything this depressing. The small group of squat buildings beneath him looked like tiny objects adrift in a vast, terrible gray sea.


  A man appeared at the door of the central building and Ward felt an idiotic sensation of relief at the sight of a human, moving figure in that dead, silent, gray terrain.


  The man waved to Ward and walked from the doorway toward the base of the mooring tower.


  Ward descended to the ground in the small cage of the tower elevator. He stepped out onto the soft, flaky soil of Mars as the man he had seen from above came up to the tower.


  “Lieutenant Harrison reporting for duty, sir,” he said. He saluted and noticed with a certain satisfaction the other’s embarrassment at this military recognition which he didn’t deserve.


  “My name is Halliday,” the man said, after a short awkward pause. He extended his hand. “I’m certainly glad to have you here, Lieutenant.”


  As Ward shook hands, he appraised the man carefully, and found nothing in his examination to change his previously acquired opinion.


  Thomas Halliday was small and stooped, with sallow features and nervously shifting eyes, which looked startlingly large behind thick strong glasses. His hair was thin and faded brown in color. There was a peculiar tight look about his mouth and jaw, as if he were in a continual state of faint exasperation.


  This, thought Ward, was the man who had been holding up the development of this area for three years. And, looking at him, it was easy to see why.


  Ward had his bag in his hand. Halliday, noticing it, asked, “Did you bring any arms with you?”


  Ward patted the raytube in the smart military holster at his hip.


  “Just this,” he said. He added drily, “Expecting trouble?”


  “No,” Halliday answered. His eyes shifted from Ward’s and swept about in a long inspection of the vast, sprawling, deserted terrain that stretched away on all four sides like a boundless ocean.


  “But,” he added, “it’s when you’re not expecting trouble that you’re most likely to run into it.”


  WARD smiled to himself as he followed Halliday’s thin stooped figure to the main building, a squat solid structure of heavy duralloy steel, with only one door and no windows at all.


  The man was obviously a neurotic mass of nerves, or else he was indulging in a bit of melodrama to impress his new assistant.


  Halliday stepped aside at the door and Ward preceded him into the hot, sparsely furnished room. Halliday followed him, closing the door behind him and setting the mechanism of a powerful automatic lock before turning to Ward with an apologetic little smile.


  “You’ll find it rather cramped at first,” he said. “I’ll sleep out here and you can use the storeroom as a bedroom. That’s all the living quarters we have, excepting the kitchen, but I’m sure we’ll manage.”


  Ward set his grip down and glanced about at the chart-covered walls, the plain, badly scuffed furniture and he was not particularly enthused at the prospect of being cooped up in this hot little oven of a room with Halliday.


  “What about the other buildings?” he asked. “Surely there’d be room there for me to bunk.”


  “We use those building for equipment,” Halliday said. “And besides, this building is safer.”


  Ward glanced at the little man with a faint, ironic smile.


  “Is there something here to be afraid of?” His tone was blandly polite, but he could not completely conceal an undercurrent of contempt.


  “I don’t mean to alarm you, Lieutenant,” Halliday said, “but this area of Mars is not quite the safest place in the universe.” He removed his thick glasses with a nervous little gesture and smiled uncertainly at Ward. “I really think it wiser for you to sleep here.”


  “Unless that’s an order,” Ward said, “I’d rather sleep in comfort in one of the other buildings and take my chances on your bogy-men catching me.”


  Halliday replaced his glasses. He was no longer smiling.


  “I’m afraid, Lieutenant, you must consider it as an order.”


  He turned slowly and re-checked the huge gleaming lock on the door, then walked to a littered, dusty desk in one corner of the room and sat down. It was obvious that the discussion was ended.


  Ward shrugged and carried his grip into a small windowless storeroom that was directly off the main room of the small structure. There were bales of supplies, a cot and a stool. A vague musty odor permeated the air. He tossed his grip onto the cot, stripped off his tunic and walked back into the room where Halliday was seated at his desk.


  Halliday looked up with a smile and removed his glasses with a characteristic nervous movement of his thin hands.


  “Not exactly the choicest accommodations, eh?” he said, in an attempt at heartiness, which struck Ward as being almost pathetic.


  “I’ll get by,” Ward said. He loosened the collar of his shirt and glanced at the massive steel door, closed and tightly locked. “Any objection to letting in a little air?” he asked. “It’s pretty close in here.”


  HALLIDAY smiled and his eyes flicked to the closed door. He put his glasses on again and spent quite a time adjusting them to his thin nose.


  “I’m afraid we’ll have to put up with the closeness,” he said.


  Ward sighed and sat down in a chair facing Halliday.


  “You’re afraid of something,” he said bluntly. “Supposing you tell me about it.”


  “As a matter of fact, I was meaning to,” Halliday said. “You see, on this section we’re pretty well isolated from the rest of the Earth stations on Mars. We receive all supplies and mail by a direct materialization unit. No space craft puts in here. We’re here all alone and if anything happened to us all the data and work that has been compiled might be lost.”


  As Halliday removed his glasses again with a quick aimless gesture, Ward thought, “A lot you care about the records and data. It’s your skin you want to save.”


  Halliday coughed and replaced his glasses.


  “This area is inhabited by a species of creature which I do not believe has been classified. I do not know if they are human or if they possess intelligence. I do not even know if they are ‘alive’ in the sense that we speak of life. Possibly their energy is of electrical or carboniferous origin, or it could be even vegetable in nature. As you see I know little enough about these neighbors of ours, but I do know that they are dangerous. They resent the work that is being done here.” Halliday frowned and twisted a pencil in his hands. “I’m not even sure of that. Possibly they are without rational motivation at all. It may be that they are merely moved to action by the sight of another object in motion. But whatever their reason, they have been very troublesome. That, really, is all I know about them. And that is the reason that I exercise such care. I have a small periscope installed on the roof and before I unlock the door I study the entire surrounding terrain to be sure there are no Raspers in sight.”


  “Why do you call them Raspers?” Ward asked.


  “Because of a peculiar sound that seems to emanate from them,” Halliday explained. “My former assistant and I had to call them something and Raspers seemed as logical as anything else.”


  “Have you ever seen one of these—er—Raspers?” Ward asked.


  “I’m not sure,” Halliday said thoughtfully. He removed his glasses again. “I’ve had two brushes with them, but I’m not sure that I saw them distinctly either time. Possibly the picture that came to my mind, later, was supplied by my imagination. But I know that there is something very repellent and fearsome about them. I felt that much.”


  Ward crossed his legs and lit a cigarette casually.


  “Can these things be killed?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Halliday answered. “The two chances I had I was too scared to find out.”


  Ward felt a cold anger against this man growing in him. This man had been entrusted with the task of surveying the atmospheric conditions of this area—a vital, desperately necessary job—and he was dawdling along, timidly hugging the cover of this fortress because of a stupid, half-imaginary fear of the natives of the area. He felt his cheeks growing hot.


  “We can’t stay cooped up here indefinitely,” he said. “How about the work we’re supposed to be doing. Or does that bother you?”


  HALLIDAY looked at him queerly and then dropped his eyes. He fiddled nervously with his glasses.


  Ward suddenly found the gesture maddening.


  “For Pete’s sake!” he exploded. “Leave ‘em on, or leave ‘em off, one or the other. That’s apparently your only job here, taking those damn glasses off and putting them back on again.”


  “I’m sorry,” Halliday said quickly, apologetically. “It’s just a habit I guess. It’s a little something to break the nervous tension of being here all alone, thinking . . .”


  His voice trailed off and his hand moved nervously toward his glasses and then fell back limply in his lap.


  “About the work here,” he said in a mild, controlled voice, “we are forced to work on a definitely limited schedule. I have field apparatus located at points several miles distant from here. But we can’t venture out to take the necessary readings until the weather is propitious.”


  “What’s the weather got to do with our taking readings?” Ward demanded.


  “Simply this: There are certain periods of intense precipitation on this area of Mars. These periods are accompanied by high velocity winds. The atmospheric disturbance reaches monsoon proportions. During such periods, for some reason, the Raspers are exceptionally active. Something in the nature of the monsoon reacts on them with very savage results. They seem to feed on the electric disturbances in the atmosphere. They go wild during these changes in the weather and search for any moving thing to destroy. In some manner they are able to cover enormous distances during the monsoon and they can travel with incredible speed. When a monsoon is threatening I never leave the station.”


  Ward listened in growing irritation to this explanation.


  “How often do you have monsoons here?” he demanded.


  “Unfortunately, quite often,” Halliday answered. “All of my instruments indicate now that one is brewing. I haven’t been able to do more than a few hours of work in the last two months. I’ve been waiting for the weather to break, but so far it hasn’t.”


  “Do you mean to tell me,” Ward said incredulously, “that you’ve been sitting here, twiddling your thumbs for the past two months because you’re afraid to take a chance on a wind blowing up?”


  “That is exactly what I mean,” Halliday said. “But it isn’t the wind I’m afraid of. It’s the things that come with the wind that make any field work impossible. I’ve learned a few things about the Raspers in my three years and one is that it doesn’t pay to give them a chance. That’s all they need. That’s all they’re waiting for.”


  Ward stood up impatiently and jammed his fists into his pockets. It took all of his self control not to let his anger and contempt for the man explode in roaring fury.


  “I can’t understand your attitude,” he said at last, through tight lips. “I’m green and new here. I don’t know anything about the set-up except what you’ve told me. But I know from your own admission that you’ve never seen these things you’re so mortally afraid of, you’ve never stood up to them and given them a taste of ray juice to think about, you don’t really know anything about them, except that you’re terrified of the very thought of them. That isn’t a reasonable attitude. Only one kind of man thinks that way, and that’s a man without a touch of starch in his backbone, or a bit of honest-to-goodness guts in his make-up. If you want to hug this place like a scared school-girl that’s all right, but I’ll be double-damned if I’m going to let any superstitious nonsense keep me from doing the job I was sent here to do.”


  “That is a very brave speech, Lieutenant,” Halliday said, “and I admire you for it. But you are going to do as I say in spite of your own opinions. We will stay here and take no unnecessary chances until our instruments indicate that the monsoon weather has passed. That is an order.”


  WARD choked back his wrath. He glared at Halliday for an instant, then wheeled and strode into the small storeroom that was to serve as his sleeping quarters. He banged the door shut and sat down on the edge of the cot, his fingers opening and closing nervously.


  He wasn’t sure just what he’d do, but he didn’t intend to stand for Halliday’s craven policy of hiding in a locked room, instead of doing the work his country expected him to do. Halliday was a psychopathic case; his mind was full of a hundred and one imagined horrors and they kept him from doing his job. There was little wonder that he had been three years attempting to compile the information that should have been gathered in three months.


  The man was so terrified of imagined dangers that he was helpless to act. Ward felt a moment of pity for him, the pity the brave invariably feel for the weak and cowardly. But he also felt a cold and bitter contempt for the man who had allowed his own fear and timidity to hold up the important work of accumulating data on this section of the planet. If he wasn’t man enough to do the job, he should have at least been man enough to admit it.


  Ward decided that the next day he’d have the thing out. He undressed slowly and stretched out on the narrow cot, but sleep was a long time in coming.


  When he stepped from his room the next day he saw that Halliday was standing in the doorway gazing out over the dull gray Martian landscape.


  “Aren’t you taking quite a chance?” he asked, with heavy sarcasm.


  Halliday ignored the gibe. “No. I made a careful check before I released the door lock and opened up. Did you sleep well?”


  “Fair,” Ward said. “How can you tell the days and nights here? Is there ever any change in the sky?”


  Halliday shook his head. “Sometimes it gets a little darker, sometimes it’s lighter. When you’re tired you go to bed. That’s the only standard we have.” He shaded his eyes with his hand and stared for a long moment at the bleak, depressing horizon.


  Looking over his shoulder, Ward noticed swirling humid mists drifting in the air and, above, huge massive clouds of dense blackness were gathering. He felt a peculiar electric tightness in the atmosphere.


  Halliday closed and locked the door carefully.


  “Might as well have breakfast,” he said. “There’s nothing else we can do today.”


  “Do we have to stay cooped up here all day?” Ward asked.


  “I’m afraid so. This weather is ready to break any minute now, and when it does I intend to be behind a well-locked door.”


  Ward’s lips curled slightly.


  “Okay,” he said quietly, “we’ll wait for the monsoon to blow over. Then, Raspers or not, I’m going to work.”


  BUT four long days dragged by and there was no indication that the monsoon weather was prepared to break. Low dense clouds were massed overhead and the air was gusty with flurries of humid wind.


  Halliday grew increasingly nervous. He spent every waking hour at the periscope in a constant study of the dark horizons and he said little to Ward.


  Ward’s impatience grew with every inactive moment.


  “How much longer are we going to hide in here like scared rats?” he blazed finally. He paced furiously up and down the small room, glaring in rage at Halliday’s stooped figure.


  Halliday smiled nervously and removed his glasses. His fingers were trembling so violently that he almost dropped them to the floor.


  “I can’t even guess,” he said shakily. “I was hoping that the monsoon would blow over, but I’m afraid we’re in for it.”


  “You’ve been saying that ever since I arrived,” Ward said bitterly.


  Halliday was studying a aerograph on the wall. When he turned to Ward, his face was gray. His lips were more tightly clamped than ever.


  “If anything should happen to our front door lock,” he said, “there’s an exit we can use in the kitchen. Possibly you’ve noticed the small door beside the refrigeration and oxygen unit. That leads to a small room that can be locked from the inside. There are supplies there to last a week. I didn’t tell you this before because I was afraid it might alarm you.”


  “Thanks for sparing my feelings,” Ward snapped. “But I don’t think I’ll be needing your cosy little refuge. I’ve stalled just about enough. I was sent here to do a job and by Heaven I’m going to try and finish it.”


  He jerked his tunic from the back of a chair and scooped up his raytube and belt. Halliday regarded him in silence as he buckled on the weapon.


  “What do you think you’re going to do?” he asked at last.


  “First I’m going to flash a message to Earth, asking that I be placed in command here,” Ward said. He buttoned his tunic swiftly, and his eyes were cold slits of anger as he looked at Halliday nervously fumbling with his glasses. “I was sent here with instructions to find out what the delay was in getting the work done. I’ve found out to my satisfaction. You’ve done about one day’s work for every month you’ve spent cooped up in here, trembling every time the wind howled. When I come back I’ll have an authorization from GHQ to take over here immediately. Then you and I are going to work and damn the weather. If you don’t want to cooperate,” Ward slapped the weapon at his hip, “I’ll use what force is necessary to make you.”


  “Please listen to me,” Halliday said desperately. “You’re impulsive and reckless and I admire you for it. Sometimes I wish I were more like that. But I know the situation here better than you do. We’d be running a terrible risk trying to work right at this time.”


  “Sure,” Ward said, “We’d be running a risk. That’s apparently your entire philosophy. Sit tight, do nothing, because there might be a slight risk involved.”


  He turned and strode to the door.


  “Wait,” Halliday cried. “You can’t go out now.”


  Ward disengaged the lock with a swift deft motion.


  “Who’s going to stop me?” he asked.


  Halliday crossed to his side with quick, pattering strides. He grabbed him by the arm and pulled him around.


  “Please listen to me,” he said imploringly. “I know what I’m talking about. I—”


  Ward shook the hand loose and stared coldly into Halliday’s, white strained features.


  “You’re gutless, Halliday,” he said in a low tense voice. “Now keep out of my way.”


  He turned to the door again, but Halliday grabbed him suddenly and pushed him back.


  “You’re not going to do it,” he cried, his voice trembling. “I’m not going to let you.”


  WARD grabbed the man by his lapels and swung him away from the door. He stepped close to him and his right fist chopped down in a savage axe-like stroke. The short, powerful blow exploded under Halliday’s chin. His knees buckled and he sprawled limply to the floor.


  Ward stared down at the still form and he felt an instant of regret for striking a man fifty pounds lighter than himself, but he realized that it had been the only course open.


  He drew his raytube, inspected it quickly to make sure that it was in perfect order, then swung open the door and stepped out into the gray murkiness of the Martian atmosphere.


  The wind had increased to a wild mad scream. Flaky particles of soil stung his face like myriad needle-pricks as he braced himself against the buffeting force of the gale.


  He couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead of him, but he knew the general direction of the building which housed the materialization unit and he headed that way, bent almost double against the wind.


  He heard and saw nothing but the wild wail of the monsoon and the gray swirling murk. There was an awesome feeling in staggering blindly on through a dead gray world of howling dust-laden wind.


  He felt as if he were the only person left alive in the universe. But he plowed stubbornly forward. There was work to be done and he felt a grim exaltation in the knowledge that he had enough fortitude to let nothing stop him from doing his job.


  Hell! What was a little wind? This thought came to him and he smiled grimly. He’d show Halliday! He’d show ‘em all! Nothing was going to stop him!


  There was a peculiar crackling sound in the air about him, as if bolts of unseen lightning were slashing through the turbulent atmosphere, but he forged ahead. He knew there was little danger of an electric bolt striking him as long as he was out in the open.


  The distance to the goal was not a matter of a dozen yards or so, but it took him fully five minutes to cover the stretch. He had trouble breathing; each breath was snatched from his open mouth by the fury of the wind. And his eyes were rimmed with dust and streaming from the stinging bite of the flaky soil.


  When he reached the wall of the building he was sobbing for breath and blind from the whiplash of the wind. He sagged against the comfortable bulk of the squat, solid structure and wiped at his eyes with a handkerchief, but the wind soon tore the flimsy cloth from his fingers.


  There was nothing to do but find the door of the building as quickly as possible. Using his hands as groping feelers he staggered around two corners of the buildings until his fingers closed about a door knob.


  The gale was increasing in intensity; the roaring lash of the wind was wild and explosive, as if the floodgates of Nature had swung open to unleash this maelstrom of fury and destruction.


  The sputtering crackle of electric energy he had noticed seemed to be swelling in volume, rising steadily in pitch and fury. And then a new sound was added to the hideous cacophony. Ward heard it faintly at first and it failed to register on his consciousness.


  The new sound was an unearthly rasping noise that roared about his head and crashed against his ear drums with terrifying impact. The sound seemed everywhere; it seemed to emanate from the unleashed forces of the storm itself; its marrow-chilling, rasping moan was a demoniacal cry, screaming a weird defiance into the teeth of the mighty monsoon.


  WARD, hugging the building, heard the rasping sound, and he remembered what Halliday had told him. Crouched against the side of the structure, listening to that weird, desolate wail of unnamable horror, he felt his heart thudding with sudden fear against his ribs.


  The door of the building was jammed. He slammed his shoulder against its solid unyielding surface again and again—without avail! The harrowing rasping undertone of the crushing gale was growing and swelling—it seemed to be converging on him from all sides, a creation of the gray whining murk of the monsoon.


  Ward’s hand tightened on the butt of his raytube. He wheeled about, pressing his back to the wall of the building. His eyes raked the swirling turbulence of the storm.


  And through the raging, eddying mists of gray his wind-lashed eyes made out dreadful, weaving shapes, slithering through the fury of the storm—toward him!


  An instinctive scream tore at the muscles of his throat, but the wind whipped the sound from his mouth and cast it into the gale before it could reach his ears.


  He crouched and raised his gun.


  The shapes were vague misty illusions to his straining eyes. Then a blanket of wind swept over him, buffeting him against the wall at his back, and in a momentary flick of visibility that followed the blast, he was able to see the things that were advancing toward him.


  There was one nauseous, sense-stunning instant of incredible horror as his eyes focused on the nameless monstrosities that were revealed in the gray mists of the monsoon.


  One instant of sheer numbing horror, an instinct a billion years old, buried beneath centuries’ weight in his subconscious, suddenly writhed into life, as pulsing and compelling as the day it had been generated.


  The lost forgotten instincts of man’s mind that warn him of the horror and menace of the unknown, the nameless, the unclean, were clamoring wildly at his consciousness.


  For these things were hideous and repellent in their very essence. Whether they were alive or not, his numbed, horror-stunned brain would never know. The dry, rustling rasping sound that emanated from them seemed to partake of the same nature as the electrical energy generated by the monsoon, but that was only a fleeting, terror-strained impression.


  The raytube fell from his palsied hand; but he didn’t notice. There was only one blind motivation governing his thoughts.


  And that was flight!


  The unreasoning terror of the hunted, of the helpless, gripped him with numbing force. There was no thought in his mind to fight, to face these things that emerged from the dead grayness of the monsoon, but only a hideously desperate desire to escape.


  WITHOUT conscious thought or volition his legs suddenly churned beneath him and he lunged forward blindly, desperately, lurching through the buffeting force of the gale toward the sanctuary of the building where he had left Halliday.


  The rasping, nerve-chilling sound roared about his head and the lashing screech of the monsoon was a banshee-wail in his ears as he stumbled and staggered on, driven by the wildest, most elemental fear he had ever known.


  Suddenly the squat structure loomed directly ahead of him, only a yard away. The door was standing ajar, and, with a broken sob of relief, he lunged into the lighted interior of the room.


  Halliday was crawling dazedly to his feet as Ward staggered blindly through the door, his breath coming in great choking sobs.


  “My God—”


  Halliday’s voice broke and Ward saw that his eyes were staring in horror beyond him, to the still open door where the gray swirling fury of the monsoon was creeping in.


  And other things were in the open doorway!


  Ward knew that without turning to look. The horror mirrored in Halliday’s face told him that more plainly than could his own eyes.


  There was horror and fear in Halliday’s face, but the tightness of his lips did not relax into the flaccid looseness of hysteria.


  With superhuman control he was keeping a grip on himself.


  “Don’t move!” he snapped, through set jaws. “I’ll try to get at the rifle.”


  Ward’s heart was thundering a tattoo of terror. Halliday’s words made no impression on the horror-stunned brain. He lunged wildly across the room, dimly he heard Halliday’s sudden shouted warning.


  Without a backward glance he lurched into the small room that served as a kitchen. Through the fog of terror that swirled about his mind, he remembered only one thing: Halliday’s remark of a refuge built there for emergency purposes.


  His fingers tore open the small door alongside the refrigerator unit. A black passage stretched ahead of him and he plunged into dark shelter, jerking the door shut after him.


  A light snapped on when the door closed and he saw that he was in a small, stoutly reinforced storeroom, with bales of supplies and equipment packed against the walls.


  He threw the heavy bolt that locked the door and sagged against a wall, his breath coming in deep shuddering gasps. There was no sound from outside. Gradually his labored breathing subsided and he stared with dull, unseeing eyes ahead of him.


  And in that moment Ward Harrison came face-to-face with what he had done. In a single gleaming flash of understanding, he realized that he had bought his life with his honor.


  A shuddering sob passed through his body.


  He remembered with scalding self-hatred the things he had said to Halliday—a man who had endured the horror of this isolated base for three years. He had called a man cowardly who had more courage in his smallest finger than Ward had in his entire body.


  Halliday had stuck here, doing his job, making no complaints or excuses, always aware of the horrible, soul-numbing danger he was facing.


  WARD cursed and buried his face in his trembling hands. With bitter shame he recalled his jeering remarks to Halliday about his nervous habit of removing his glasses.


  God! Three years on this hellish base and the only sign a nervous habit of fiddling with his glasses. Stark raving madness would have been the effect on any other person Ward could imagine.


  At that instant he despised himself more than he had ever despised any human being in his life.


  And he knew that the worst punishment that would ever be meted to him, would be the mere act of living and being able to think—to remember.


  With feverish eyes he glared about the room. A small leaden cask was set apart from the other equipment and it was marked with three xxx’s, the indication of high explosive contents.


  Ward dropped to his knees and pried open the lid of the small cask. It was filled with neat rows of U-235 pellets, hardly an inch in diameter. He picked up one in each hand and then stood up and walked to the door.


  He was beyond thought or reason. He knew he was going to his death and he felt nothing but a numb sense of anticipation. He knew that in dying he would not expiate the crime of cowardice he had committed. Nothing would ever erase the stigma of that shame. A thousand deaths could not do that.


  He did not actually think these things. His mind was wrapped in a fog of blind instinct. There was something he must do—do immediately. That was as far as his mind would go.


  The kitchen and front room of the small building were empty and the door leading to the outside was open. The wild raging storm of the monsoon blew in the door, whipping papers into the air, resounding against the walls with a booming roar.


  Ward strode across the room, bracing himself against the blast of the wind. He stepped through the doorway and the full force of the wind almost bent him backward, but he moved on, fighting his way forward.


  After six feet, the building was lost in the grayness. He was again alone in a wild howling world of horror and death.


  Then he heard the rasping noise of the things directly ahead of him, and an instant later he was able dimly to make out their weaving shapes in the swirling mists of the storm.


  They were coming toward him.


  WITH a grim exultation pounding in his temples, Ward hurled a pellet of U-235 directly into their midst. The thunderous reverberations of the explosion rocked the ground under his feet. A terrific blast of air that dwarfed the raging turbulence of the monsoon roared about his head.


  He staggered back, almost falling.


  When he could see again, he made out a great hole in the ranks of the things moving toward him.


  His laugh was a wild cry in the fury of the night.


  “Damn you!” he shouted.


  His arm whipped back and the second pellet crashed into the serried ranks of the deadly rasping creatures.


  Something grasped his ankle as the second pellet exploded. He fell backward, striking the ground hard. A hand grabbed his and then, miraculously, incredibly, Halliday was pulling him to his feet, jerking him toward the building.


  They stumbled through the door together. Ward fell to the floor as Halliday wheeled and slammed the door, throwing the automatic bolts with the same motion.


  Halliday knelt beside Ward.


  “Good work,” he said huskily. “They were holding me. I don’t know what they were planning. Those bombs blew them into little pieces. Luckily I got through the blast all right.” He gripped Ward’s arm suddenly. “You came through too, son.”


  “No,” Ward said dully. “I didn’t. I ran out on you. I’m a fool, a yellow fool.”


  “A coward wouldn’t have come back,” Halliday said quietly. “We’re going to lick this job together, from now on. We’ve found a weapon to use against the Raspers. I never thought of high explosives.”


  He grinned suddenly and the tightness was leaving his mouth. “It doesn’t seem so terrible when you’ve got something to fight back with.”


  Ward looked up at Halliday and a faint smile touched his own lips. “Someone to fight with, means a lot, too,” he said. He suddenly grinned. “You’ve lost your glasses.”


  “I won’t miss them,” Halliday said. “I didn’t need them. I wore them to give me something to do, that’s all. But we’re going to have plenty to do, now.”


  Ward swallowed with difficulty. He knew that in his wild, thoughtless act of heroism he hadn’t redeemed himself. Redemption would come from a lifetime of playing the game the way men like Halliday did. But the chance was there for him, and he was glad that he could start immediately.


  “Whatever you say,” he said. He grinned, and added, “—boss.”


  THE GHOST THAT HAUNTED HITLER[*]
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  Terror walked out of Lidice on invisible feet, and Heydrich, the Hangman died. From that day on fear stalked the Gestapo, and a phantom of vengeance became famed throughout Europe as . . .


  CHAPTER I


  A GUTTERING candle flamed in the dank darkness of the cellar casting grotesque shadows against the limestone walls.


  Three men sat at a table in that cellar.


  The man at the head of the table leaned forward and for an instant his face was strikingly lighted by the flickering candle.


  His face was lean and pale. The jaw-line was sharp and hard. A thin nose jutted over a slight blonde mustache. The eyes of the man were only mirrored pools of blackness.


  He glanced down at the map lying before him on the table.


  “Every detail has been arranged,” he said. His voice was softly cautious. “He will be here, in Prague, tomorrow.”


  The man on his left leaned forward tensely. The candle-light caught the blazing glints in his black eyes, the almost savage determination in his grimly clamped jaw. His thick fingers gripped the edge of the table.


  “Are you sure?” he whispered. “Can we trust our information?”


  The man opposite the speaker, a heavy-shouldered, dark-browed giant, nodded thoughtfully.


  “Can we be sure?” he growled. “We will have only one chance.” His eyes turned to the man at the head of the table. “One slip now will ruin everything.”


  The man at the head of the table glanced briefly at the two men and a faint, ironic smile brushed his thin lips.


  “Yes, we can trust this information.”


  He bent over the map deliberately. The candle light penetrated the shadowy caverns of his eyes as he leaned forward, transforming them into yellow pools of strange luminance. There was something haunting about those green-yellow eyes, something about their weird glow in the darkness that was chilling. They were the eyes of a creature of darkness, the eyes of a hunter.


  “We can trust this information,” he said. “Underground Intelligence from Berlin transmitted it to me. Heydrich will be in Prague tomorrow.”


  The dark-browed giant stood up suddenly, mighty fists clenching.


  “The Hangman!” he grated. “His men took my wife, my child—”


  The man at the head of the table took his arm and drew him back to his seat.


  “I know,” he said softly. “But the Hangman’s hour of reckoning draws closer with each tick of the clock. Now you have both studied this map of the city, and the route Heydrich’s car will take. Are you sure of what you must do?”


  The two men nodded silently. “Excellent. I will be on hand. When your—ah—errand is completed I will give you your instructions for leaving the city. I think that is all, gentlemen. Good luck.”


  The man on his left drummed his fingers nervously on the top of the table. His smouldering black eyes were worried.


  “You say you will be there?”


  “Yes.”


  “But you can’t. The neighborhood will be alive with Gestapo police seconds after we have done our work! It will direct suspicion at you if you are discovered in the vicinity.”


  “I’m afraid that can’t be helped.”


  “But you are one of our few links with the Reich authorities. You are worth a hundred of us. As long as they believe you a renegade American and admit you to their councils, you are invaluable to the underground movement. Nothing must happen to you.”


  “I don’t intend letting anything happen to me,” the man at the head of the table said. A whimsical smile touched his face but his yellow-green eyes did not reflect that smile. “Even so, I’d risk quite a bit to be present at Herr Heydrich’s final performance. When he departs for his eternal and—ah—warm reward I want to be there to raise a silent cheer.”


  He stood up slowly, a tall thin figure with the esthetic features of a scholar and the yellow-green eyes of a jungle hunter.


  “I’m afraid we must consider the matter settled,” he said gently. “Au revoir, until tomorrow, my comrades.”


  With a slight smile he turned and moved silently toward the cellar exit.


  After a moment one of the men at the table pinched out the candle and darkness, close and final, settled pall-like over the damp cellar . . .


  AT FIVE o’clock on the afternoon of May twenty-eighth, a German staff car entered the outskirts of Prague and followed one of the main boulevards leading to the center of the city.


  The car was driven by an impassive German officer and the sole occupant of the tonneau was a thin, loose-lipped man with pale, fretful features and cold shifting eyes. He wore the insignia of a Reich Upper Group Leader and his narrow chest was covered with medals and decorations.


  As the car approached an intersection a stocky black-haired man on a bicycle swung out into the boulevard and pedaled leisurely along the street, directly in front of the staff car.


  The chauffeur applied the brakes, slowing the car. He sounded the horn impatiently, swearing under his breath.


  The man in the rear of the car looked up, his cold eyes snapping. A muscle twitched nervously in his cheek.


  “What is the matter?” he barked.


  The chauffeur gestured helplessly at the slowly moving bicyclist.


  “I am sorry, sir, but this fool ahead on the cycle is blocking the street. Perhaps he is deaf.” He sounded the horn again, pressing angrily with the flat of his hand.


  The officer in the rear of the car leaned back against the cushioned seat. A smile played about his loose lips and his unnaturally pale face lighted with a strange eagerness.


  “How unfortunate for him,” he murmured. “Run him down.”


  “But, excellency—”


  “Silence!” The single word cracked like a leash about the chauffeur’s ears. “You have your orders!”


  Red-faced, the chauffeur jammed his foot on the accelerator, but as the heavy car started to gain momentum, the bicyclist suddenly swerved to one side, leaving the road clear for the staff car.


  The officer in the rear of the car cursed softly and his flabby lips twisted in a pout.


  “The stupid fellow has saved his life,” he muttered. He crossed his booted leg nervously. “And for what? I would have been doing him a favor by crushing him beneath the wheels of the car. What can life possibly mean to such a senseless, inferior clod? Only a succession of hungry days and miserable nights stretching on forever. He is helpless to help himself or to hurt others. He lives without power, without effect, without importance. Better not to live.”


  As the car drew abreast of the man on the bicycle he glanced idly at the rider. Boiling black eyes met his for one chilling instant. Eyes set in a hard, tensely determined face, eyes without fear, eyes that gleamed like flashing sword points.


  The officer saw the man on the bicycle reach into the folds of his coarse jacket and draw out a round, black object; and he suddenly screamed madly at his chauffeur.


  A MAN on the opposite side of the street, a dark-browed giant of a man, stepped suddenly from between two buildings. He drew a gun from his pocket and sighted deliberately at the figure in the tonneau of the staff car. His gun barked five times.


  Almost at the same instant the arm of the cyclist flashed up and down, and a small black ball smashed against the hood of the car.


  A reverberating explosion shattered the air.


  The car rocked from the force of the blast. The chauffeur fell forward over the wheel and the machine careened madly over the sidewalk and smashed its hood into the glass showcase of a small shop.


  The man on the bicycle pedaled swiftly across the street to the man who had fired the shots into the car.


  “Did you get him?” he snapped.


  “I think so. Come, we must hurry.”


  “Not yet.” The man who had thrown the bomb shot an anxious glance up and down the street. “He said he would be here to give us directions.”


  “Maybe he has failed. Something might have happened to him.”


  “He will not fail us.”


  Already people were appearing on the quiet street, emerging from the neat homes and small shops that lined the boulevard. Two men were running toward the wreckage of the car.


  A cart with a load of hay turned onto the boulevard from a side street and the driver stopped the horses near the wrecked car. The driver clambered down without haste. He was wearing frayed overalls and a straw hat and his thin features were set in dull, stoic lines.


  The man with the bicycle gripped his huge companion’s arm as the tall figure of the driver strode toward them.


  “He has not failed us!” he whispered tensely.


  “What do you mean?”


  The overalled figure stopped in front of them.


  “Please accept my congratulations,” he said. “You have done an excellent afternoon’s work. As a reward I would suggest a quiet drive through the country. And—ah—I wouldn’t let anything stop you from taking your reward immediately.”


  The speaker lifted his straw hat slowly and the last rays of the sun struck lights in his strange, yellow-green eyes. The faces of the two men gleamed. “We knew you’d come,” the dark-featured giant said huskily. “Where shall we go?”


  The man in overalls glanced lazily across the street at the wreckage of the car, noting the gathering of men and women and listening to the growing tumult spreading along the boulevard.


  “If I were you,” he said thoughtfully, “I’d drive slowly away from this turbulent place and find some quiet secluded village and remain there. You’ll find the peace and quiet good for your souls. For that purpose I can’t think of a better place than the lazy, pleasant village of Lidice.”


  “Lidice?”


  “Yes, they’re expecting you. Now get started. At any moment the genial gentlemen from the Gestapo will arrive and in their charming fashion begin the questioning of witnesses.”


  “But you?”


  The yellow-green eyes glinted with amusement.


  “When the Gestapo police arrive I shall be the only one present with an accurate description of the assassins, who, I shall swear, were eight in number and possessed of hairy, ringed tails. Now, go quickly. God be with you.”


  CHAPTER II


  ON THE morning of June fifth, there was an undercurrent of suppressed excitement and tension in the offices of the Reich’s Minister of Occupation, Marshal Wilhelm von Bock.


  The tension was not localized however, in the imposing white-façaded building that Marshal von Bock had appropriated from the Czech government, but it was evident in all parts of Prague, reflected in the submissive eyes of women and the sullen, bitter eyes of men.


  The death of Reinhardt Heydrich, the protector of Czechoslovakia, had been announced the day before, and already three hundred and fifty innocent men and women of Prague had been executed in wholesale retaliation.


  In the imposing inner sanctum of Reich’s Minister von Bock, far from the bloody street scenes, far from the tragic-eyed men and women of Prague, this matter of reprisal was being discussed coldly, deliberately.


  Marshal von Bock was pacing slowly in front of his magnificent mahogany desk. On the wall behind the desk an immense swastika flag hung from the ceiling to the floor. The marshal was a short, gross man with a distended stomach and heavy, oily jowls. In his elaborately emblazoned uniform he looked ridiculously like a strutting pigeon; but there was nothing ridiculous about the marshal’s pale, ruthless eyes and thick, cruel lips.


  “This affair,” he was saying in his soft, slightly lisping voice, “presents an interesting psychological problem, do you not agree Herr Faber?”


  He paused, hands clasped behind his back, and peered down at the figure sprawled comfortably in one of the room’s thickly padded leather chairs.


  Michael Faber glanced up at the marshal and smiled faintly. His lean face was tranquilly relaxed and his yellow-green eyes were sleepily veiled.


  “But, of course, Herr Minister,” he drawled. “If you continue the execution of innocent citizens we shall soon know exactly how far a people may be goaded. That should be valuable clinical information if any of us are here to appreciate it.”


  Marshal von Bock folded his pudgy arms and shook his head despairingly.


  “My good Herr Faber,” he said woefully, “you still have your curious American respect for the common people, do you not? After the things you have seen in Nazi countries you should realize that the people are but a helpless, unimportant mass of atoms. Those who guide and direct that mass of atoms are the only important human beings. You worry about the people of Prague, of Czechoslovakia revolting? Bah! That is ridiculous. We can grind them to powder under our heels and they will only whine for pity.”


  MICHAEL FABER lit his pipe and stared thoughtfully at the glowing match as smoke swirled around his head. His hunter’s eyes caught the reflection of the match and gleamed warmly under lowered lids.


  “What you say, marshal,” he said, “is undoubtedly true. But what happened to Heydrich can happen, one day, to any of us.”


  A flicker of amusement touched his face as Marshal von Bock suddenly mopped his damp brow.


  “Bah!” the Minister said sharply. “That was an accident.” He glanced nervously over his shoulder and resumed his slow pacing.


  “That was only an accident,” he repeated. “When we have completed our reprisals against these swine they will know better than to try a thing like that again.”


  “Will the reprisals consist simply of murdering more Czechs?” Michael Faber asked.


  Marshal von Bock stopped pacing and regarded Faber thoughtfully.


  “The word, Herr Faber, is not ‘murder’,” he said softly.


  “A slip of the tongue,” Michael said lazily.


  “Your tongue seems to be in the habit of slipping, Herr Faber,” von Bock said. He folded his arms carefully. “You have been helpful to us in numerous ways, but please remember that we could, if necessary, do without you, Herr Faber. In Nazi Germany no one man is important!”


  Michael raised his right arm languidly.


  “Heil Hitler!” he murmured.


  Minister von Bock flushed and glanced nervously about.


  “I did not of course mean to include our Fuehrer in my statement,” he said weakly. “I meant that only the Fuehrer is important in Nazi Germany. It was a slip of the tongue.”


  Michael’s eyes glinted with amusement.


  “Bad habit,” he observed.


  Marshal von Bock glared sharply at him, and then he resumed his pacing, mopping his perspiring brow as he padded back and forth in front of his desk.


  “Let us forget this conversation,” he said. “We were discussing reprisals. What our future policy will be I do not know. That is a matter for the Reich State to decide. I am expecting word from them any day now as to how to proceed. When a man as important as Heydrich is assassinated, the means of reprisal is for the Fuehrer to decide. Do you realize that this assassination has given encouragement to all enemies of the Reich in Europe? If drastic and effective reprisals are not instantly undertaken a wave of this type of revolt might sweep the continent. And our enemies abroad are mocking us. We must show them, too, what happens to all enemies of the Reich, whether in Europe or across the seas.”


  As the marshal finished speaking the heavy double doors of the office opened and an under-officer entered and saluted.


  “Someone to see you, Herr Minister,” he said.


  “Who is it?” Marshal von Bock said. “If he does not have an appointment send him away.”


  “It is a woman, Herr Minister. She asked me to give you this.” The underofficer handed the minister a card.


  Marshal von Bock glanced at the card and his eyes narrowed.


  “Send her in immediately,” he said. When the under-officer left he turned to Michael and his fat oily face was agleam with excitement. “She is from Berlin, from the office of Heinrich Himmler.”


  THE door opened again and a tall, red-haired girl entered the room. Her features were as cold and white as marble, and her cool gray eyes were without expression. She was beautiful, Michael noticed, with an imperious, regal beauty that was without warmth or appeal.


  She walked slowly toward von Bock and her slender legs and body moved in a flowing poem of motion.


  The minister drew in his paunch and snapped to attention. His right arm shot out.


  “Heil Hitler!”


  “Heil Hitler!” the girl answered.


  “Heil Hitler,” murmured Michael, around the stem of his pipe.


  The girl glanced down, seeing him for the first time. Her cool gray eyes studied him carefully, deliberately, then she turned her gaze back to von Bock.


  “You are Reich’s Minister von Bock?” she asked. Her voice was clear and firm, with just the faintest trace of an accent.


  “That is right,” von Bock answered. “Won’t you be seated?”


  “I prefer to stand. I am Marie Kahn, from the office of Reich’s Deputy, Heinrich Himmler. I have an important communication for you in relation to the assassination of Upper Group Leader Heydrich. Who is this man?” She gestured sharply toward Michael, without looking at him.


  “He is the American, Michael Faber. He has done much to help us in the past two years. You may speak before him.” The girl glanced down at Michael and studied him coolly. A faint sneer touched her thin, finely molded lips.


  “The American renegade, eh?” She turned back to von Bock. “How can you be sure of a man who is a traitor to his country?”


  Michael Faber looked up at the girl and his thin, scholarly face was cynically amused. But as he studied her there was no amusement in swirling depths of his hunter’s eyes.


  “You are an Austrian, are you not?” he asked. His keen ear had placed her faint accent.


  A spot of color appeared in the girl’s marble-white cheeks.


  “What concern is that of yours?” Michael spread his hands in a careless gesture.


  “None at all,” he smiled lazily. “But how, my dear Fratdein, can the Nazis be sure of your fealty, since you are admittedly an Austrian.”


  The girl turned furiously to von Bock. Every line of her slim body was rigid with anger.


  “This I will not stand. He has questioned my loyalty to the Reich, to our Fuehrer. I will make a report of this incident, Herr Minister.”


  “Now, now,” von Bock said soothingly, “we must not lose our tempers and fight among ourselves. The loyalty of both of you is unquestioned.” He rubbed his pudgy hands together. “You have orders for me, Fraulein Kahn, and here we stand, wasting time in bickering.”


  THE girl squared her slim shoulders.


  Her gray eyes were alive against the whiteness of her face.


  “Yes, Herr Minister,” she said. Her voice was even and cold. “You are right. My message to you is this: In reprisal for the cowardly assassination of our beloved Reinhardt Heydrich, the village of Lidice will be reduced to dust. The men will be immediately executed, the women sent to concentration camps and the children will become wards of the Third Reich. That is all. The details and arrangements are completely in your hands, Herr Minister.”


  Michael Faber lit his pipe thoughtfully and his lean fingers were as steady as rocks.


  “Why Lidice?” he asked, squinting upwards through the smoke at the girl. “It’s such a pleasant little town, I’ve always rather liked it.”


  “Our Intelligence has discovered that the assassins took refuge there,” the girl answered coldly. “They may still be hiding in the village.”


  “They might at that,” Michael said thoughtfully.


  “This is delightful,” von Bock said musingly. “This is a fitting reprisal. We will erase the name of Lidice from the rolls of history and from the memory of man. Our dive bombers will leave nothing but a black scar in the earth as a reminder to our enemies of the fate of those who would stand against us. You may take back my message, Fraulein. I will carry out the orders of my Fuehrer to the last detail. Lidice shall avenge the death of Heydrich.”


  “Heil Hitler!” Marie Kahn said.


  “Heil Hitler!” barked von Bock.


  Michael Faber tapped his pipe thoughtfully against his teeth. There was no expression on his lean face but there was a chilling light in the depths of his smouldering, yellow-green eyes.


  “Heil Lidice!” he murmured softly under his breath.


  CHAPTER III


  ON JUNE tenth a strong motorized column roared along the concrete strip of road leading to the village of Lidice. In the lorries were scores of expectantly grinning Nazi storm troopers. Several light tanks brought up the rear of the procession. Above, a V-shaped flight of planes circled lazily against the blue of the late afternoon sky.


  At the head of the swiftly moving column in the tonneau of an armored car rode Marshal von Bock and Michael Faber.


  “You will see today a practical example of Nazi reprisals,” von Bock said to Michael. “You will see what we can do when our anger is aroused.” The marshal’s hands were clasped comfortably over his protruding stomach and he surveyed the passing countryside with placid, contented eyes. “I think it would be a good idea, Herr Faber, if you would broadcast to the people of America what you will see today. Yes, I think that would be a very good idea.” He turned to the young party Leader seated to his right. “Do you not think that would be a good idea, Captain Mueller?”


  Captain Mueller was a heavily built young man with stone-hard features and cropped blond hair. He sat forward on the edge of the seat, his strong brown fingers gripped tightly together.


  “Why tell them about it?” he said harshly. His voice was thickly guttural. “They will have first hand experience with our methods very soon.”


  “You disagree with me then?” von Bock said mildly.


  “And what is your opinion, Herr Faber? After all you are the propaganda expert.”


  Michael glanced sideways at the tensely set face of the young captain. There was an amused glint in his eyes.


  “I’m afraid I must disagree with our young Captain,” he said. “A thing like the annihilation of Lidice will make a deep impression on our enemies. They will never, never forget it, you may count on that.”


  “That is good,” Captain Mueller said.


  “That is wonderful,” Michael said quietly.


  The motorized column reached the quiet village of Lidice within the half hour. Marshal von Bock’s car rolled through the single main street scattering chickens and occasional live-stock. The remainder of the column stopped at intervals along the dusty road and grim-jawed, heavily armed storm troopers spilled out eagerly.


  A child ran screaming into a small cottage and the door was hastily slammed. Frightened, despairing faces were visible occasionally at windows of homes and shops.


  “It will soon be over,” von Bock said. He was picking his teeth contentedly. “The roastbrauten was underdone today,” he observed thoughtfully.


  Captain Mueller clambered from the car and soon his young strident voice could be heard bawling orders down the line of stopped vehicles.


  “I think I’ll take a look,” Michael said. “If I’m to tell the American public about this I shall want to be accurate.”


  Von Bock chuckled appreciatively.


  MICHAEL stepped from the car and glanced swiftly down the line of lorries. The troopers were entering the houses at the far end of the village; already he could hear the tortured screams of women and children and occasionally the hoarse tragic shout of a man.


  His lean face hardened and a merciless light flickered in his strange eyes. This was one more score to settle, one more crime to avenge.


  With quick strides he crossed the dusty street and ducked between two buildings. The storm troopers were at the opposite end of the street, working down in his direction.


  He ran along the path between the buildings. When he reached the rear of the building he vaulted a fence and climbed the rickety stairs built against the back of the filmsy wooden structure.


  At the second landing he paused before a weather-beaten door and knocked rapidly three times. He paused and then knocked twice slowly.


  There was silence beyond the door, then a cautious, shuffling step and the door opened a crack. The door was flung open then and Michael stepped quickly into a small room fitted as a laboratory.


  A bent, white-haired man sat at a table littered with papers on which designs and mathematical symbols were scrawled. There was dazed, pathetic bewilderment in his mild blue eyes.


  The man who had opened the door gripped Michael by the arm. Hot black eyes blazed in his tense face.


  “For God’s sake, Michael,” he said, “what is it? The shouts, the screams, the truck loads of troopers. What are the devils up to, now?”


  “Their usual trade,” Michael said bitterly. “Murder.” He took the man’s arm. “Paul, I have failed you. I wasn’t able to get here to warn you. Von Bock has stuck to me like a postage stamp this last week. The Nazis are here now to annihilate Lidice in retaliation for that bomb that blew Reinhardt Heydrich to hell.”


  “I threw that bomb,” the man said simply. “I am sorry that innocents must suffer, but throwing that bomb was the finest thing I have ever done. My bomb and Henri’s bullets sent a monster out of this world. For that I am proud.”


  “Where is Henri?” Michael asked. “He went to the other end of the village to get some tobacco.” Swift alarm flickered in his eyes. “Is he—”


  “I’m afraid he is in their hands,” Michael said. “They started at the opposite end of the street. They will be here in a very short while. I am afraid that this is the end, Paul. There is no escape.”


  Paul glanced at the white-haired man sitting at the table.


  “Doctor Schultz and I are ready to go,” he said, “but you must not be found here. Go back and join von Bock. There is work yet for you to do. And you must remain alive to do that work. It is the most important work in the world. Go, quickly. When they find us—it will be all over in an instant.”


  “WAIT,” the white-haired man said quietly. He stood up slowly and his knees trembled under the burden of his frail, undernourished frame. There were grooved lines of suffering in the doctors’ face but there was a dignity and nobility in his eyes that was as clear as a beacon light over lashing waves.


  “What is it, Doctor Schultz?” Michael asked gently.


  “I can save one of you. In my last experiments with electrical dissemination of matter. I developed a device which renders opaque substances practically invisible to the naked eye.” The old doctor paused thoughtfully. “I did not disclose the results of my experiments because I knew the Nazi regime would subvert my invention and use it for their own brutal ends.”


  “Do you mean,” Michael asked tensely, “that you have a device that will make a physical substance invisible? Such as a human body?”


  “Precisely,” the doctor nodded.


  “It seems incredible,” Michael breathed.


  The doctor peered over his spectacles.


  “There was a time,” he said, “when I was considered as a rather good scientist, you know. That seems a long time ago.”


  “Not long enough for the world to have forgotten your work in electrotherapy, Doctor,” Michael said. “Crippled children who have been restored to health through your genius will never forget you.”


  “I am glad,” the doctor said simply. “But there is not time to talk of such things now. We must work quickly.”


  “But you?” Paul said. “You could save yourself with this device.”


  “Save myself for what?” the doctor smiled gently. “There is no place for me in Nazi Germany. I am a healer. In Nazi Europe we need bomb-throwers, pistol-shooters, men of courage and strength. You two are such men.”


  “Thank you, Doctor,” Michael said simply. He turned to Paul. “There is no time to lose. You must take this chance.”


  A sudden stacatto burst of machine gun fire sounded from the street. A woman’s scream, clear and terrible, pierced through the ugly roar of coughing death.


  “They will soon be here,” the doctor said quietly.


  The eyes of Paul were boiling pools of rage and his hands were clenching and unclenching spasmodically.


  “I must live,” he whispered. “I must live. I must strike again and again at these swaggering swine. Nothing must stop me. That, I swear by my mother’s cross.”


  The doctor hurried to a small closet and returned in an instant with a small compact device to which a metal headband was attached. He slipped it down over Paul’s head, adjusted the band firmly. There were two dials on the face of the small mechanism.


  “The operation is simple, but there are not a half dozen men in the world today who could understand the principle,” the doctor said quietly. “The dial on the left turns the mechanism on, the right turns it off.”


  The tumult in the street was growing louder by the second.


  “There is little time left,” Michael said.


  The doctor snapped the left dial into position and a faint humming noise gradually sounded in the room.


  MICHAEL watched tensely but there was no visible change in Paul’s appearance. He forced his nerves into calmness. His ears heard the shouts and running steps of men alongside the building. There was so little time left . . .


  Suddenly the faint humming noise stopped. Michael looked sharply at the doctor. Had something gone wrong?


  He swung about to Paul and an electric thrill shot through him.


  Paul had disappeared!


  No! His straining eyes made out a faint outline, a shadowy suggestion of a human form where Paul had stood.


  “Can you hear me?” he asked quickly.


  “Yes,” Paul answered. “I feel no change.”


  Michael tensed suddenly as he heard booted feet pounding on the steps at the back of the building.


  “Back into the corner,” he hissed to Paul. “If I can I will get rid of them.”


  “There is no chance,” the doctor said. Michael saw that the doctor was holding a small revolver in his hands. There was a sad, slow smile on his seamed face.


  “How a man lives is not always important,” the doctor murmured, “but how a man dies is always important. Au revoir, my friend. The world is in your hands. May God give you strength and wisdom.”


  Without haste the white-haired doctor placed the gun against his side and pulled the trigger. He was smiling as he fell to the floor.


  An instant later there was a clamor outside and a heavy fist pounded mightily against the door.


  “Open, dogs!” a guttural voice snarled. “Open in the name of the Fuehrer.”


  Michael bent and took the gun from the doctor’s hand. He wheeled toward the corner where Paul crouched, a faint, barely discernible shadow in the gloom of the room.


  “Paul!” he whispered.


  “Yes.”


  “The underground pass-word has been changed. It is now ‘The time is near at hand.’ Do you hear?”


  “Yes. ‘The time is near at hand.’ I will not forget.”


  The door was trembling under the shattering impact of a heavy fist. A hoarse, bestial voice cried:


  “Smash it down!”


  Michael shot a quick look at the door. It would hold for another few seconds but that was all.


  “Meet me tonight at the transmitter,” he whispered to Paul. “Luck!”


  He stepped quickly to the door, gun in hand, and threw back the bolt. The door crashed inward and a gray-clad storm trooper lunged into the room, tripped and fell forward on his face.


  “Ah! Impetuous youth,” Michael murmured.


  THE stocky, hard-faced Captain Mueller strode into the room, followed by three soldiers with drawn Lugers. The storm trooper who had lunged through the door was picking himself sheepishly from the floor.


  Captain Mueller glared about the room, his pale eyes sweeping from the doctor’s huddled figure to the gun in Michael’s hand.


  “What is the meaning of this?” he snapped. “You are getting yourself into trouble, Herr Faber.


  “Trouble?” Michael said, raising one eyebrow. “For shooting enemies of the Reich? I hardly think so, my young Captain. I would suggest that you read again the Fuehrer’s Mein Kampf and stop making ridiculous speeches.”


  A hot angry flush stained the thick neck of the captain. He glared savagely at Michael, then shifted his gaze to the body on the floor.


  “Who is this man?” he snapped.


  Michael shook his head sadly.


  “I am surprised at you, Captain,” he said. “This was the Herr Doctor Schultz. He wrote and lectured incessantly against the doctrines of the Nazi State.”


  Captain Mueller looked slowly about the room.


  “Was he the only one here? I am looking for a Paul Cheval. Our Intelligence reported that he was hiding here in Lidice.” His pale eyes fastened on Michael.


  “You haven’t seen Paul Cheval, have you, Herr Faber?” he asked.


  “That name is a familiar one.” Michael said thoughtfully. “But I haven’t seen the man. Possibly he slipped through your ranks and made an escape.”


  “Impossible!” Captain Mueller retorted. He glared about the room and there was a puzzled, suspicious expression on his hard features.


  “Strange,” he said. “I feel that he is here now.”


  “Disguised as one of your soldiers?” Michael suggested sarcastically.


  Captain Mueller glared at him in rage.


  “That tongue of yours will get you in trouble yet,” he stormed. He wheeled to his men. “Come! We are wasting our time here.” He gestured to Michael. “You had better come with us. Marshal von Bock will want an explanation for this matter.”


  Michael followed Captain Mueller to the street. He noticed that soldiers were pouring gasoline about the wooden bases of the buildings. A worried line creased his forehead. Paul was still in the doctor’s laboratory and these buildings were veritable tinder boxes of combustion . . .


  Marshal von Bock was standing beside his car a pleased, relaxed expression on his swarthy oily face.


  Captain Mueller saluted.


  “Marshal, there is something—”


  Marshal von Bock waved him away carelessly.


  “Another time. Do not bother me with details.” He took Michael by the arm and pointed down the street. “Is not that a pretty scene, my American friend?”


  MICHAEL had steeled his nerves for the sight but an involuntary shudder shook him as his eyes moved over the spectacle of human savagery.


  Hundreds of machine-gunned bodies were sprawled in the dust of the street like tragic, broken dolls. Storm troopers walked among the pile of human debris with fixed bayonets, the blades stained a dripping crimson red. Blood was everywhere, splashed on store fronts, sidewalks and street.


  The women of the village were being herded into trucks like cattle; their children were stripped brutally from their arms and sent stumbling to the outskirts of the village.


  Michael had seen ugly brutality every day he had spent in Nazi-dominated lands. But nothing he had seen equaled this barbarous spectacle. There was something cold-blooded and unclean about this wanton butchery of innocents, this savage despoiling of homes and children, the lusting, inhuman cruelty of this scene that brought the blood pounding to his temples.


  Marshal von Bock was watching him carefully.


  “You do not seem particularly impressed,” he said.


  Michael fought back his feelings, forced a mask of indifference over his face. He shrugged.


  “It is simply a job well done,” he said.


  “That is right,” von Bock said delightedly. “It is a job well done. The village of Lidice will be but a memory in a few hours. Not one man escaped and not one building will be left standing.”


  Captain Mueller said, “I am not so sure that no men escaped. I am afraid that one did.”


  “Who?” von Bock said sharply.


  “Paul Cheval, a notorious saboteur and underground worker,” Captain


  Mueller answered.


  “What makes you think he escaped?” Captain Mueller looked uncomfortable. “It is just a feeling I have.”


  “Bah!” von Bock shorted. “You and your feelings. There is no place for mysticism in your work, Captain.” Michael was watching the wooden structure from which they had just emerged. Flames were licking up the wooden sides in greedy haste. The entire village would be a vast pyre for the men whose lives had been sacrificed in the name of the Third Reich.


  Suddenly, through the curtain of smoke and flame that obscured the building, he saw a faint shadowy figure emerge. The faintly visible form paused for an instant, and Michael saw a shadowy arm raised in salute, then the vague shape moved rapidly away, disappearing around the corner of the flaming building.


  “What are you looking at?” von Bock asked.


  Michael smiled but his cat-like yellow eyes were as sharp and hard as pieces of flint.


  “Nothing,” he said, “nothing at all.” Captain Mueller ran a puzzled hand through his cropped hair. His thick face wore a bewildered scowl.


  “There is something funny here,” he said. “I still think the man we want has made an escape.”


  Michael smiled and patted the captain’s beefy shoulder.


  “Wouldn’t surprise me if you were right,” he said.


  Captain Mueller ran a hand over his jaw and there was a thoughtful gleam in his eyes as he studied Michael Faber.


  CHAPTER IV


  THE dark of late evening had settled over the city of Prague. The guard in front of the Nazi Propaganda building was leaning against his rifle when Michael Faber arrived at the main entrance.


  The guard saluted hesitantly.


  “I thought you had gone for the day, Herr Faber,” he said.


  “Did you, now?” Michael said. “That proves that the best of us can be wrong, doesn’t it? Will you open up, please?”


  “But Herr Faber,” the guard protested, “I have received very strict orders to leave no one in the building after hours unless accompanied by the Herr Minister.”


  “My dear fellow,” Michael said, “the B.B.C. is at this moment broadcasting information which is vital to our armies. Are you going to stand in the way of the Third Reich’s securing that information?”


  “But no—”


  “Then kindly open the door. You are a good fellow, Henry, but you must be careful about thinking too much. The Fuehrer you know doesn’t like people who think. Thank you.”


  Michael paused in the doorway.


  “By the way, Henry, who gave you the orders not to leave anyone into the broadcasting offices after hours?”


  “Captain Mueller, sir. He brought an order signed by Marshal von Bock.”


  “I see. Excellent men, both. Good night.”


  Michael strode briskly through the darkened corridors of the building until he came to a small office on the first floor. He opened the door, snapped on a light and entered.


  The small room was completely fitted as a sending and receiving radio station. Michael tossed his hat on his desk and sat down, frowning.


  It was two o’clock in the morning. The previous afternoon he had witnessed the destruction of Lidice. Now, in a few minutes, he would receive a code message, intermingled with a regular B.B.C. broadcast, giving him his next instructions.


  The order of von Bock delivered by Captain Mueller, bothered him. He could easily enough arrange to have the B.B.C. messages sent in at another time, but the order might be an indication that he was no longer trusted. There had been definite suspicion in Captain Mueller’s eyes and voice the previous day, and if he had communicated his suspicions to von Bock, there might be trouble. And that was patting it mildly.


  Michael stood up and closed the door, then he switched on the powerful receiving set and adjusted the delicate instruments. In a moment the voice of the English announcer flooded through the room. It was a standard broadcast to the peoples of Europe telling the truth of what was happening on the major battle fronts, and Michael knew that hundreds of forbidden radio sets were transmitting those truths to thousands of tense, hopeful men and women on the continent of Europe.


  HE GLANCED at his watch. When the hands stood exactly at 2:08 he leaned forward, and began scribbling furiously on a pad on the desk. He took the message down in English, a risky procedure, but knew he might not have time to code and decode it later. The only key to the code used by the B.B.C. was in Michael’s head, and this single fact had been responsible, largely, for his success.


  He covered several sheets with his fast scrawl. At 2:10 the code message stopped abruptly. Michael turned down the volume of the receiver and then carefully studied the message he had received from London Intelligence.


  Hunched over his desk, he was so absorbed in his task, that he didn’t hear the slight creak as the door behind him slowly opened. But he felt the light draft on the back of his neck and his muscles tensed. One hand closed slowly over the scrawled sheets of paper he’d been reading. The scrawled sheet that bore the message from London Intelligence.


  “Late hours you’re keeping, Herr Faber,” a cool clear voice said behind him.


  Michael turned slowly in his chair, his face and eyes expressionless.


  Marie Kahn stood in the doorway, a queer smile on her lips. She was wearing a crimson evening gown and fed sandals. Her flaming hair fell to Her bare white shoulders, framing the exquisite perfection of her classically molded features.


  There was no expression on her marble-white face and her cool gray eyes studied Michael with an impassive, inscrutable regard.


  “Your devotion to your work is very commendable,” she said quietly, per glance moved to the paper in Michael’s hand. “That must be a very important communication, Herr Faber. You hold it as though your life depended-on it. May I see it? Or is it confidential?”


  “It’s nothing important,” Michael said. “Just a dull summary or the last B.B.C. report. Nothing that would interest a beautiful girl in a hew evening gown, at least. But you shouldn’t be thinking of tiresome details on a night like this. Dressed as you are your thoughts should be of moonlight and music and the lucky young man who should be holding you in his arms. Don’t you agree, Fraulein?”


  “A pretty speech,” the girl murmured. “Something I hardly expected to hear from you. One good surprise deserves another, Herr Faber.” She paused and said softly, “The time is near at hand.”


  Michael remained perfectly still; not a muscle moved in his lean face; but his brain was racing feverishly.


  She had said, “The time is near at hand!”


  And that phrase was the pass word of the underground fighters in Nazi-dominated Europe!


  The words seemed to linger in the room beating against his ears. The girl was studying him impassively, but there was a faint smile curving her lips.


  “I don’t understand,” Michael said. “Did you say that the time was near at hand?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m sorry if I seem stupid,” Michael said, smiling, “but I don’t follow you. The time is near at hand for what?”


  “I’m not sure,” the girl said. Her eyes dropped again to the papers in his hand. “Perhaps that information is on those sheets of paper in your hand.”


  MICHAEL stood up suddenly, crossed the room and closed the door. He took the girl by the shoulders and stared deep into her gray eyes.


  “I can’t believe it,” he said softly. “I’d have sworn you were with those devils, heart and soul. My congratulations. You are an excellent actress. But how did you know me?”


  “One of our men in Berlin told me to see you,” the girl said. “Your position is becoming very dangerous. Several officials have become suspicious of your work. There is the possibility of an investigation.”


  “I have been expecting that,” Michael said. “But I still have a few weeks. And that’s all the time I need.”


  “No,” the girl said quickly, “the situation is more serious than that. That is why I came tonight to warn you.” Michael noticed that the girl’s cheeks were tinted with warm color and there was fire and spirit in her deep gray eyes.


  She was a woman, alive and glowing, and the mantle of glacial hardness had fallen from her, revealing a vital beauty that was thrilling in its perfection.


  “I have been with Captain Mueller tonight,” she said. “I left him a few moments ago at a cafe. He is bitterly suspicious of you and he has talked to von Bock. I think he has half convinced him that you should be jailed until an investigation is made. He told me that much tonight. I slipped away from him to warn you.”


  Michael’s face hardened.


  “I can’t let anything stop me now,” he said. “I’ve just received an order from London Intelligence. Probably the most important assignment I’ve ever gotten. I can’t fail. I have to go to Berlin immediately.”


  “But how?” Marie demanded. “It is suicide now.”


  “Not quite,” Michael said grimly. His yellow eyes were savagely gleaming. “I have had arrangements made for a plane for several days. I’ve been expecting this job. You’ve got to throw Mueller off my trail for a few hours at least. That will give me time to clear out of here. Can you do it?”


  “I don’t know,” the girl said. “I will try.”


  “Good. It will take me only a few moments to destroy everything of importance here. Then I’ll leave for the air-port. Where did you say you left Captain Mueller?”


  The girl was opening her mouth to answer, when the door behind her opened suddenly.


  “I hope I’m not intruding,” a harsh, guttural voice said.


  The owner of the voice was Captain Mueller. He stood in the doorway, filling it with his solid bulk. His hard, chiseled face was alight with sadistic amusement. He looked from Michael to the girl, and his pale eyes were suspiciously narrowed.


  “You both seem nervous,” he said slowly. “What is there to be nervous about?”


  THE girl stepped suddenly away from Michael and placed herself beside the captain.


  “Your suspicions were correct, Captain Mueller,” she said coldly. “Let me congratulate you.” Her eyes were expressionlessly cold as she regarded Michael. “This American is a spy. He has admitted it to me. He has just received a code message from the British broadcast. The message is in his hand right now.”


  “So,” Captain Mueller said softly, “I was right.” His eyes met Michael’s in mocking triumph. “American swine,” he said harshly, “you will pay for this treachery with your life.” His hand closed over the butt of the Luger strapped to his side.


  Michael said nothing and his lean face was bleak and hard. The girl met his smouldering gaze defiantly.


  “It would be pleasant to meet you again,” he said quietly.


  “Fraulein Kahn,” Captain Mueller said suddenly. “Why did you come here to this American?”


  “It was my duty as a member of the Reich,” the girl said coldly. “You said that you were suspicious of him and I felt I could trick him into betraying himself more easily than you.”


  Captain Mueller grinned softly.


  “You are very clever, Fraulein. I will see that your superior officer hears of your good work.” His grin broadened. “I can admit now that at one time I was suspicious even of you.”


  “Such caution is commendable,” the girl said quietly. “It is impossible to be too careful in these matters.”


  “We think alike, Fraulein,” Obtain Mueller said.


  He drew the Luger from his holster and stepped past the girl toward Michael.


  “You will come with me,” he said to the American. “Any attempt to escape will be very unwise. I would enjoy shooting you in the stomach, Herr Faber.”


  “Why not the back?” Michael said ironically. His thin face was sardonically impassive, but the muscles of his body were coiled like tight springs, ready to strike at the slightest opportunity. “The back is the favorite Nazi target, you know.”


  “Dog!” Captain Mueller snapped. “I should break your stupid face for such an insult to our Reich.”


  Flushed with anger, he stepped forward and Michael saw, from the corner of his eye, the girl behind him reach out swiftly and pick up a heavy ash tray. Hope flickered in his eyes.


  Captain Mueller caught the look and his face hardened suspiciously.


  “What—” He broke off and wheeled as suddenly as a cat.


  The girl was raising the ash tray over her head, ready to swing down with all her strength.


  “So!” he snarled. “You are in with him. Did you think you could fool me?”


  He swung the gun around to cover the girl. His face was brutal and dark. There was blood-lust in his small, piggish eyes.


  For the first time his eyes were off Michael.


  And Michael lunged forward, driving his hard shoulder with all his wiry strength into the back of the German officer’s knees. The savage suddenness of the attack hurled the captain’s heavy body to the floor in a tangled sprawl. Michael’s fist closed on the German’s gun wrist with vise-like pressure, as they rolled on the floor, locked fiercely together.


  The gun fell from Captain Mueller’s hand, but before Michael could press his advantage, the German, with a savage twist, hurled him loose and staggered to his feet. He groped for the gun, but Michael lashed out with his foot, catching him in the shoulder and knocking him back against the wall of the office.


  The girl kicked the gun out of reach as Captain Mueller lunged forward again. Enraged, he struck her with the back of his heavy hand across the face. A livid mark stained the whiteness of her face and she fell against the desk, her hands pressed to the angry red mark.


  MICHAEL rose, cat-like, to his feet.


  His narrow face was tense and the centers of his yellow eyes were smoky pools of savage rage.


  “You are effective against women, Captain,” he said softly. An inarticulate growl sounded deep in the German officer’s throat as he charged forward, his fists swinging like mallets.


  Michael side-stepped and snapped a hard left into his face. Captain Mueller’s head jerked back and blood trickled from his mouth.


  “Dog!” he roared.


  He lowered his bullet-shaped head and rushed Michael, backing him toward a corner. Michael’s left hand flicked out, again and again, like the darting tongue of a snake, blinding the charging German. But Captain Mueller’s superior weight and strength drove the American relentlessly back until he was trapped in a corner of the room.


  Ducking a round-house right swing Michael stepped in close and drove a hard, chopping right into the German’s jowls. The punch packed behind it all of his wiry power and he felt its shock all the way to his elbow.


  The captain staggered back, cursing madly through his blood-frothed lips. Michael stepped in again, recklessly. He knew he had to finish this quickly or the guards would be drawn to the scene by the noise.


  He swung again, but Mueller blocked the blow and countered with a vicious right, Michael’s guard was down and the blow landed solidly on his jaw, slamming him back against the wall. His head snapped back, crashing into the wall, and a million streaking lights exploded in his brain.


  His knees sagged; his head slumped down on his chest. Through a red fog of pain he could dimly see Captain Mueller’s stocky figure standing in front of him, gloatingly expectant.


  He tried to lift his arms but he lacked the strength. His breath was a rasping pain in his throat. He knew he was through, that this was the end.


  Captain Mueller turned suddenly and crossed the room with rapid strides. He bent and picked up the gun from the floor and turned back to Michael, the ugly blue hole in the Luger barrel centered unwaveringly on his stomach.


  “You have lost, Herr Faber,” Captain Mueller said, his breath coming heavily. “There will be no trial and execution for you. I will provide both.”


  Michael lifted his head slowly. He saw the bestial triumph in Mueller’s eyes and he saw the twitching muscles of the hand that held the Luger; and he knew that he was facing death.


  Suddenly an English voice roared in the room.


  Mueller started and swung half way around. The red-haired girl, Michael saw, had flicked on the powerful receiving set; the voice in the room was that of the B.B.C. announcer. But the ruse had diverted, for an instant, the German’s attention; had given Michael one thousand-to-one chance. And he took that chance.


  GATHERING his fading strength, he hurled himself across the room at the German’s surprised figure. Mueller wheeled, whipping the gun about to cover Michael. But he was too late. Michael drove into his gun arm, doubling the wrist inward and, as the two men crashed to the floor, a muffled explosion sounded.


  The girl screamed as a hoarse, strained gasp followed the sound of the shot. She dropped to her knees and pulled Michael from the German’s body. There was blood on his shirt front but it was from the oozing stain that was spreading slowly over Captain Mueller’s chest.


  Her lips moved in a silent prayer. “Thank God,” she murmured. She pulled Michael’s head close to her and he opened his eyes and smiled faintly.


  “Pleasant as this is,” he said, “we’ll have to postpone it for a while.”


  He stood up and turned down the radio.


  “That was a neat trick,” he said, looking down at her. “It undoubtedly saved my life, which isn’t so important, but the work I have to do is important. Thank you for that.”


  He helped her to her feet.


  “You fooled me again when he came in,” he said. “I thought surely I’d misjudged you. I believed you when you said you’d come here to trick me into revealing myself as a British agent.”


  “It was the only thing I could do,” the girl answered. “We are lucky he was stupid enough to believe me. Now we must plan to get you out of here. Do you think the guard could have heard the shot?”


  “It isn’t likely,” Michael said. “The radio was on full blast and the sound of the shot was muffled. Our luck is still holding.”


  He unfolded the paper of instructions he still held in his hand and studied it intently, a faint frown forming on his lean face.


  “This is urgent,” he said. “Every second, now, is precious. Get ready to leave. I’ll dispose of the body in a less conspicuous spot. It won’t be discovered until tomorrow morning. And by that time our work will be done.” Michael opened the door and glanced up and down the corridor. Seeing that the way was clear he bent and hoisted the heavy body of the dead German officer to his shoulder and stepped into the corridor. Lurching under his awkward burden he moved silently down the hallway until he reached an intersecting corridor. He followed this for several yards until he came to a small closet. Opening the door he dumped the German’s body on the floor and covered it with a tarpaulin he found hanging on the wall.


  Then he closed and locked the door. As he started back a sudden, chilling scream shattered the stillness. Michael froze in the darkness of the hall, his heart pounding. A thousand speculations seemed to crowd his brain.


  The scream sounded again, a helpless, terror-filled cry of anguish that chilled the marrow in his bones. He hesitated for another second, his mind working with lightning-speed, then he broke into a charging run.


  CHAPTER V


  AS MICHAEL raced toward the sound of the scream he realized with sudden helplessness that he was completely unarmed. He had left the German’s Luger lying on the floor of the radio room.


  He charged recklessly around the corner of the corridor. But the sight that met his eyes brought him to a sudden, incredulous halt.


  Marie was standing in front of the open door of the radio room, her body stiffened in a posture of terror and a white mask of dread stamped on her lovely features.


  But there was no one else in sight. There was nothing to account for her expression of terror. She was completely alone in the dimly lighted corridor.


  As Michael started toward her, his eyes followed the gaze of her wide, horror-filled eyes and he suddenly saw what had attracted her frightened, fascinated stare.


  In the gloom of the corridor, not a foot from her face, a heavy black gun was visible, menacing her with its grim blue-holed muzzle.


  The gun was suspended in the air, five feet from the floor, a chilling, unnatural spectacle that apparently defied the laws of gravity.


  Then Michael saw the shadowy hand that held the gun, and against the uncertain gloom of the hall he made out a vague spectral shape crouched before the girl’s terrified figure.


  A flood of relief washed over him.


  “Paul!” he cried. He broke into £ run. “Don’t shoot; it’s all right.”


  He saw the shadowy suggestion of a head turn toward him, then the gun lowered slowly. The girl leaned weakly against the wall. There was pathetic relief in her eyes as she saw Michael, but a wordless horror still lingered on her white features.


  “Michael,” she gasped. “What is it? Am I losing my mind?”


  Michael put his arm about her slim bare shoulders and drew her close to him. She laid her head against his breast, sobbing.


  “There’s nothing to fear,” he murmured. “This is Paul Cheval, the man who eliminated Heydrich.”


  “But—”


  “I know. You can’t see him. But neither can the Gestapo, which is quite an advantage.”


  A FAINT humming sounded, grew louder, finally fading away to an indistinct murmur. Gradually the shadowy shape of Paul Cheval materialized. He stood before them, the gun still held in a hand at his side, his dark face grimly anxious. The invisibility head-piece was still strapped to his forehead.


  Michael introduced him to the girl and rapidly explained to her how he had come into possession of the headpiece at the destruction of Lidice.


  Paul glanced nervously down the darkened corridors.


  “There is not much time for talk,” he said. “The Storm Troopers of Captain Mueller are outside, waiting for a signal from him to enter. They will not wait much longer.”


  “I am leaving for Berlin immediately,” Michael said. “You’ve got to hold the Troopers for a few minutes, Paul, while Marie and I slip out the back door. I have just received information from London that the second front will soon be opened on the continent. My orders are to contact every underground worker I possibly can with this news. We’ve got to strike at the Nazis with everything we’ve got. Rumors, assassinations, sabotage—all of these must be increased a hundredfold. We’ve got to give the Storm Troopers and Gestapo so much to do inside Europe that they’ll take their eyes off the outside. Our job is to turn the continent of Europe into a cauldron of boiling trouble for the Nazis. Heydrich’s death is only the start. From now on nothing must stop us.”


  Paul nodded. “Nothing shall stop us. The people of this region are ready for open revolt. Already fifteen hundred innocent hostages have been killed for the assassination of Heydrich. And more will be killed every day. The people have reached the breaking point.”


  “Good!” Michael snapped. “The Nazis are choking themselves to death with their own blood lust.” He reached out suddenly and gripped Paul’s shoulder. “When I finish my assignment in Berlin I am going back to London. Those are my orders. A camouflaged R.A.F. plane will pick me up when my work is done. But the fight here must go on. You must not falter, Paul. The second front is coming, but the dominated peoples inside Europe must prepare for it as carefully as our Allies outside Europe.”


  He broke off suddenly. Through the dark building came the echoing tread of swiftly striding booted feet.


  “The Storm Troopers of Captain Mueller!” Marie cried.


  “We must go!” Michael said softly. “This is goodbye, Paul. Hold them for a few seconds, at least. That will give us a start.”


  Paul’s hand flicked up to the dial on his head-piece. The humming noise sounded and then his body faded slowly, almost imperceptibly, into the dark gloom of the corridor. His eyes were visible for a last instant, cold and gleaming in the blackness.


  “I will hold them,” he whispered. “Now go!” His formless, invisible hand touched Michael’s arm for an instant. “Until we meet again.” Then he faded away toward the sound of advancing troopers.


  Michael took Marie’s hand and ted her swiftly through the blackened corridors, toward a rear door, which he knew would be unguarded.


  A shot suddenly echoed through the building, followed by hoarse, confused shouts. Another shot rang out. And the sound of booted feet scrambling for cover could be heard.


  Michael’s hand gripped Marie’s tightly as they slipped from the building into the narrow alley-way that flanked it. His thin face was set in hard lines; his yellow-green eyes flashed in the darkness.


  The sound of another shot was heard; three more followed in quick succession.


  “Michael!” Marie whispered tensely. “Has Paul a chance of escaping?”


  “Perhaps,” he said. “But if he doesn’t, he’ll send a number of Nazis to hell before they get him. Come, we have to hurry.”


  CHAPTER VI


  THE sleek light bomber settled gracefully to a sprawling landing field on the outskirts of Berlin. The pilot cut the throbbing roar of the engines as the plane taxied to a stop facing the administration buildings of the field.


  An attendant ran to the plane and adjusted a portable stairway to the gleaming side of the ship. Then he swung open the door.


  “Thank you,” Michael Faber said, smiling. “I see that you received my radio message. Is the car waiting?”


  “Yes, Herr Faber,” the attendant said, “everything is in readiness. Do you wish to leave immediately?”


  “Yes. Speed is essential.”


  “I will take you to your car.” Michael strode down the sloping walk to the field. Marie Kahn followed him, walking carefully on her high-heeled evening shoes. She wore Michael’s suit coat over her bare shoulders.


  Michael held her hand tightly as they hurried across the field to where a low-slung, powerful car awaited them.


  “Our luck is still holding,” he whispered. “Obviously Mueller’s body hasn’t been discovered yet.”


  The slanting rays of false dawn were coloring the blackness of the eastern horizon and, despite the season, there was a noticeable chill in the air.


  The landing-field attendant opened the door of the waiting car with a flourish and stepped aside.


  “You will be at your destination in twenty minutes, Herr Faber,” he said. He smiled brightly. “I trust I have handled everything to your satisfaction, Herr Faber.”


  “Absolutely,” Michael said. “And I shall see that word of your good work is passed on to your superiors.”


  “Oh, thank you, Herr Faber.” Michael helped Marie into the car and stepped in after her.


  “Central Intelligence,” he said to the driver, a stocky, blonde man wearing, a corporal’s uniform. “And hurry!” The driver nodded without turning. The gears of the car meshed smoothly and it shot away from the field, rapidly gathering speed.


  Michael looked down at the red-haired girl at his side and he smiled softly.


  “So far, so good,” he murmured.


  “We have been lucky,” the girl said. “Let us pray our luck holds.”


  “It must hold,” Michael said grimly. Nothing more was said until they reached the blacked-out Unter den Linden and turned off on a deserted side street that led to the Central Intelligence offices.


  “Do you know any of the staff at Central?” Michael asked quietly.


  “No. Why?”


  “It might have helped if you did. The problem of getting in at this hour of the morning might be difficult. But we’ll manage.”


  “The office is in charge of Marshal von Umbreit,” the girl said, “but I know nothing of him.”


  THE car rolled to a smooth stop a few moments later in front of a modern, white-fronted building. The building was completely dark and sandbags were piled high against the walls.


  The driver got out and opened the door.


  “Will that be all, sir?” he asked.


  Michael noticed that a half dozen guards were on patrol in front of the building and that two of them had halted and were watching the car.


  “Yes,” Michael said, “that will be all.”


  He stepped out into the dark street and gave his hand to Marie. When she stood beside him on the sidewalk the driver saluted jerkily, got back into the car and drove off.


  Michael took the girl’s arm.


  “Follow my lead,” he whispered. In a louder voice, he said, “Come, Fraulein, there is not a minute to lose.”


  The words carried clearly in the dead silence of the night.


  Michael saw the two guards moving slowly toward them, their booted feet sounding ominously on the hard sidewalk, but he pretended to be unaware of their presence.


  With his hand on Marie’s arm he strode briskly toward the main entrance of the Central Intelligence building. The booted feet broke into a run and a guttural voice cried, “Halt!”


  With his foot on the first step leading up to the building’s main door, Michael paused. He turned as the two guards approached at a lumbering run, rifles held in readiness.


  “Ah, there you are,” he said. “Just the men I wanted to see. Where the devil were you hiding yourselves?


  Napping on post, I dare say.” He turned to Marie. “Make a note of that, Fraulein. It’s time steps were taken about such carelessness.”


  The two guards came to a stop, their mouths dropping in amazement. The larger of the two, a florid-faced, cold-eyed example of the Prussian type, stuttered speechlessly.


  “What is the meaning of this?” he finally managed to bellow. “Who are you? What do you want here at this time of night? Where are your papers?”


  “You want a lot of information, don’t you?” Michael murmured. “Has it ever occurred to you that the British, too, want precisely that same type of information? No, of course it hasn’t. My good fellow, we are here to see Marshal von Umbreit. If you can take us to him, please do so. If not, find us someone capable of performing that task. We have no time to waste.”


  THE guard’s beefy face reddened.


  “Marshal von Umbreit,” he fumed, “will not be here for another five hours. I demand to see your papers.”


  Michael studied the man with cold, deliberate eyes.


  “Would you be good enough,” he said, “to tell me when you had your last discussion with the marshal about his plans for this morning?”


  “I have had no discussion with the marshal,” the guard said, flustered, “but it is his custom—”


  “Bah!” Michael said in disgust. “How can we win a war handicapped by clods like you?” He whipped out his wallet and held his identification under the guard’s nose. “I am a special agent from Marshal von Bock. “Tell me, have you heard of Marshal von Bock?”


  “But, of course,” the guard mumbled. “I—”


  “This is Fraulein Marie Kahn,” Michael snapped, “from the office of Heinrich Himmler. Have you heard of him?”


  “Yes—”


  “We are here to see Marshal von Umbreit in regard to the assassination of Upper Group Leader Heydrich. Is that name familiar to you, Herr Dumpkoff?”


  “Certainly,” the guard cried, his voice breaking slightly. “I—”


  “You’re progressing,” Michael said gently. “Now,” he said, his voice hardening, “will you take us to Marshal von Umbreit’s office, or shall I call Himmler?”


  “This is against my instructions,” the guard moaned. “If anything happens—”


  Michael turned to the red-haired girl.


  “What is Himmler’s private number?” he asked.


  “No!” the guard almost shrieked. “Do not call him. It will not be necessary. I—I will take you to the marshal’s office. Come with me.” Michael’s hand closed tightly over the girl’s as they followed the guard up the steps of the building to the main entrance.


  The guard swung wide the heavy brass doors and preceded them into the darkened interior of the building. He drew a torch from his pocket and shot a beam of light down a wide, heavily carpeted hallway.


  “Because of the blackout,” he said, “we can have no lights.”


  “Oh, is that why?” Michael said. “I thought for a minute you were just being economical.”


  “Oh, no,” the guard chuckled. “It is the blackout orders. It is silly, but it is an order.”


  “Silly?” Michael said. “You don’t think the R.A.F. will come this way?”


  “Of course not,” the guard said. He led them down the wide corridor, past imposingly lettered doors, toward a heavy double door at the end of the hall.


  “You seem confident about not being bombed,” Michael said, “but how about Cologne? They tell me there was a raid over that city.”


  “British lies,” the guard scoffed. “The German radio said no damage was done. One report said that only a few cows were hit by bombs.”


  “That’s right,” Michael said, “but those cows burned for five days.”


  “That’s right,” the guard smiled. “They burned for five—”


  HE stopped smiling and looked sharply at Michael. He scratched his head slowly and a peculiar look of bewilderment spread over his blunt features.


  “Five days,” he mumbled. “That’s a long time for cows to burn, no?”


  “An ordinary cow might not burn that long,” Michael said, “but naturally the superior breed of German cow would be a different matter.”


  They stopped in front of the double doors at the end of the corridor and the guard stepped aside.


  “This is Marshal von Umbreit’s office. You can wait for him here. Will you need my light?”


  “Possibly,” Michael said. “I’d better take it just in case. Thank you very much. I shall see that your superiors hear of your good work.”


  The guard’s face beamed.


  “Thank you, Herr Faber.”


  He started away and then turned back, his forehead wrinkled in perplexity.


  “I do not mean to be disloyal,” he said, “but five days is still a long time for cows to burn.” With an embarrassed frown he wheeled and marched back down the corridor.


  Michael watched until he opened the building’s brass doors and disappeared into the street, before drawing Marie into Marshal von Umbreit’s office and closing and locking the door.


  Marie leaned weakly against the wall and laughed hysterically.


  Michael took her by the shoulders and shook her roughly.


  “Stop it!” he said tensely. “The big job is still ahead of us. Get hold of yourself.”


  “I’m sorry,” Marie said, pressing her hands to her face. “I’m all right now. But sometimes I have the feeling that something inside of me is ready to snap. I’ve had that feeling many times in the last two years.”


  “I know,” Michael said softly. He lifted her chin with his finger and smiled into her deep gray eyes. “I’ve felt that myself. It’s not pleasant. But then neither is the thing we’re fighting against pleasant.”


  “I’m ashamed of myself,” the girl said.


  “You haven’t any reason for being.” Michael said quietly. “You’ve been magnificent. But you can’t fold now. We still have a job ahead of us.”


  He flashed the torch about the large, luxuriously appointed office. Under the inevitable swastika there was a huge mahogany desk in immaculate order.


  Michael crossed to the desk and studied the drawers for an instant.


  “It wouldn’t be in a drawer,” he muttered. Nevertheless he tried the drawers, but all were locked.


  “You haven’t told me what you’re looking for,” Marie said.


  “I’m after a roll of film,” Michael answered. “Our Intelligence learned that the Germans had photographed the camouflaging that has been done on the French coast. These films are in microscopic scale. With special reproduction apparatus they can be blown up into eight by ten photographs. It is extremely vital that these films reach British hands. The entire plan for the second front depends on discovering what areas are camouflaged. Aerial photography isn’t completely satisfactory, so the only alternative is to borrow the actual small scale German films. And that’s just what we’re going to do.”


  “Have you any idea where they are?”


  “Roughly, they’re in this office.”


  HE played his torch over the walls and ceiling and then inspected the desk again.


  “Hardly in the desk. Too easy to steal.” He frowned. “But there’d be no point in hiding them. The logical place would be an easily accessible repository that would be burglar proof.”


  “A wall safe?” Marie suggested. “Probably,” Michael nodded.


  Marie turned suddenly and swept back the swastika from the wall.


  “This is what you want, then. This is a favorite place of concealment in German offices.”


  Michael saw a small steel wall safe set in the bared wall. He stepped quickly to it and slowly turned the dial with his long, sensitive fingers.


  “I have the combination,” he murmured. “It was obligingly furnished by one of our workers here.”


  For several seconds he spun the tiny gleaming dial, then he pulled suddenly and the door swung noiselessly open. He pointed the flash into the small dark interior and saw several sheafs of paper and, at the far end of the safe, the object for which he was searching. A tiny roll of films.


  “We’ve done it,” he said excitedly. He removed the films, checked them carefully but hastily, then shoved them into his trouser pocket. His lean face was gleaming with triumph.


  “By dawn we’ll be flying for London,” he cried. “We’ve got to leave immediately. Every second is working against us.”


  He turned back to close the wall safe. When he had closed it and drawn the swastika back into place he wheeled to the girl.


  “Every step takes us nearer England,” he said tensely. “We mustn’t falter.”


  “We won’t,” Marie said.


  Michael took her arm and started across the floor. Suddenly lights flashed on in the room. From overhead and wall sockets bright bulbs blazed into brilliance.


  Michael’s body froze in a crouch. He jerked Marie to a stop.


  “Something’s wrong,” he whispered. “We’ll have to find another way out.” Hardly had the words passed his lips when the great double door of the office swung inward, and the short, pigeon-puffy form of Marshal von Bock stepped into the room.


  Two Storm Troopers followed him, Lugers drawn.


  Von Bock’s thick lips were curved in a sadistic smile. But his eyes were angry and cold.


  “How fortunate we discovered your little game, Herr Faber,” he said in his soft, lisping voice.


  CHAPTER VII


  FOR an instant there was complete silence in the room. The tension grew until Michael gradually relaxed and allowed a slow ironic smile to light his pale, thin features.


  “What a suspicious nature you have, Marshal,” he remarked mildly. “Please tell those determined men with you to put their guns away before they shoot someone accidentally.”


  “They will not shoot anyone by accident,” von Bock said significantly. “Your clever tongue will not save you this time, Herr Faber. You have reached the end of your very long rope. I have just seen the body of Captain Mueller.”


  “Gracious,” Michael murmured. “Is he dead? What happened to the poor chap?”


  “Stop stalling!” von Bock snapped. “You killed him. I know that. And it will be our pleasure to execute you as a British agent. Or is it America you’re working for, Herr Faber?”


  Michael shrugged. “That’s a technicality, isn’t it? What difference does it make?”


  Von Bock nodded to the two Storm Troopers.


  “Search him.”


  The two men went over Michael carefully. They handed the roll of film to von Bock along with his personal effects.


  “I think I know what this is,” von Bock said, studying the film. “Yes, it is very fortunate we stopped you before you left Europe, Herr Faber.” He turned his round head slightly and studied the red-haired girl. “Your presence here, Fraulein Kahn, I find rather puzzling. Perhaps you can clear the doubts that are plucking at my mind.”


  “There is nothing puzzling about my presence here, Marshal von Bock,” the girl answered coldly. “Captain Mueller and I were working together to trap the American. Unfortunately we underestimated our opponent. He shot Captain Mueller with his own gun and forced me to accompany him here because I knew the layout of the building. I imagine he intended to kill me later.”


  “What a harrowing experience for you, Fraulein” von Bock said mildly.


  Michael risked a quick glance at the marshal, but it was impossible to tell from the man’s expressionless, moonlike face what he was thinking.


  He paced slowly back and forth, tugging at his fat under lip.


  “I must make a report of this matter personally,” he said thoughtfully. “Marshal von Umbreit must be notified immediately.” He turned again to Marie. “I shall leave the American in your hands. I shall leave these two men with you, however, for he might become troublesome.” He nodded to one of the Storm Troopers. “Tie his arms behind him and watch him carefully. He is very clever.”


  With a cynical wave of his hand to Michael, he stepped from the room, closing the door after him.


  “You have your orders,” Marie snapped to the Troopers. “Bind his arms.”


  AS the Nazi soldiers knotted a belt about his wrists, Michael nodded slowly to the girl. She turned away and removed his coat from her shoulders, tossed it over a chair.


  “Do either of you have a cigarette?” she asked of the Storm Troopers.


  Michael smiled faintly. The girl was acting her part admirably. This was obviously a trap by von Bock to see if she had been telling the truth. Probably the marshal was waiting cutside the door with a dozen men. If she made the slightest move to help him it would cost both their lives.


  One of the soldiers offered her a cigarette and held a match until the tip was glowing brightly. She blew a cloud of blue smoke into the air and faced Michael, a cool smile curving her lips; but there was an anguish in her gray eyes that she could not conceal.


  “So,” she said softly, “you thought you could fool the Gestapo indefinitely!”


  Michael shrugged.


  “We all make mistakes. I made one in forcing you to accompany me. Had I gone on alone I would probably have been successful.”


  Michael hoped that von Bock heard that much.


  “I—” The girl started to speak, but she stopped suddenly. A tense, startled expression spread over her white features.


  The Storm Troopers noticed the sudden change.


  “What is it?” one of them demanded. He raised his gun and glanced about the room with suspicious eyes.


  Michael raised his head slightly. A fierce, exultant hope was pounding through his veins.


  For he could hear distinctly a faint humming sound in the large office and from the corner of his eye he saw a shadowy shape moving toward the girl. She obviously had heard the sound and had recognized it as did Michael.


  Paul Cheval, the one man to survive the horror of Lidice, was in the room, a grim phantom of vengeance and retribution!


  This was one development that von Bock hadn’t planned when he had set this little trap.


  “It is nothing,” the girl said quickly. “I—I’ve been through so much in the last few hours that my nerves are jumpy. I thought I saw the figure of a man on the other side of the room.”


  BOTH Troopers turned in the direction she indicated and at that same instant the stocky, black-browed figure of Paul Cheval materialized beside the girl. With a swift rush he lunged at one of the soldiers, ripped the Luger from his hand. He shoved the man away from him and swung the gun to cover the second Trooper.


  “Drop your gun!” he said. His voice was like thin ice cracking. There was no mistaking the chilling intention in his hot, black eyes.


  The soldier dropped his gun to the floor with trembling fingers.


  Marie stepped quickly to Michael’s side and went to work on the belt that was strapped about his wrists.


  “Hurry!” Paul Cheval snapped.


  He swung one Nazi about and brought the barrel of his gun down across the man’s temple. He sagged to the floor like a damp sack of oats. The other Trooper opened his mouth to cry out, but Paul rammed his gun, butt-deep into the man’s stomach.


  “One squeak and you die,” he whispered.


  The Nazi’s eyes circled in terror, whites gleaming, but his mouth clamped suddenly shut.


  Michael felt his bonds giving, but before he could slip his wrists free, the door of the office burst open and von Bock strode into the room. He was alone, but he held an unwavering Luger in his hand.


  He saw Paul and his face went blank with amazement.


  Paul jerked his gun up, but von Bock fired first. The bullet slammed into Paul, knocking him about in a halfcircle. He fell slowly to the floor, his face a mask of agony. Blood stained his shirt and his face was an ashen gray. Desperately he tried to raise the gun in his hand, but it slipped from his nerveless fingers as he slumped to the floor.


  Von Bock swung around to cover Marie.


  “So!” he snapped harshly. “You were in with him!”


  He strode across the room on his thick, stubby legs, flushed with anger.


  “I caught you attempting to free him,” he said. “For that you will die with him, Fraulein”


  Without taking his eyes from the girl, he signaled to the Trooper who was still on his feet.


  “Drag the swine I shot from the room. I don’t like the smell of fresh blood.”


  The Trooper put his hands under Paul’s shoulders and dragged him across the floor and out of the room, slamming the door after him.


  “Now,” von Bock said harshly, “we will see, Fraulein, if your tricks will work on me. We have been altogether too lenient in dealing with enemies of the Reich. From now on, we shall be more firm.”


  He shifted his gun to his left hand as he spoke. Then he stepped forward and slapped the girl savagely across the cheek.


  “That, Fraulein, is only the start.”


  “You inhuman beast!” the girl cried.


  MICHAEL said nothing, but his face was set and pale. He was working desperately at his bonds. The girl had loosened them, but not enough to free his wrists. If only he had time . . .


  Von Bock sauntered slowly over to him. His thick lips were smiling grimly.


  “You have made quite a fool of me, Herr Faber,” he said. “My superiors are going to wonder how you were able to deceive me for over two years. It is possible that I may be demoted because of you. You were very clever. Many times you must have been laughing at me, Herr Faber.”


  His face clouded suddenly with bitter rage and the veins at his temples throbbed visibly.


  “Didn’t you laugh, Herr Faber?” he shouted, his voice hoarse and ragged.


  Michael smiled and shook his head.


  “I never laughed at you, Herr Marshal,” he said. “But many times I pitied you.”


  “Pity!” Von Bock’s voice shook with insane rage.


  He drove his right fist suddenly into Michael’s face. The unexpectedness, rather than the force of the blow staggered him and he slumped to his knees. Blood streamed from his lip.


  But as he fell he strained desperately at the belt about his wrists and he felt it give slightly. On his knees before von Bock he slipped one hand free. As his other hand came loose he dropped his head to his chest to hide the elated expression on his face.


  “That is a fitting posture for you,” von Bock snarled. “On your knees, head bowed before the Herrenvolk


  He raised his booted foot, but as he kicked at Michael’s face, Michael shifted slightly and von Bock’s leg shot across his shoulder. Michael ducked swiftly and his hands shot out, grabbing the marshal’s other leg.


  A savage jerk brought the German’s portly figure crashing to the floor. Michael lunged for von Bock’s gun hand, but the Luger had dropped to the floor in the fall. The marshal squirmed on top of Michael and dug his thumbs into his eyes.


  “You dog!” he cried. “I’ll tear your eyes—”


  A shot sounded. And the marshal’s voice faded into a cracked, choking bleat. He rolled off Michael’s body and his short legs pumped wildly, spasmodically for an instant and then they were still.


  Michael climbed weakly to his feet.


  Marie held the marshal’s Luger, and a wisp of smoke was trailing from the muzzle of the gun. She brushed a lock of hair from her white forehead and leaned limply against the desk.


  “I shot him in the back,” she said dully.


  Michael took her shoulders and shook her gently.


  “Forget that,” he said quietly. “Never think of it. It was simply something you had to do. Now pull yourself together. We’ve got a million-to-one chance to get out of here, but we can’t waste a second.”


  He dropped to his knees beside von Bock’s body and transferred the vital roll of film to his own pocket.


  Then he led the girl to the door and opened it cautiously. The corridor was deserted. Michael’s chief worry was the Storm Trooper who had carried out Paul’s body. He should be back on the scene any minute.


  “Come on,” he said. “This is our only chance.”


  HE closed the door and, with Marie at his side, strode down the long carpeted corridor to the double brass doors that led to the street. His heart was hammering in his throat.


  Opening the door boldly, he stepped out into the cool gray dawn. Instantly two guards confronted him. One of them was the florid-faced soldier who had originally let them in.


  Michael nodded casually to him and gave his arm to Marie.


  “Glad to see you’re on the alert,” he said, smiling.


  The guard made no move to let them pass.


  “I heard two shots from inside,” he said. “The marshal instructed me to let no one into the building after he went in.”


  “Quite right,” Michael said. “Important things have transpired here tonight. Do you realize the Heydrich slayer was here tonight?”


  “No!” the guard gasped. He looked nervously about.


  “He is dead now,” Michael said. “Our courageous marshal dispatched him himself. I am carrying the message to Himmler.”


  He patted the guard on the shoulder. “You have done your work well. I have already mentioned your alertness to von Bock. Now keep up the good work. Let no one in or out until I return. Do you understand?”


  “Yes. But what did the Marshal von Bock say about me?”


  Michael smiled at the guard.


  “You know how he is. He’s not saying much at all these days.”


  The guard looked bewildered for a while, but then an uncertain smile broke over his frown.


  “Yes, that’s right. He doesn’t say much these days.”


  “He is practically silent,” Michael said.


  The guard laughed hugely without knowing why.


  Marie said quietly, “We must hurry.”


  “Yes,” Michael said, “we mustn’t keep Himmler waiting.”


  He pointed to a black military car parked at the curb a half block from the building.


  “Is that the marshal’s car?”


  Still smiling, the guard nodded. “Thank you,” Michael said. Holding Marie’s arm, he descended the short flight of steps to the sidewalk and walked toward the marshal’s parked car.


  “Steady,” he whispered gently to the girl. “Don’t walk too fast.”


  The girl’s hand tightened in his as she forced herself to match his casual stride. When they reached the car Michael opened the door and helped Marie into the front seat.”


  “I’ll drive,” he said. He glanced up at the light-tinged horizon thoughtfully. “We are still in time,” he whispered. “The plane will wait another hour.”


  He stepped around to the other side of the car and opened the door. But as he was about to slide under the wheel he happened to glance at the sidewalk and he saw several fresh drops of blood gleaming in the early morning light.


  The trail of drops led from an alleyway that flanked the Central Intelligence building to the middle of the sidewalk. And there the trail stopped.


  Frowning, he stared at the drops of gleaming blood.


  Suddenly he tensed and a strange chill shot through his body.


  Another drop had fallen to the sidewalk—closer than the last!


  And a voice whispered, “Michael!”


  MICHAEL strained his eyes and he saw the faint suggestion of a human shadow standing on the sidewalk. And as he watched another ruby-red drop of blood spattered at his feet.


  “Paul!” he gasped. “How—”


  “I am not dead. Von Bock’s bullet went through my shoulder. Did you get him?”


  “Yes. But, Paul, you’re hurt.”


  “Not too badly. I shall live for awhile yet. I have one more job to do.” The voice was a weak, ghostly whisper, but there was an undercurrent of determination in those tones that was as definite as Death itself.


  “Go!” Paul said. “Already you have delayed too long.”


  Michael felt a soft hand on his shoulder for an instant, then it was gone.


  “Until we meet again,” Paul’s whisper came faintly to him.


  “Paul!” Michael said desperately. “Where are you going?”


  The reply came back, soft as a sibilant breeze, but its implications were as definite as a roaring storm. “Berchtesgaden!”


  Michael heard the faint word and his lean face softened. An ironic smile curved his lips and he raised his hand in a gesture that was at once a salute and a farewell.


  “Until we meet again, Paul Cheval,” he said.


  There was no answer.


  Michael slid under the wheel and the powerful car roared away from the curve . . .


  Far above the tragic, hate-ruined continent of Europe, screened by banks of drifting clouds, a black unmarked plane streaked northward toward the Isle of Britain.


  Michael Faber looked down at the land far below him and his arm tightened about Marie Kahn’s shoulder.


  [*] Although this story is presented purely as fiction, author William P. McGivern displayed a strangely fervent eagerness that it be presented to the public at the earliest possible moment. “This story must be published!” he said forcefully. We, as editors, smiled, read the story, agreed that it was a good story. And we publish it here. But the other day we were introduced to a man who spoke with an accent. Later we discovered that this man had “sought out” McGivern. Now we wonder . . .


  LARSON’S LUCK


  First published in the January 1943 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Larson couldn’t possibly have known what was going on in the engine room, yet he acted . . .


  “WE MOOR in ten minutes,” I said.


  We were flying at reduced speed because of the heavy fog we had run into at the outer fringe of Earth’s atmosphere. But I knew we were within forty or fifty miles of the Trans-Space base. I had counted the miles on this particular trip because of the load of radium we were carrying from the Venusian mines. I wouldn’t draw a completely relieved breath until we were down and the stuff was in the hands of the commerce agents.


  I eased my position slightly to relieve the pressure on my broken flipper and grinned at the pilot, Lucky Larson, the screwiest, most unpredictable void trotter who had ever flown for dear old Trans-Space.


  “You’ve been too good to be true this trip,” I said, “and it’s a good thing. The chief told me that if you so much as thought about clowning around or stunting he was going to clip your wings for good.”


  Lucky grinned, an impish, devil-may-care grin that lightened up his freckled face and bunched the tiny wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. Then with characteristic abruptness he scowled.


  “That grandmother,” he said disgustedly. “Who does he think I am, anyway? Some crazy irresponsible madman who hasn’t got enough brains to stay on a space beam?”


  “That’s just what he does think,” I grinned, “and you’ve given him plenty of reason to think it. You can’t bring your crate in to the base without stunting around and showing off and risking your damn neck. That’s why he sent me along with you this trip. Just to see that you act like a pilot—instead of circus acrobat.”


  “A lot of good you’d do,” Lucky mumbled. “You got a broken arm. The only reason he sent you is because he didn’t want to pay you while you was in the hospital so he cooks up this trip to get his money out of you. And say,” he turned to me belligerently, “when did I ever crack up a ship? When did I ever even dent one of the babies?”


  “You haven’t,” I was forced to admit, “but that’s just because of that screwy luck of yours. But it won’t last forever and one of these days it’s going to run out just when you need it. So just remember—no stunting this trip or you’ll be out of the strata for the rest of your natural life.”


  “Aw, that’s the trouble with this racket,” Lucky grumbled, “a guy can’t have no fun no more. Back when I was with the Space circus—”


  “Okay, okay,” I cut in, “I’ve heard that before. Just fly your ship, now, and forget about the deep dark plot of the company to take all the joy out of your life. I’m going to take a look-see at the atomic floats and get the passengers bundled together.”


  I stood up and crawled over him and opened the door leading to the body of the ship. I could still hear him grumbling as I slid the light chrome-alloy door shut. I chuckled to myself and headed up the aisle to the baggage compartments. Lucky Larson was a legend as space pilots go. An unpredictable, erratic screwball but one of the finest rocket riders who ever flashed through the void.


  Company regulations and interplanetary commissions were the bane of his existence. He made his own rules and regulations and got by with it. That is he had gotten by with it. Now they were cracking down on him. He had been grounded twice and the chief had threatened to set him down for life if any more infractions were charged to him. I shook my head gloomily. He was a great guy, the last of a great and gallant army of space adventurers, but he was on the way out. The rules were necessary, vital to safe space travel and the Lucky Larsons would have to live up to them, or else.


  MY MIND was a long way away from the cabin of the space ship and maybe that’s why I got what I did. I didn’t see it coming. One minute I was walking through the aisle, thinking about Lucky Larson and the next second something slammed into the back of my head knocking me to my knees.


  Through a haze of red and white lights I heard a voice bark, “Toss him into a chair and grab that good arm of his.”


  I wasn’t out. Just damn sick. Something like a cold hand seemed to have closed over my stomach and for an awful moment I gagged and tried to retch. But the moment passed and I forced open my eyes and focused them on two tough-looking, hard-eyed gents who stood in front of me. Another unpleasant-looking little man knelt along side of me, twisting my good arm behind my back.


  “Okay,” I gritted, “what’s the gag?”


  The tallest of the three, evidently their leader, smiled at me. “It’s no gag,” he murmured calmly, “we happen to need the radium you’re carrying. We’re going to take it. Any objections?”


  “You’ll never get away with this,” I snapped, “your names and descriptions are registered with the passenger office. You’ll be tracked down in twenty-four hours.”


  I was bluffing, of course, and I knew from their contemptuous smiles that they knew it, too. They probably had given fictitious names, and the descriptive information which the bureau required consisted of a few generalities, such as height, weight and the like. I cursed myself for a stupid, careless fool. The three men had been the only passengers from Venus and they had kept to themselves the entire trip. Once or twice I had wondered at their reticence and quietness but I had not been suspicious enough to make a check-up.


  One of the men laughed shortly. “Let us worry about that. We’ve covered every angle that could possibly come up. With the help of your friend up front, this ship will be flown to a certain deserted asteroid where a few friends of ours are to meet us with another ship. How you come out afterward will depend on how you co-operate now. Clear enough?”


  It was clear enough all right. Lucky and I wouldn’t last long after we served our purpose.


  The tall man turned from me and nodded significantly to the man standing next to him and then pointed to the closed door to the pilot’s chambers.


  “Take care of the pilot,” he murmured, “and tell him if he isn’t obliging we’ll take the cast off his friend’s arm and—” he smiled at me, “massage it a bit.”


  I felt a cold sweat break out on my forehead.


  The thug grinned wolfishly at me and then winked at his leader. “I’ll tell him, boss.” He dug his hand into his pocket and drew out a stubby atomic pistol. “If he won’t listen to me maybe this’ll persuade him.”


  Still grinning he turned and headed up the aisle, the gun clenched in his huge fist.


  I GLANCED at the tall figure standing in front of me and saw that he was watching the retreating figure of his henchman with a saturnine smile on his face. I thought swiftly. If I could yell a warning to Lucky, he could bolt the door of the pilot’s chamber and then set the ship down at the Trans-Space base. It was the only way to save Lucky and the radium. I wasn’t very optimistic about my own chances. I knew they were zero.


  I opened my mouth, took a deep breath and then, before I could scream the words that would warn Lucky, it happened. The ship shuddered for an instant and then zoomed upward, the smooth hum of the rocket motors crescendoing to a roaring song of power and speed.


  The sudden jolting acceleration hurled me to the tail of the ship and I saw, like an image in a kaleidoscope, the tangled thrashing figures of the space bandits as they were tossed to the floor, a dazedly struggling mass of arms and legs.


  The ship was lying over on its back in a few seconds, and before I could catch a breath it suddenly whipped over and blasted toward Earth in a screeching, hissing power-dive.


  It was terrific punishment even for this type of space crate but it was worse for human beings. The three bandits were clutching at their stomachs as if they were afraid of losing them. Their faces were mottled and blotchy and their eyes were rolling beseechingly.


  I didn’t mind the erratic convolutions the ship was making but my arm was burning as if it were on fire. Numbing waves of pain were coursing up and down my entire body.


  I tried to crawl to my knees but the floor rolled under me as the ship whipped over in a twisting spiral and I crashed forward on my face. Then everything dissolved into inky blackness . . .


  WHEN I came to, I heard a great commotion, then a sudden shot and then a babble of voices booming around me. I remember thinking fleetingly of crooks, Lucky Larson and a mountain of radium and then—because nothing made sense—I passed out again.


  THE next time I opened my eyes I found myself stretched out on a cot in the chief’s office. I turned my head slightly and saw Lucky Larson, the chief and a half dozen other guys staring down at me.


  “It’s not very original,” I said, “but where the hell am I?” That was silly of me because I knew where I was, so I said: “Never mind that but please tell me what the hell happened?”


  The chief laughed and Lucky Larson laughed and then they slapped each other on the back. “Don’t worry about a thing,” the chief said, “those crooks are under lock and key and there’s not a thing to worry about.”


  “But how—I mean what . . .?” My voice trailed off. Nothing made sense.


  “Well,” the chief broke in, “Lucky here really deserves the credit for catching them. And I’m not forgetting your good work either. Both of you will receive more tangible evidence of my appreciation. But Lucky really did the brainwork.”


  “Awww,” Lucky mumbled, “it wasn’t much. Just a little common sense and, uh, a little luck.”


  “It was damn fast thinking,” the chief cut in belligerently, “you knew your stunting over the base would drive me crazy. You knew I’d get so mad I’d call out the base police and have you thrown in when you moored. And when you did moor and the crooks toppled out we were right on hand to receive them. They were so weak from the shaking up you gave them that they didn’t have a chance.”


  Lucky rolled innocent eyes to the ceiling. “Sometimes,” he remarked piously, “stunting has its uses.”


  “Congratulations,” I said weakly. “You certainly used your head. Caught the chief’s attention with your stunting and almost knocked the crooks out with it too. That’s killing two birds with one stone, all right.” Then another thought occurred to me.


  “How did you know I was in trouble?” I asked curiously. “How did you know we had those crooks on board?”


  “Why—why,” Lucky sputtered, “that was simple. I just happened to look behind me and I saw those boys piling into you. So I did a little fast thinking and then I whipped the ship into a few maneuvers and, like the chief says, they caught his eye all right.”


  The chief was beaming fondly and I turned my head to hide the smile on my lips. “So you just looked behind you,” I muttered. “Well, Lucky, you certainly are—and were.”


  He grinned down at me and winked. “You said it, kid.”


  I wanted to ask him a question then, but I decided to wait until we were alone. I closed my eyes and smiled again, thinking of his expression when I would ask him how he had been able to look behind him and see me struggling with those crooks, when the door of the pilot’s chamber was closed all the time . . .


  DEATH MAKES A MISTAKE


  First published in the January 1943 issue of Amazing Stories.


  MR. DEMISE had Reggie Van Fiddler’s name in his book, but Reggie didn’t want to be on any list, so he set out to correct the mistake!


  When Reggie Van Fiddler sauntered into the cool somber depths of the Midland Club’s lobby, he was feeling in an exceptionally amiable mood. There was a song in his heart and a bland, dreamily vague smile on his long, narrow face.


  This state of blissful tranquility could be attributed to the fact that Reggie’s tan and white shoes were taking him directly toward the Club Bar, where he planned to while away the day sipping various long, cool drinks. And Reggie was always happy when the immediate future held the prospects of a drink.


  He nodded brightly to a uniformed attendant.


  “Glorious morning, isn’t he?” he said.


  “It was a glorious morning,” the attendant corrected politely.


  Reggie looked blankly at a clock on the wall and a puzzled frown spread over his equine features.


  “Well, well,” he muttered, shaking his head, “how’d that happen?” He sauntered on toward the bar, nibbling at a hang nail. The morning had slipped away from him somehow. Here it was two o’clock in the afternoon already. It was quite a blow.


  He remembered then that he had slept until twelve thirty and he brightened considerably. That explained it. Whistling merrily he strode on into the dim cool bar, with its heavy brown fixtures and solid atmosphere of masculinity.


  The bartender set up his usual drink and with knowledge born of long experience, immediately began the preparation of a second.


  Reggie sipped his drink and relaxed.


  For several moments he stood at the bar, lazily contented, his brain slowed to about one revolution per minute. Finally he happened to glance toward the end of the bar and he noticed a small, dark, narrow-eyed man watching him closely.


  Reggie smiled uncertainly and returned to his drink. The dark man at the end of the bar was the only other customer and Reggie knew that he was not a member of the club, for he had never seen him before in his life.


  REGGIE finished his drink and when the bartender set another before him he glanced again toward the end of the bar. The little dark man was still there, regarding him, it seemed, with a steady fixed stare.


  Reggie coughed nervously and gulped his drink. There was something in the dark little man’s beady-eyed gaze that disturbed him. He had another quick drink and peeked from the corner of his eye at the little dark man.


  There was something sinister about the chap, he felt sure. Reggie was the owner of an extremely lurid imagination and now, warmed by the glow of alcohol, he began to envision all sorts of wild possibilities.


  After his fourth drink he was certain that the man was an Axis agent. Just why an Axis agent would be staring at him he had no idea, but he still felt sure the man was a Nazi.


  Reggie finished his drink and set the glass on the bar. Then he casually sauntered toward the door. A few paces from the room’s only exit, he paused and under the pretense of inspecting a faded sports print on the wall, sneaked a quick glance at the dark little man.


  The dark little man was still staring at him with narrowed, shaded eyes.


  Reggie yawned ostentatiously and inched closer to the door. He was going to make a break for it, but it would have to be fast and clever. His heart was pounding with more gusto than usual and there were bright spots of excitement in his pale cheeks. This new role of dodging the Gestapo appealed enormously to his comic strip sense of melodrama.


  Headlines popped before his mind’s eye.


  REGGIE VAN FIDDLER


  MAKES ESCAPE!


  From what he was going to escape he wasn’t quite sure, but he felt that the details would be in the body of the news story. Headlines didn’t tell everything, did they?


  Within a foot of the door he turned casually and took one last look at the little man who was staring so intently at him. Then, with a sudden slithering motion, he slipped through the door.


  He collided heavily with a small figure.


  “I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I’m in a bit of a hurry.”


  He turned and started away, but he had barely taken three strides when he jerked to a stop. An expression of dazed amazement stole over his face and his sleepy eyes opened wide.


  Wheeling suddenly he stared back at the small figure he had collided with. The man was still standing in the corridor that led from the bar, regarding Reggie with a fixed, thoughtful expression.


  And he was the same dark little man Reggie had left inside the bar room seconds before!


  Reggie gulped audibly. His adam’s apple bobbed in his throat like a mouse in a sock.


  How had the dark little man gotten out of the bar ahead of him?


  Reggie didn’t know and he had no inclination to wait and ask questions. With one last incredulous look over his shoulder he wheeled and loped across the lobby, down the marble steps, through the club’s revolving doors and into the street.


  He walked swiftly, mopping his forehead with his handkerchief.


  The experience had been an unnerving one. When he reached the end of the block he hailed a cab and gave the driver the address of another bar.


  As the cab rolled across the Loop Reggie settled back and gnawed nervously at his finger nails. Thoughtful meditation and analysis were not his strongest suits; in fact any thinking at all was an annoying chore to him, but he felt now that he had better bend his brain to the problem of the dark little man whom he’d seen at the club.


  The chap was obviously interested in him, but why? There was no reasonable answer to that question, and there was no explanation to the way the little fellow had popped up outside the bar, when Reggie had seen him, a split-second before, inside the bar.


  REGGIE was still stewing over these matters when the cab came to a stop before a swanky glitter joint which catered to afternoon revellers and jitterbugs of both sexes.


  Inside the smoky, dimly lighted den of din and discord Reggie forgot his troubles long enough to order a drink, his fifth of the afternoon. He was conscious of a vague buzzing between his ears and there was a pleasant mellow glow in the region of his solar plexus.


  Had it not been for his disturbing experience at the Midland club, he would have been feeling very, very fine.


  When his drink arrived he sipped it appreciatively and glanced about the crowded bar, looking for a familiar face. In one corner of the room he saw a tall young man in tweeds lounging against the wall with a drink in his hand. With a glad cry Reggie scrambled from his bar stool and lurched across the crowded floor, weaving his way with drunken dexterity through the jitterbugging maniacs.


  “Hi!” he cried, when he reached the tweed-clad young man’s side. “How’ve you been, Ricky? Have a drink?”


  “Been fine,” the young man answered. “Got a drink. Name isn’t Ricky.”


  “Not Ricky?” Reggie shook his head frowning. “Could’ve sworn you were good old Ricky Davis, chap I knew at school. Well, how’re things?”


  “Good,” the young man answered. “Have a drink?”


  “Got one,” Reggie said. “Got to go now. It’s been nice seeing you again, Ricky.”


  He started to weave his way back to the bar. Suddenly he stopped, his eyes focusing in fascination on the figure of a man at the bar. A man who had appropriated the seat which Reggie had vacated.


  The man was small and dark. His eyes were narrow and inscrutable. He was the same person Reggie had seen at the club.


  The breath left Reggie’s lungs in a rush.


  Obviously the man had followed him here!


  As he stood, transfixed, in the middle of the floor, the man turned and looked straight at him, a peculiar thoughtful expression on his dark face. After studying Reggie for a long interval he turned slowly back to the bar.


  Reggie swallowed what was left of his drink in one gulp, but the liquor had no effect on him. After the shock he’d received it would take liquid dynamite to bolster him up.


  He reeled back to the tall young man who was leaning against the wall.


  “Ricky!” he cried hoarsely. “I’m being followed. Axis agents are after me.”


  “Name isn’t Ricky,” the tall young man said. “Why?”


  “Why what?” Reggie said blankly. He seemed to have fumbled the conversational ball. He wished the young man would speak with more clarity and add a few articles and pronouns to his sentences.


  “Why are they following you?” the young man said peevishly. “Nothing better to do?”


  “That’s just it,” Reggie said. “I don’t know why I’m being followed. But everywhere I go this little man sticks to me like a postage stamp.”


  “Where is he now?”


  Reggie pointed dramatically at the dark little man.


  “At the bar. He took the stool I left. He’s right between that fat old man and that young girl with the red hair.”


  THE tweed-clad young man stared in the direction of Reggie’s pointing finger, then he frowned and glanced down at Reggie.


  “Any pink elephants, yet?”


  “I’m not drunk,” Reggie said indignantly. “That man has been following me like a conga partner all afternoon.”


  The tall young man patted Reggie patiently on the shoulder.


  “Sleep and rest will make a new man of you,” he said. “Go home. Go to bed. You’ve got hallucinations.”


  “Hallucinations!” Reggie cried over the din of the orchestra. “What do you mean? Don’t you see the man I mean? Right between the fat old man and the girl with the red hair?”


  The tweedish young man shook his head.


  “The stool between the fat old man and the red-haired girl is completely unoccupied,” he said in the patient voice of a man instructing a very young child.


  Reggie shook his head bewilderedly. There was a sudden cold hollow in the pit of his stomach. He opened and closed his mouth several times without producing a sound.


  “Are you serious?” he finally managed to gasp.


  “Certainly,” the young man answered. “There’s no one on the bar stool you left. You’re just seeing things. Take my advice and go home. You’ve had too much giggle water.”


  Reggie set his drink down hastily. For a long deliberate moment he studied the back of the dark little man at the bar. Then he shook his head dazedly. Maybe this was all some wild product of his imagination. Maybe he was having hallucinations . . .


  He shook his head again and then he shook hands with the young man in the tweed suit.


  “I’m going home, Ricky,” he said firmly. “Say hello to all the gang for me.”


  “Name isn’t Ricky,” the young man said, sipping from his drink, “but I’ll tell the boys you were asking.”


  “Good,” Reggie said.


  He left the crowded bar by a back entrance. The warm sunshine was pleasant and reassuring. People hurried past him, traffic surged in the streets, and everything was quite normal. He breathed a deep sigh and hailed a cab. He gave the driver the address of his apartment and then settled back against the soft leather cushions.


  Sleep was all he needed. That was all.


  WHEN he reached his apartment on the near North Side he had succeeded in convincing himself that his peculiar experiences of the afternoon were only products of his fevered imagination.


  As he let himself into his apartment he had firmly resolved to strictly ration his reading of comic strips and spy magazines. They were pretty strong meat if they weren’t handled with discretion.


  The pleasantly furnished living room of his apartment was shrouded in late-afternoon semi-darkness and, when he closed and locked the door behind him, he switched on the lights.


  The first thing he saw when he walked into the room was the little dark man whom he’d seen at the Club and at the bar a few minutes previously.


  The dark little man was sitting in a straight chair, his hands resting on his knees. There was a faint smile on his face as he studied Reggie with calm, inscrutable eyes.


  Reggie staggered back a few steps, clapping one hand hysterically to his forehead. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He had left this man at a bar in the Loop, but here he was now, sitting calmly and unconcernedly in the living room of his apartment.


  “How did you get in here?” he gasped.


  The dark little man stood up and smiled.


  “Is that important?” he asked softly. “I am here and that is all that matters.”


  Reggie swallowed loudly. There was something disturbing about the calm ambiguity of the man’s statement. He rubbed his damp palms together nervously.


  “Can I get you a drink?” he blurted.


  The dark little man shook his head slowly.


  Reggie looked at him uneasily, noticing him in detail for the first time. He was small, hardly more than five feet two and he was slenderly built. His hair was jet black and it combed straight back from a high, delicate forehead. He wore severely tailored black clothes that fitted his small frame without a wrinkle. But his eyes dominated his entire personality, for they were a cold chilling black, lusterless and unwinking, as unrevealing as twin diamonds.


  Reggie shivered slightly and looked wistfully toward the door of the apartment. He coughed nervously.


  “Sorry to seem rude,” he said, laughing weakly, “but I’ve got to be toddling off now. It’s been nice—er—running into you. There are magazines on the table, liquor in the ice box, so just make yourself at home.”


  He backed cautiously toward the door, smiling nervously.


  “Don’t wait up for me,” he said. “I’ve—”


  “Wait,” the dark little man said quietly, “I must talk with you.”


  “Some other time,” Reggie said, feeling behind him for the door knob. “Awfully rushed just now. Sorry but—”


  “Wait!” the little man said again, but this time his voice cracked like a whip. “Didn’t you hear me? I must talk with you?”


  REGGIE jumped at the cracking tone of the man’s voice. His hand jerked away from the door knob as if it were red hot.


  “Oh, you want to talk to me?” he said foolishly. “I didn’t understand you.”


  “My name,” the little man said, “is,” he paused and smiled cryptically, “Demise.”


  “Glad to know you,” Reggie said. “My name is—”


  “I know your name,” Mr. Demise said. “I know everything about you, Reginald Van Fiddler. I know things about you that you don’t know yourself.”


  “Do you now?” Reggie said, becoming interested in spite of himself. “For instance?”


  “I know that you are about to take a long trip,” Mr. Demise said.


  “That’s not news,” Reggie said. “My draft board just classified me 1-A. I’ll be taking a long trip very shortly.”


  “That is not the trip I am referring to,” Mr. Demise said. “You are going on a trip with me.”


  Reggie blinked. He couldn’t think of anyone with whom he would rather not take a trip than this dark, sinister little man who called himself Mr. Demise. What did Demise mean, anyway?


  “It’s nice of you, and all that,” he said, “but I don’t think I’ll be able to make it. My draft board might not like it.”


  “They will understand,” Mr. Demise said.


  “I don’t know about that,” Reggie said. He was beginning really to worry. There was something damnably inevitable about Mr. Demise’s calm statements. “They’re pretty ticklish about such things. I think we’d just better forget the whole idea.”


  “That is impossible,” Mr. Demise said.


  Reggie rubbed his moist palms on his trouser legs.


  “Who are you?” he asked hesitantly. “Have you been following me around all day just to sell me on the idea of a trip? Are you from Cook’s tours?”


  Mr. Demise smiled and shook his head.


  “I am not interested in selling you the idea of a trip. I am simply telling you that you are going on a trip. I have already made all the arrangements. There is nothing that can possibly change them.”


  “Where am I going?” Reggie asked. His voice was a whisper.


  “With me,” Mr. Demise said.


  “That’s no answer,” Reggie said, clutching at straws. “Who are you? Where are you going?”


  Mr. Demise smiled again, very faintly. He walked slowly to the mantelpiece and plucked a rose from a vase. His hand closed gently over the flower as he turned to face Reggie.


  “Perhaps this will answer your questions,” he said softly.


  He opened his hand and dropped the flower to the floor at Reggie’s feet. Reggie’s eyes widened in sheer amazement.


  Reggie looked at the seared rose, and then he knew . . .!


  FOR the soft glowing beauty of the flower was faded forever. It lay on the floor, a blackened, dead reminder of its former glory.


  “It’s dead,” he said incredulously. “It withered at the touch of your hand.”


  MR. DEMISE nodded slowly and there was a wistful sadness in his face.


  “All living things die at my touch,” he said. “For I am Death!”


  “Death!” Reggie echoed. For an instant he stared blankly at Mr. Demise. “Death!” he repeated. “Why that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.” He actually felt a sensation of relief in the realization that he’d been entertaining some loony instead of an Axis agent as he’d feared. “You’re off your trolley,” he said to Mr. Demise. “You’d better get moving before your keeper finds you. Death! What a gag!”


  “I assure you it is not a gag,” Mr. Demise said slowly. “Your time is near at hand and I have been sent to take you to the land of Darkness.”


  “Think again, chum,” Reggie said emphatically. “I’m not going to Harlem with you or anyone else and that’s final.”


  “It is useless to protest,” Mr. Demise said. “Your destiny is sealed. You must come with me.”


  “You are plain balmy,” Reggie said. “I’ve never heard a sillier yarn in my life. So you’re Death, are you?”


  Mr. Demise nodded. “I am one of his agents.”


  “Changing your story a little, aren’t you?” Reggie said triumphantly. “Well, since when has Death been announced by personal messengers? A man steps in front of a car. He’s killed. That’s all there is to it. There aren’t little black men standing on the curb pushing him into the street, are there? And they don’t come around a couple of hours in advance tipping him off, do they? No!”


  “When a mortal passes over,” Mr. Demise said, “there is always an agent of Death present superintending the details. But he is not always visible to his charge.”


  Reggie poured himself a drink and lit a cigarette.


  “Well, thanks just the same,” he said, “but I don’t want any special effects when I pass over. If there’s a messenger of Death around I don’t want to see him. Just let him stay invisible. That’s the way I want it.”


  Mr. Demise looked slightly pained. There was an embarrassed look on his normally expressionless features.


  “Usually the agent of Death is invisible,” he said. “In fact his orders are to remain invisible under all circumstances.”


  “Okay then,” Reggie said. “You’re breaking orders. Be a nice obedient chum now and fade away.”


  Mr. Demise shrugged and stepped backward—and suddenly he was gone! He had disappeared into thin air, soundlessly, instantaneously.


  “Why what?” Reggie said blandly. He started to sip his drink when suddenly the full realization of what had happened burst on him. The drink fell from his nerveless fingers with a crash.


  He stared frantically about the room.


  Mr. Demise was gone! It was incredible! It was unbelievable! But it was a fact!


  He poured himself another drink and drained it in one breathless gulp. He felt his reason tottering as his gaze swung desperately about the room.


  “Mr. Demise!” he cried. “Come back! Where are you!”


  “I am here before you,” Mr. Demise’s voice sounded in the air. “Are you convinced now?”


  Reggie mopped his forehead weakly.


  “Yes,” he gasped. “I’m convinced.”


  MR. DEMISE reappeared as suddenly as he had vanished. He smiled faintly at Reggie. He was apparently completely unruffled by his transformation.


  Reggie poured himself another drink with trembling fingers.


  “D-don’t do that any more,” he pleaded.


  “As you wish,” Mr. Demise said agreeably. “I am sorry if I shocked you. I can see now that it was a mistake to let you see me in the first place. I understand now why it is strictly forbidden.”


  Reggie drained his drink.


  “I wish you hadn’t decided to break regulations,” he said moodily. “I’ve never been so upset in all my life. Why didn’t you remain invisible, if you’re supposed to? You aren’t going to creep into people’s hearts if you pop up and announce yourself as an agent of Death and start making speeches about whisking them off to the Land of Darkness. People just don’t like that sort of thing. By all means stay invisible in the future.”


  Mr. Demise shuffled awkwardly and for the first time his poise seemed deserting him.


  “You’re absolutely right,” he said gloomily. “But I was curious.”


  “That’s a fine excuse,” Reggie said scathingly. “I should think they’d get a man of tact and diplomacy for your job. Not some nosy person whose curiosity runs away with him.”


  “You see,” Mr. Demise explained miserably, “you happened to be my first assignment. I’ve had no experience at all in this work and I was curious to see what kind of person I was going to take back with me. And I wanted to get a first-hand reaction from you.”


  Reggie mixed himself another drink. He was beginning to feel belligerent.


  “So?” he cried. “They sent an amateur down to get me, did they? I suppose I don’t rate an experienced escort. So they sent you. I’m surprised they didn’t just tell the office boy to do the job.”


  “Your levity is poor taste,” Mr. Demise observed frigidly. “I can assure you that I am perfectly qualified to act as your guide to the Other World. I have studied hard to perfect myself for my work and I was considered one of the outstanding pupils in the class which just graduated. You do not have to relieve your spite by making slighting references to my professional ability.”


  “Bah!” Reggie said. “If you have any professional ability it hasn’t been noticeable so far. You’re just out of some college, aren’t you? You talk like a college boy. You don’t make sense.”


  Mr. Demise looked hurt.


  “I’m sorry you’re taking this attitude,” he said. “I had hoped we could be friends.”


  “Friends!” Reggie shrieked. “Am I expected to be friendly with some ghoul who comes prowling around threatening to whisk me off to Eternity? What more do they expect of me? To pay my own way too, I suppose.”


  “Your passage will be taken care of at the other end,” Mr. Demise said. “Since you have taken such an ungracious stand we will not dally further.”


  “NOW wait a minute,” Reggie said. He felt his throat getting dry. The prospects of Death were not pleasant. He didn’t want to die right now. He had things to do. There was that badminton match next week with Snuffy Smith . . .


  “Can’t we put this thing off a while?” he asked hopefully. “There’s no sense in rushing things, I always say. Why don’t you go off and get yourself a lot of experience and then come back for me?”


  “That is impossible,” Mr. Demise said flatly. He drew from his inside coat pocket a slim black book which he opened to the first page. “You are first on my list and I must carry out my orders to the letter. All the information as to person, place and method is contained in this book and it would be impossible to change it.”


  “Place and method, eh?” Reggie said weakly. He ran a finger around the inside of his collar. “You mean you’ve got the dope there on how it’s going to happen and when it’s going to happen?”


  “Certainly,” Mr. Demise replied. “We don’t use a hit-or-miss method. Everything is worked out to a science. You, for instance, are—” Mr. Demise paused and shook his head. “No,” he continued, “I can’t tell you. That is also against instructions.”


  “You haven’t paid much attention to instructions so far,” Reggie said sulkily. “Can’t you give me a hint as to how I’m going to get it?”


  Mr. Demise shook his head firmly.


  “That would be an unthinkable breach of conduct,” he said, shaking his head severely and frowning. “Absolutely unthinkable.”


  “All right,” Reggie said resignedly. There was no point, he realized, in arguing with this inhuman icicle. “But let’s have a drink before we get down to—er—business.”


  “I am not allowed to drink while on duty,” Mr. Demise said primly.


  “For gosh sakes,” Reggie said disgustedly, “you weren’t thinking about your precious orders and regulations when you followed me around, scaring the hell out of me. Oh no! That was all right. But when I ask you to do a little something outside the letter of your instructions it’s no soap. If there’s anything fair in that I can’t see it.”


  Mr. Demise shuffled uncomfortably.


  “It was indiscreet of me to allow you to see me,” he said thoughtfully. “Perhaps your objection is justifiable. It might square things a bit if I would take a drink with you. Not that I would expect to enjoy the stuff but it seems the fair thing to do.”


  “Fine,” Reggie said.


  He mixed two drinks in somber silence. Because he realized that it was probably the last time he would ever perform that pleasant chore, he put his heart and soul into the task and when he finally handed Mr. Demise his drink it was a veritable masterpiece.


  Mr. Demise drank the drink—it was a double Martini with a splash of Quantro—in one long appreciative gulp. He set the glass down and sighed contentedly.


  “Another?” Reggie suggested hopefully.


  “No,” Mr. Demise said, “one is plenty. As a matter of fact,” he said, “that’s the first drink I ever had. Alcohol is one of our finest helpers but we aren’t supposed to touch it. Personally I think its intoxicating effect is greatly overrated.”


  REGGIE leaned forward and there was a peculiar gleam in his eyes.


  “So that was your first drink, eh?” he asked. “And you don’t feel anything?”


  “Not a thing,” said Mr. Demise. “Of course I notice a certain glow, but that’s all.”


  “Just a certain glow, eh?” Reggie said.


  “Thash all,” Mr. Demise said. He sat down suddenly. “And my tongue ish a lil’ thick.”


  “Well, that’s only natural,” Reggie said. He mixed another drink and there was a cryptic smile on his lips. “Alcohol is a peculiar thing. One drink will addle a person’s wits and the second will act as an antidote. Strange, isn’t it?”


  Mr. Demise rocked slightly in the chair. His coal-black eyes were a bit glazed. “Ish very strange,” he conceded.


  “Possibly you’d like to try the antidote?” Reggie said casually.


  “Might not be a bad idea,” said Mr. Demise.


  Reggie handed him the second drink and watched contentedly as Mr. Demise drank it down. Mr. Demise set down the glass.


  “You wush right,” he said, slumping against the back of the chair. “Absolutely right. Second drink ish an antidote. Jush what I needed.”


  “Absolutely,” Reggie agreed solemnly.


  Mr. Demise closed his eyes but he opened them almost immediately. He struggled up to a sitting position.


  “I hash something to do,” he muttered. His hand groped into the inside of his coat, returned with the slim black book. “Very important,” he mumbled. “First assignment. Can’t have any slip ups.”


  Reggie moistened his lips nervously. He eyed the little black book carefully. That might be the way . . .


  “How about another drink, old boy,” he said heartily. He mixed one quickly, handed it to Mr. Demise. Mr. Demise took it in his left hand and Reggie deftly plucked the black book from his right hand. Mr. Demise appeared not to notice the exchange. He drank the drink methodically.


  Reggie tossed the book under a coffee table.


  Mr. Demise climbed unsteadily to his feet.


  Reggie took him by the arm. “What say we go out and have a few quick antidotes?” he suggested.


  Mr. Demise nodded stupidly. He mumbled something unintelligible and allowed Reggie to lead him to the door. Reggie’s brain was working at full speed. If he could just ditch Mr. Demise and get back to the book everything might be saved. His idea was sheer brilliance . . .


  THEIR first destination was a bar. Reggie found a cab, shoved Mr. Demise inside and ordered the driver to one of the dozens of friendly bars with which he was familiar.


  At the first stop Mr. Demise had two more drinks. When he had drained the second Reggie hauled him to his feet and started for another palate palace. His object was to keep Mr. Demise so bewildered and drunk that he would forget his job.


  For a while he succeeded. Mr. Demise followed him helplessly from bar to bar and sat tottering on high stools happily pouring fiery intoxicants into his already overburdened stomach.


  But finally he reached the state of saturation where the liquor produced a steadily diminishing effect. Reggie watched him worriedly and ordered more and more drinks.


  But it was no use.


  In spite of the enormous quantities of liquor he had consumed, Mr. Demise was slowly sobering up. His face was losing its blank expression and an intelligent gleam was creeping back into his eyes.


  He began to fumble uncertainly through his pockets, a worried expression settling over his features.


  Reggie slapped him on the back resoundingly.


  “Have a drink!” he shouted into his ear.


  Mr. Demise shook his head stubbornly.


  “Got a job to do,” he muttered. He went slowly through his pockets and an expression of horror replaced the worried look on his face.


  “Where’s my book?” he gasped. “I’ve lost my book! This is terrible. I’ve got to find it!”


  “What book?” Reggie asked innocently.


  “The book with all the names and places and dates and methods,” Mr. Demise moaned. “I’ve lost it.”


  Reggie shrugged philosophically.


  “Too bad,” he said. “But things are never as black as they seem. Maybe it’ll turn up somewhere. The thing to do is just sit tight until someone finds it and reports it.”


  “I can’t wait,” wailed Mr. Demise. “These things have to happen on schedule. There’d be an awful rumpus in the complaint department if I started sending people up there haphazardly. And I don’t even remember whom I’ve got on the list. You’re the only one I’m sure of.”


  Reggie choked on his drink.


  “Yes,” Mr. Demise went on obliviously, “you’re the first. I’m sure of that much. And I’d better send you along right away. I’ll do that much correctly, at least.”


  “Now, just a minute,” Reggie said, “how’re you sure you’ve got me right? I looked at that book and I don’t think I’m the man you want at all.”


  “You looked at the book!” cried Mr. Demise with sudden suspicion. “So that’s where it went. That’s why you got me drunk. You stole my book, hoping to evade your destiny, didn’t you?”


  “Nothing of the sort,” Reggie said, forcing a note of outraged indignation into his voice.


  “Yes you did,” Mr. Demise said. “I’m not going to wait a second longer in your case. Mr. Fiddler, prepare yourself for a long trip and don’t plan on coming back.”


  REGGIE realized that the jig was up. Mr. Demise had a grim business-like note in his voice and there was no hope of prolonging things further. Drastic action was needed, not discussion.


  With a leap like a startled gazelle Reggie left his stool and bounded for the door. Before Mr. Demise could turn around, he was in the street, shouting frantically for a cab.


  A cab pulled to the curb and Reggie leaped into its dark interior. Over his shoulder he saw Mr. Demise stagger from the bar, a wrathful expression stamped on his dark features.


  The cab started away with a roar. Reggie shouted his address at the driver and squirmed about to peek out the rear window.


  He saw Mr. Demise clambering into another cab.


  “Hurry!” he shouted to his driver.


  “Life or death, eh?” the cabby said conversationally.


  Reggie winced. “You said it.”


  The cab caromed around corners, hit the Outer Drive and hurled along like a frightened cotton-tail until it reached the near North side, where it swung west and sped through the labyrinthine streets that led to Reggie’s apartment.


  From the rear window Reggie could see Mr. Demise’s cab speeding after them, steadily closing the gap. His palms were moist and the effects of the liquor had completely faded, leaving him horribly sober. There was nothing funny about this predicament.


  His cab jolted to a stop and Reggie threw a bill at the driver and leaped out and raced into the foyer of his building.


  By a miraculous stroke of luck the elevator was not in use. He slammed the door and jabbed the button and the car started upward with a jerk. He breathed a long shuddering sigh of relief. Maybe there would yet be time . . .


  The elevator stopped at his floor. Just as he opened the door and stepped out, the elevator suddenly dropped back down the shaft. One of his legs dangled down the shaft. With a startled squawk he pulled himself onto the floor landing.


  Mr. Demise obviously meant business. If he’d been in that elevator everything would be all over now. As it was he still had a chance.


  He let himself into his apartment, switched on the light and dove underneath the coffee table. The black book of doom was still there. Frantically Reggie opened it to the first page, found his own name.


  He jerked a pencil from his pocket . . .


  He was still scribbling furiously when the door of the apartment banged open and Mr. Demise strode into the room, his face black as a thundercloud.


  Reggie dropped the pencil and hid the book from view with his body.


  “So!” Mr. Demise cried. “You would try to escape?”


  He raised both hands commandingly in the air.


  Before he could move again Reggie wheeled about.


  “Just a minute,” he shrieked. He held out the slim black book to Mr. Demise. “I was sure a mistake had been made. Here! Look for yourself.”


  “I want no more of your tricks,” Mr. Demise warned ominously.


  “This is no trick,” Reggie said. “You should be grateful to me for catching the error in time.”


  MR. DEMISE took the book from Reggie and examined it carefully. The frown gradually faded from his face as his eyes lingered on the page. He shuffled his feet awkwardly and cleared his throat.


  “It seems,” he said in a small, chastened voice, “that a mistake has been made.”


  Reggie’s heart pounded with hope.


  “It certainly has,” he said. “This entire affair should be reported to someone. That’s what happens when you put inexperienced men on the job. You wind up with a bungled mess.”


  “I don’t know how it happened,” Mr. Demise said miserably. “All I can say is I’m sorry.”


  “Fine thing,” Reggie said stuffily. “Mess up your job like this and then say you’re sorry. I’d advise, Demise, that you lay off the liquor when you’re supposed to be working.”


  “I will in the future,” Mr. Demise said humbly.


  “See that you do,” Reggie said sternly. “Now I’d say you’d better get to work on that first assignment.”


  “Yes, I will,” Mr. Demise said. With drooping shoulders he moved slowly to the door. With his hand on the knob he turned again to Reggie.


  “I hate to be a pest,” he said, “but I’m afraid I don’t know how to go about this job. Maybe you could help me. Where can I find this fellow?”


  Reggie chuckled and began to mix himself a drink.


  “I’d advise you to try Berchtesgaden,” he said. “Just ask anyone you meet. They’ll tell you where you can find Adolf Hitler.”


  “Thank you,” Mr. Demise said gratefully. “I won’t slip up on this one.”


  “See that you don’t,” Reggie said.


  THE CHAMELEON MAN


  First published in the January 1943 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Perfect adaptation, that’s what it was. When a human being can blend with his surroundings, funny things can happen!


  I’VE GOT an office in the Daily Standard building and sometimes when things are slow in my line—theatrical bookings—I drift upstairs and talk to the guy who writes the column, The Soldier’s Friend, for the Standard.


  On this particular morning I walked into his office and found it empty so I sat down and waited, figuring he was downstairs getting a mug of coffee. After I cleaned my nails and glanced through Jake’s mail I propped my feet up on the desk and relaxed.


  Things in my line were strictly stinkeroo. With the army taking an option on every available hunk of male flesh, it made it pretty tough to get acts together. Of course, I still had a few dollies to peddle, but the situation don’t look too good there, what with the WAVES and the WAACS and the demand from factories for powder-puff riveters.


  I sighed and moodily contemplated my uncreased trouser legs and thought of my non-existent bank balance. Whoever said war was hell, sure hit the nail on the head.


  The door opened and I heard a shuffle of footsteps on the floor. I tipped my derby back and looked up, expecting to see Jake, but the office was empty.


  The door was standing open and I scratched my head. Maybe it had blown open. Then I remembered the sound of footsteps I’d heard and my bewilderment increased.


  “Hello,” a voice said.


  My feet came down from the desk with a crash. I sat up straight and stared about the small room.


  “Who said that?” I demanded.


  “I did. I’m right here.” It was the same voice and I jerked my head in the direction of the sound.


  For an instant I didn’t see a thing. But then, my eyes seemed suddenly to focus, and I saw a tall, lanky young man standing a few feet from me. He had a shock of straw colored hair and mild blue eyes. He wore a light suit.


  “Can you see me now?” he asked, and his voice sounded strained, as if he were exerting himself in some manner.


  “Yes, I can see you,” I said. I was a little nettled. “What do you mean coming in and scaring people that way?”


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just can’t help it. I’ll have to relax now.”


  “You’ll have to what? Are you—”


  I broke off and goggled. The young man had completely disappeared. My forehead was suddenly damp with nervous perspiration. I closed my eyes and forced myself to think calmly. This was some trick of my imagination. I’d been working too hard. My nerves were shot. I’d have to take a rest.


  I opened my eyes cautiously. The room was empty. I drew a relieved breath.


  “I’m sorry if I frightened you,” a familiar voice said apologetically. “But, you see, I can’t help it.”


  I stood up warily and peered about the room.


  “Where are you?” I whispered.


  “Right here in front of you.”


  “If you’re a mahout for pink elephants, I don’t want to see you,” I said. “Go away.”


  “Please,” the young man’s voice was plaintive, “I need your advice. I’m in trouble.”


  “That’s too bad,” I said, edging toward the door.


  “Please listen to me. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  “From your viewpoint, no,” I said.


  “If you’ll look carefully you can see me,” the voice said. “That’s what bothers most people. I mean not being able to see me.”


  “How stupid of them to be bothered by a little thing like that,” I said, trying not to gibber. But in spite of my common sense I did peer closely at the area the young man had occupied and I saw a very remarkable thing.


  I SAW the vague, indistinct shape of the straw-haired, blue-eyed young man standing exactly where I had seen him the first time. But the effect was so uncertain and shadowy that I was hardly able to trust my eyes.


  The young man seemed to blend into the background, which happened to be a desk, water cooler and wall, so evenly and completely that it was impossible to see him at all.


  But even so, seeing him, however fuzzily, was a relief.


  “It’s a good trick,” I said cautiously.


  “It’s not a trick,” the young man said, aggrieved. “It’s something I can’t help.”


  “Oh yeah? Well how does it happen that I was able to see you when you came in?”


  “I was exerting my will power,” the young man said. “But that’s awfully tiring. I had to relax a moment or so and when I did you weren’t able to see me quite so distinctly.”


  I found my curiosity stirring. Maybe the guy was a crackpot or phony, but it wouldn’t hurt to hear his story. In my line, with things as lean as they are, you can’t afford to miss any bets.


  “What makes you pop on and off like an electric light?” I asked. “Must be a tiring way to go through life.”


  “You don’t know the half of it,” the young man said mournfully. “I’ve only been this way for a few months, but it seems like it’s been years.”


  “Well, go on,” I said. “Spill your troubles. Why should Mr. Anthony have all the fun?”


  “What?”


  “Never mind. Shoot.”


  “I’m not sure what causes me to fade-out like this. I’ve been to a half dozen doctors and psychiatrists and they aren’t sure either. But it has something to do with personality development, they think. The last psychiatrist I visited told me that I had a very colorless personality and abnormal inhibitions and frustrations. He said that my present condition was a physical manifestation of my colorless personality.”


  I shook my head disgustedly.


  “That sounds about as asinine as the droolings of the average psychiatrist,” I muttered. “He didn’t know and spent an hour saying so, I’ll bet.”


  “It’s awful,” the young man sighed disconsolately. “I can make myself visible for a little while but it’s awfully tiring. The rest of the time I go around like a ghost. I blend into the background so completely that people just don’t notice me at all. It’s just like not being alive.”[*]


  I studied the vague shape of the young man carefully. I could see him, but only by straining my eyes. The whole thing was amazing. Looking carefully, I realized that the young man was not invisible; he was just easy to miss because he was so inconspicuously blended into the background of the office.


  “You’d probably have a fine time on a patch work quilt,” I said.


  The young man shuddered.


  “Please don’t joke,” he said imploringly. “I’m in real trouble. I need help.”


  “I’ll say you do,” I said. “But I don’t see what I can do for you.”


  “It’s this,” the young man said. “My draft board just deferred me with a 4-F classification. They told me I wouldn’t be any good in my present shape. So there.”


  I looked at the young phantom.


  “Well—go on!”


  “Go on? That’s all there is to it. They’ve rejected me. They won’t take me.”


  “And that’s your problem?”


  “Naturally.”


  I SHOOK my head. It takes all kinds, I guess.


  “Now listen to me,” I said. “If the army doesn’t want you, consider yourself lucky.”


  “But I want to get in,” the young man protested. “I won’t feel right until I am in service.”


  “You left that psychiatrist too soon,” I muttered. “Anyway, what do you expect me to do?”


  “Why, I was sure you could help me,” the young man said. “You’re the Soldier’s Friend, aren’t you? You write the column of advice to the Yanks in the Standard, don’t you?”


  I got it then. This wraith thought I was the Soldier’s Friend. That’s why he was spilling himself to me.


  He continued. “You know all the angles of the various branches of the Service, and I hoped you’d be able to recommend some branch that could use me. I’m willing to do anything or go anywhere. If you’ll help me I’ll put myself completely in your hands.”


  “Now just a minute,” I said. “You’ve got the wrong idea. The guy you want to see—”


  I closed my big mouth with a snap. What was wrong with me? Were my brains on a permanent vacation? Here was opportunity hammering and banging at my door and I was too deaf to hear a sound.


  This hard-to-see young man was a natural for show business. I already had an act lined up that he would fit as neatly as five fingers in a glove. And he was practically begging me to take him under my wing.


  “Young man,” I said. “You impress me as being sincere and earnest. And for that reason I am going to try and help you.”


  “Oh, gosh, thanks.”


  “It’s the least I can do,” I said. “But,” I added sternly, “you’ve got to put yourself completely in my hands. You mustn’t question a thing I tell you to do. You see, this isn’t going to be easy. I’ll have to go about it in a rather roundabout way. And it may take a little while.”


  “Oh, I don’t care,” the young man said happily. “Anything you say is all right with me.”


  “Fine.” I glanced at my watch. “We’ve got to go now. You follow me.”


  “Sure, Mr.—”


  “Flannigan,” I said automatically.


  “But, Mr. Flannigan, that isn’t the name you use on your column.”


  “Naturally,” I said. “Very sharp of you to catch that. I might get you into Intelligence, even if only as a decoy. The name I use on the column is a pseudonym.”


  “Oh!”


  “Now come along with me.”


  I hurriedly got my young phantom out of the Soldier’s Friend office before anyone could butt in and ruin everything. When we were safely ensconced in my own office, I waved the young man to a chair.


  “What’s your name?” I asked.


  “Horatio Heely,” he replied.


  I WAS becoming more enthused every minute. Looking at him, or trying to look at him, seated in a chair, convinced me of his enormous potentialities. The chair was brown leather and, at first glance, the only thing that indicated that it was occupied, was a slight indentation in the seat and back of the chair. Horatio blended in perfectly with the deep brown of the chair and his face, which stuck up six or eight inches, was invisible against the grayness of the wall.


  “Maybe you could get me into the Coast Guard,” he said.


  I frowned. “I hardly think so,” I said. “I know the Commander over there but I don’t think I could swing it. Now, remember, you’re going to leave everything in my hands.”


  The door of my office opened then and a slim, stunning blonde walked in, followed by a tall, gaunt, sober individual with a gloomy face and deep black eyes. He wore a turban with an imitation jewel set in the center folds, squarely over his high forehead.


  “Hah!” this character cried. “I suppose again you will tell me there is nothing for Mystiffio The Great, today.”


  “Ix-nay,” I snapped. “Ut-shay up-yay!”


  The blonde looked at me, eyebrows raising.


  “What gives, mastermind?”


  This was the act I had in mind for Horatio. Mystiffio was a fair magician and his line of patter wasn’t bad. The blonde, whose name was Alice, acted as a prop, and with her looks and Mystiffio’s line they didn’t do badly. But with Horatio in the act it would be tremendous.


  He would blend perfectly into the stage background. Invisible, he could assist Mystiffio with the hocus-pocus and really produce some wonderful effects.


  Alice was still looking at me as if I’d gone batty.


  “Just trust Uncle,” I said hastily. “I got a great new angle for your act.”


  “You act as if you’ve been out in the sun too long,” Alice murmured. “But don’t mind me.”


  With a weary sigh she sank into the brown leather chair. And one-tenth of a second later she leaped to her feet with a scream. She wheeled about, hand raised to slap, and then as she stared at the seemingly empty chair, an expression of wonderment stole over her pretty face.


  “Oh!” she screamed, and leaped from the chair


  “What—I could have sworn I—” She turned to me pleadingly. “What is it? Am I going screwy or is there somebody sitting in that chair?”


  “Horatio,” I said. “Exert a little willpower and show yourself.”


  “All right, Mr. Flannigan,” Horatio’s voice from the chair answered.


  Mystiffio moved nervously toward the door.


  “I don’t believe it,” he said. His broad dark face was an unhappy mixture of fear and surprise.


  “Well, I’ll be darned!” Alice cried. She was staring at the chair, or rather at Horatio, who had suddenly become visible.


  I MADE the introductions quickly.


  “Now that’s enough, Horatio,” I said. “You can turn yourself off again. I don’t want you to wear out.”


  “Thanks,” Horatio said gratefully. He smiled faintly at Alice. “Pleased to have met you,” he said. Then he vanished into the brown background of the chair.


  “Get me a drink!” Mystiffio said. He grasped the edge of the desk and stared solemnly at the empty brown chair. “Get me two drinks.”


  “What is it?” Alice demanded. “How do you do it? Mirrors? Lighting? It’s terrific.”


  “It’s completely on the level. Now here’s the angle. I’m going to put this guy into your act. Wait’ll the crowds get a load of Mystiffio’s magic then. With Horatio in the background pulling the strings he’ll make Thurston look like an amateur parlor entertainer.”


  Mystiffio turned to me stiffly.


  “What,” he said frigidly, “makes you think I need an invisible man to help me in my act? I am perfectly capable of astounding and amazing an audience by myself.”


  “You’re quoting your own press notices now,” I said. “I know; I wrote ‘em.”


  “And what makes you think I’m not as good as Thurston?” Mystiffio asked in an injured voice.


  “Ah, temperament!” I murmured. I turned to Alice. “You work on him. You can see that Horatio will be a good thing, can’t you? You don’t want your act to die, do you?”


  “Mr. Flannigan.” It was Horatio. His voice sounded apologetic. “I don’t want to disturb you, but what has all this got to do with getting me into the army? You sound more like a booking agent than the Soldier’s Friend.”


  Alice looked at me.


  “Heel,” she said. “What kind of line are you giving him?”


  “Horatio,” I said. “I am disappointed. I expected a little trust from you. Didn’t I tell you it might be a little while before I got things set? This angle I’m working now will put you practically into the army.”


  “Yeah! How?”


  “I’m going to line you up doing an act for the U.S. O. Does that show you my heart’s in the right place?”


  “There will be a short pause for cat-calls and boos,” Alice murmured.


  “All right,” Horatio said with a sigh. “I’ll go along with you.”


  “Fine,” I said. “And just to get you used to army life I’m going to start paying you fifty bucks a month.”


  “You great big generous man,” Alice said and I think there was a twinge of sarcasm in her voice.


  “Now that’s no way to talk,” I said. “I’m doing the lad a favor.”


  “Yeah,” she said. “I’m sure you are. Just like a man picking up a dollar bill is doing the street cleaners a favor.”


  “You don’t understand my noble motives,” I said, “so I will not talk about them anymore. Tomorrow we start rehearsing the new act.”


  WELL, sir, it was absolutely amazing the way Horatio picked that act up. With his dexterous, invisible help Mystiffio performed like the paragon of all prestidigitators. Alice added a jolt of high-voltage eye-appeal to the ensemble, by smiling sweetly and wearing a black satin bathing suit that had been designed by some patriotic person who believed in saving material to the point of cutting down on essentials.


  I was sure, for the first time in my stretch in this loony business, that I had an option on a nice private little gold mine.


  And I wasn’t going to let anything upset my cartful of golden apples.


  “Okay,” I said. They were rehearsing on the stage of an empty theater which was owned by a guy I’d done some favors for. “You look pretty good, but don’t let it go to your head. The act needs a lot of work. Keep at it. I’m going out to get a sandwich.”


  Alice put her hands on her hips and looked down at me.


  “Everything is fifty-fifty with you, isn’t it?” she said. “We do the work, you get the money. Nice even split.”


  “Careful, beautiful,” I said. “You’ll die of your own poisons, if you don’t look out.” I waved to her and left. After I’d had a bite to eat, I went to see one of the biggest agents in the business, the guy who books all the acts into the Capitol in New York.


  “Look, Morry,” I said, when his secretary had ushered me into his office, which was big enough to hold the World Series in, “I’ve really got something terrific lined up.”


  Morry looked up at me and his little eyes were uninterested. He yawned and dusted a fleck of dust from the sleeve of his coat.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “It’s a magician’s act that—”


  Morry shook his head. “Magicians are dead. Who wants to see rabbits pulled out of a hat?”


  “This is different. This guy is good.”


  “All right, he’s good,” Morry said. “So what? We can’t use him.”


  “But you ought to at least see the act,” I pleaded. “It’s got a honey of a girl, too.”


  “Girl?” Morry glanced up and there was a flicker of interest in his little eyes.


  “Yeah, a honey.”


  “Well,” Morry shrugged. “I can’t promise anything, but we do need an act to fill in a spot within a week or so. But whatever I get has to be good. I can’t send bums to New York.”


  “I know. I know,” I said. My heart was hammering with hope. One break on the Stem and I’d be set. “When will you catch the act? Tomorrow be all right?”


  Morry nodded.


  I went back to the theatre walking about three feet from the ground. I felt I was in at last. It was a funny feeling I couldn’t analyze, but I knew I was going to be in.


  WHEN I walked into the little office back stage I found Alice there talking to Horatio.


  She was saying, “There should be something you could do for the Army, Horatio,” as I walked into the office.


  Horatio was standing by the desk, shoulders slumped. I had to look twice to make him out against the background of the desk and wall.


  Alice shut up when she saw me.


  “Horatio and I were just talking,” she said.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Now Horatio and I are going to do a little talking. Make yourself scarce.”


  Alice left and I turned to Horatio.


  “What kind of a line was she giving you?” I snapped.


  “Why, gosh, Mr. Flannigan,” Horatio stammered. “She was just trying to help me. She’s just as interested in getting me into the Army as you are. She’s a wonderful girl, Mr. Flannigan.”


  There was something in his voice that brought me up with a jolt. The kid had fallen for the girl as sure as I stood there.


  “Now, look,” I said gently. “You really want to get set with Uncle Sam, don’t you?”


  “Why, sure.”


  “Then listen to me. I’m doing everything I can for you. And I’ve got a deal all lined up. I was just over at the Army recruiting station and I think everything is set. Not right away, but pretty soon.”


  “Gosh, that’s wonderful.”


  “Now you know who your friend is.” I came over beside him and put my hand on his shoulder. “I got a little piece of advice for you that I want you to take to heart. Stay away from this kid, Alice. She’s no good for you.”


  “Now just a minute. You can’t—”


  “I’m sorry, kid,” I said. I let my hand fall from his shoulder. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you, but—”


  “Tell me what?”


  “It’s only for your own good I’m doing this. That pretty little blonde is just going to play you for a sucker. She’s already married.”


  Horatio gasped. He must have been pretty sold on the girl.


  “I don’t believe it,” he cried.


  “It’s God’s truth.”


  “Who is the man?” Horatio cried brokenly.


  “Mystiffio.”


  “Mystiffio!”


  I nodded slowly. “It’s a tough break, kid, but the sooner you forget her the better.” I had already decided I’d get rid of her. She wouldn’t be hard to replace. Horatio was my gold mine and I didn’t want anyone to do a scorched-earth job on him.


  “But she never told me,” he muttered.


  “Naturally,” I said. “She’ll probably even deny she’s married to him now, but don’t let that fool you.”


  “No, sir,” Horatio said. “She won’t make a sucker out of me.” His anger must have subconsciously affected his visibility mechanism for he was visible and his lean jaw was hard, but there was a hurt look in his clear blue eyes.


  “That’s the boy,” I said. “Just remember who your friends are and you won’t go wrong.”


  “I won’t, Mr. Flannigan,” he promised solemnly.


  THE next afternoon Morry arrived to see the act. He was dressed in a natty pin stripe suit and he wore a big yellow carnation in the buttonhole, but his sallow face was impassive.


  I escorted him down the dark empty theatre to the front row.


  “Just hold your breath now,” I told him. “I’ll have the act on stage in a jiffy.”


  He yawned and glanced at his watch.


  “I haven’t got long,” he said.


  I went backstage and found Alice.


  “Hurry up,” I said. “Morry is waiting.”


  She looked at me as if I’d just crawled out from the wainscoating. “I’ve just talked to the kid,” she said. “He thinks I’m poison. What kind of a yarn have you been feeding him?”


  “Me? Why, honey, that hurts. Do you think your Uncle Patrick would breathe an unkind word about you?”


  “Well, it’s mighty strange,” she said. “He won’t even tell me what’s biting him.”


  “I wouldn’t pay any attention to him,” I said. “Perhaps it’s all for the best.”


  “Hmmm,” she said, eyeing me shrewdly.


  “Come on now, be a good kid and get things rolling. A lot depends on this you know.”


  I went back and joined Morry.


  Well the act was terrific. Mystiffio had Morry’s eyes sticking out inside of thirty seconds. I hadn’t told Morry about Horatio. I figured I’d let that angle ride for a while.


  But Morry was really impressed.


  “The guy is good,” he said. “The things he does don’t seem humanly possible.”


  Of course he didn’t know that most of the effects were being created by the invisible Horatio but what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. And he didn’t miss Alice, either. When she came on stage in her cute, abbreviated little costume, he straightened up and opened his eyes.


  “The kid is nice,” he murmured.


  “Are we in?” I demanded.


  “Can’t say yet. I gotta talk to the act but I’d say your chances were pretty good.”


  I almost swooned with happiness. The break I’d been waiting for all my life was here at last. The golden apples were about ready to drop into my lap.


  WHEN Mystiffio finished his routine I took Morry backstage. I found Alice.


  “Here she is, Morry,” I said. “And she’s just as nice as she looks.” I shoved Alice toward him. “Be nice, baby,” I hissed in her ear.


  Morry took one of her little hands and his eyes were interested.


  “I kinda like the act,” he said. “If you could find time to be nice to me I might like it a whole lot.”


  Alice takes her hand back as if it had accidentally brushed something slimy.


  “I’m sorry but I don’t go with the act,” she snapped. “There are some things worth more to me than three meals a day and a paycheck.”


  “Okay, sister,” Morry said without expression. He turned to me. “Guess I made a mistake coming up here. The act is lousy.”


  “Now wait a minute,” I yelled. “You said it was good. You can’t walk out now.” I wheeled to Alice. “Baby, baby, don’t do this to me. Tell him you’re sorry.”


  Mystiffio came up behind us while we were talking.


  “What is the matter?” he asked. I noticed he put an arm around Alice’s shoulders. I was too distraught to think about it.


  “Nothing’s wrong,” I said desperately. “Alice just took offense at something Morry said. Nobody meant any harm.”


  Mystiffio drew himself up straight and he grabbed Morry by the lapels. Morry struggled to free himself but he was pinioned helplessly.


  “You cad! You bounder!” Mystiffio roared. “Do you mean you’ve been making advances to my daughter?”


  Daughter! How do you like that! That just goes to show you never to trust people.


  Morry pulled himself loose.


  “You’re all crazy,” he shouted. “Lemme out of here.”


  He wheeled and started away, but before he had taken two strides he collided with a solid, unyielding, invisible substance.


  He backed away a few steps, his mouth working in terror.


  “What is it?” he screamed.


  “I’m sorry,” Horatio’s voice sounded in the air a few feet from Morry.


  Morry’s face went white; he stared wildly about for another instant and then charged madly out of the theatre, screaming in terror.


  I CHASED after him, but it was a hopeless effort. When I got to the sidewalk he was gone. Moodily I slumped back into the theatre and went backstage. My big opportunity was gone, but I still had Horatio.


  I found Alice in the office and she was alone. She smiled sweetly when she saw me.


  “You too, Brutus,” I muttered. Then I thought about my meal ticket and looked worriedly around the room.


  “Where’s Horatio?” I snapped.


  “Horatio,” she smiled, “is gone. Too bad you missed him. He would have liked to say goodbye.”


  “Goodbye!” I shrieked. “Where’s he going?”


  “Into the Army,” Alice said sweetly. “Isn’t it wonderful?”


  “You’re crazy,” I shouted. “The Army won’t take him.”


  “I arranged a little something for him,” Alice said. “I’m sure he’ll be very useful in the camouflage department.”


  Camouflage!


  I groaned and sank into a chair.


  “Yes,” Alice said pleasantly, “when he learned that Mystiffio was my father—not my husband as you so cleverly told him—he was quite angry for a while. But of course he felt better when he thought it over. And he was very happy to take my suggestion to apply for a commission in the camouflage. I think Horatio and I are going to get along nicely.”


  I groaned again.


  Mystiffio stuck his head in the door.


  “Goodbye,” he said. “Ready, dear?”


  “Yes,” Alice said, moving to the door. “I’m ready.”


  “Now wait a minute,” I cried. “Where are you two going? You’re the last act I’ve got.”


  “I am enlisting!” Mystiffio said proudly.


  “As what?”


  “Signal corps, in charge of messenger pigeons.”


  Mystiffio flapped his coat tail and a lone pigeon fluttered into the air. “I’ve had a lot of experience with the little devils.”


  I groaned again and dropped my head in my hands.


  What was left?


  When I looked up, Mystiffio and Alice had gone.


  For a moment I sat there staring about the quiet dusty office. Then I stood up and I knew what I was going to do.


  I put my hat on and walked out of the building. I didn’t stop walking until I reached the Marine recruiting office. A big poster said, “The Marines Promise You Action!”


  I walked in. Nothing could be worse than what I’d just been through. I felt contented for the first time in sixteen years.


  [*] The young man’s peculiar physical condition is not as fantastic and unprecedented as one might at first believe. Everyone has had the experience of meeting a person who makes almost no impression whatsoever on them. People with such anemia of the personality are constantly being forgotten, overlooked even by friends who know them well. Their presence in a room will be unobserved for several minutes and, frequently, such people will be completely ignored, even when they are sitting or standing in plain view. In nature, the chameleon has similar properties but for a definite reason, namely that of defense against its stronger enemies. The chameleon blends perfectly into the brown and green foliage of its native habitat and even the marvelously keen eyes of its natural enemies are unable to detect its presence. It is not impossible to conceive that the same camouflaging property could develop in a human being.


  Nature might appreciate the difficulty of a retiring, sensitive person to mingle with his more vivid fellow creatures, and so clothe him with a defensive armor of practical invisibility to insulate him against the attacks of those with stronger personalities. Readers of Fantastic Adventures will remember John York Cabot’s classic, “The Man the World Forgot,” as an exposition of this theme. Unexplained instances of men and women “disappearing” from normal environments might be simply cases of submerged personalities which did not “disappear” but were simply and tragically forgotten.


  VISITOR TO EARTH


  First published in the February 1943 issue of Amazing Stories.


  The advertisement could have been a gag; but the Axis and a reporter thought otherwise.


  I WAS sitting at my desk in the city room of the Washington Chronicle, glancing through the paper, when my eye landed on an advertisement tucked away in the bottom of the Business Opportunities column.


  The ad was simple and curt; it said: “Secret Weapon Available—Reasonable Contact Mart Shean, 2250 Constitution I took my feet down from my desk and began scratching my head. This was obviously a gag of some sort but, with the country at war, things like this just weren’t funny any more.


  My city editor, Williams, walked over to my desk with a copy of the paper in his hand. He was scowling under his green eyeshade.


  “Have you seen this?” he said, shoving the ad section under my nose. I noticed that he had circled with blue pencil the same ad that had caught my attention.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Is this the first day it’s been run?”


  Williams shook his head. “It was in yesterday and the day before. All the papers in town have carried it.” He tapped a pencil against his teeth and frowned. “What do you think it is, Mac?”


  “I haven’t the remotest idea,” I said truthfully and cheerfully. “Apparently it’s a gag of some sort. Was it phoned in?”


  “Yes,” Williams said. “I checked on that. I think there might be a story behind this somewhere. At least, a good humorous feature. Get on it, Mac.”


  He waddled away and I sighed and prepared to go to work. I sharpened a pencil, put on my hat and left the building of the Chronicle. I took a cab to the address listed in the ad. It was a small office building in an outlying business building.


  I consulted the building directory and found a Mart Shean listed on the twelfth floor. That was my man.


  The glazed glass door of Mart Shean’s office was blank except for his name. I stood there uncertainly for a moment and then put my hand on the knob. As I opened the door I heard footsteps behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a tall dark man with a slouch hat walking toward me along the otherwise deserted corridor. The slouch hat obscured most of his face and my only impression was of a lean narrow jaw and full-lipped mouth. The man paused an instant when he saw me. His hands were jammed into the side pockets of his coat and he seemed to be studying me with peculiar intensity. Finally he turned and walked quickly back down the corridor and disappeared around the corner.


  I shrugged and opened the door of the office. A mild pleasant voice said:


  “Won’t you please come in?”


  I looked and saw a small, neatly dressed man sitting behind a desk in the corner of the room. The office was small and comfortably furnished. Sun poured in symmetrical slits through a Venetian blind that covered the only window and there were several extra chairs arranged about the office. There was a rather large closet in one corner and its door was closed. From the physical appearance of the office it was impossible to tell just what Mart Shean’s business was.


  I turned my attention to the man behind the desk who was regarding me with bright pleasant eyes. He was small and frail but he somehow gave the impression of perfect health. Possibly it was because of the redness of his skin and the shining luster of his dark, carefully combed hair. His ears were small and pointed and his lips were slightly full. But his eyes held my attention. They seemed to be of one solid color, a deep grayish-green, and there was a peculiar suggestion of infinite intelligence in their depths.


  “Won’t you please sit down?” he said politely. His voice was soft and smooth and absolutely without accent. It would have been impossible to judge the man’s nationality from his inflection or voice.


  “Thank you,” I said. I sat down, facing him. I was at a loss for a moment. There was something strangely disturbing in the little man’s quiet stare. I said, “Are you Mark Shean?”


  He nodded. “Yes, I am Mark Shean.” But he didn’t pronounce the ‘k’ and he slid the two words together. He continued to stare brightly at me. “What can I do for you?”


  I unfolded the ad section of the Chronicle and tossed it on his desk.


  “I came to see you about your ad,” I said.


  “Ah, that is excellent,” he murmured. “Are you from the War Department?”


  “Not exactly,” I said.


  He looked disappointed. “I was expecting someone from there,” he said. “Possibly their representative will come later.”


  “Ah—yes,” I said. “They’re pretty busy over there now.” I was beginning to feel slightly uneasy. The interview wasn’t going quite as I’d planned. I was supposed to be humoring some nut or practical joker to get a story out of him, but I had the strange sensation that the shoe was on the other foot.


  “And what can I do for you?” Mark Shean asked politely.


  “Well, I’m a newspaper man,” I said. “Frankly I was intrigued by your ad. I’d like to get the details of your secret weapon. You do have one, don’t you?”


  “Oh, yes. I’m happy that my ad attracted you. You see I haven’t, had much experience with that sort of thing and I was afraid that I hadn’t done it correctly. Since no one came to investigate I thought possibly that it was my fault.”


  “Oh, no,” I said. “But tell me, why didn’t you take this weapon of yours directly to the War Department?” Mark Shean frowned. “I wasn’t sure that that would be the thing to do. You see I’m a stranger here on Earth and I didn’t know the proper procedure under the circumstances. I—”


  “Pardon me, but—”


  “Yes?”


  I swallowed. The room seemed a little close.


  “Did you say you were a stranger here on Earth?” I asked.


  “Why yes,” the little man said. “I’ve only been here a few days. Naturally I knew considerably of your customs before I arrived, but there are things I find puzzling. That is only natural, I suppose.”


  “Yes,” I said weakly. “As you say, that’s only natural.” I took out my handkerchief and mopped my brow. I realized I was probably talking to the great-granddaddy of all mental cases. This guy was nuttier than a fruit cake. That much was obvious from his remarks, but his calm air of assurance and his baffling poise made me doubt the evidence of my ears. Maybe I was nuts! I’d toyed with that idea before, but this seemed a good time to think about it seriously.


  “Where is your secret weapon?” I asked.


  “In the closet,” he answered.


  “What does it do?” I asked inanely. I found myself thinking dizzily of the old gag about the two loonies and the hat. One nut asks the other to guess what he’s hiding under his hat. The second nut says a horse. The first loony looks carefully under the hat and then asks, “What color?”


  I was getting to that stage when I started asking serious questions about the potentialities of secret weapons in the closets of normal business offices. But the queer thing was that the little man’s attitude of confidence and certainty made it seem quite possible that there was a secret weapon in the closet of his office.


  “In your ad you said the terms would be ‘reasonable’,” I said. “What do you mean by that?”


  “That wasn’t quite what I meant,” the little man said, frowning. “I mean to give the weapon to the Government of the United States. The word ‘reasonable’ was an unhappy selection; another of the mistakes I can’t quite help. You see everything is so very strange here.”


  We were back to that again.


  “Your name is Mark Shean, isn’t it?” I asked. “That doesn’t sound particularly foreign.”


  The little man looked puzzled for an instant.


  “Not Mark Shean,” he said. “Mark Shean. You do not pronounce it correctly.”


  “Marshean?” I asked. “Is that better?”


  “Much.”


  I felt as if I were getting somewhere. Why, I don’t know.


  “Now,” I said briskly, “suppose you tell me something about this secret weapon of yours, Mr. Marshean.”


  “I will be happy to, but my name is not ‘Marshean’,” the little man said gently.


  “But you said—”


  “My name is Ang-Ar,” the little man went on imperturbably. “ ‘Marshean’ is simply what you would call an adjective. It describes the place from where I come.”


  “But you said you were Marshean!” I said, bewildered.


  “I am,” the little man said firmly. “I am Ang-Ar, a citizen of Mars.”


  “Mars!”


  “Yes. I came from Mars and I shall return there when my work here is completed. Why, is that so surprising?”


  I glanced over my shoulder to make sure that I was close to the door. My little chum, despite his benign exterior, might be violent.


  “No, that isn’t surprising,” I said in a nice soothing voice, “We’ve been more or less expecting someone from Mars to drop in one of these days. After all, there’s nothing like neighborliness. Tell me, how were things on good old Mars when you left?”


  “Everything was excellent,” the little red-faced man who called himself Ang-Ar said pleasantly. “It has been many thousands of years since our planet has been disturbed by war and disease and famine. If you will pardon my saying so, you here have not been so fortunate. That, incidentally, is the reason for my visit. We have long felt that we should pass along to the people of Earth some of our scientific developments. However, we have been afraid of disturbing your normal growth and culture. We agreed that it might be better to allow you to solve your problems as we have solved ours. But now that you are engaged in a vast and horrible civil war we feel that we must help those factions which are fighting the ruthless enemies who would crush out human rights forever on this planet.”


  I was a little dazed by the simple and powerful sincerity in Ang-Ar’s quiet voice. The man might be as mad as a hatter, but there was something about him that defied ridicule.


  “So you came down with a secret weapon to help us,” I said weakly.


  “Yes,” Ang-Ar said. “I wasn’t exactly sure how to proceed but I knew from my observation of your planet that advertising is one of the principal developments of your civilization. All of your commerce and business is expedited with advertising; so I decided to simply advertise the fact that I had a secret weapon. I have been waiting three days now and I was becoming somewhat discouraged. Do you think I have handled this matter in the correct manner?”


  “Why, of course,” I said reassuringly. “After all, if a man has a secret weapon to dispose of, the obvious thing to do is advertise.”


  Ang-Ar beamed. “I am happy to hear you say that. But I can’t understand why the ad hasn’t brought results. I expected some indication of interest from the Navy or War Departments. I thought they would investigate an offer such as mine immediately.”


  I didn’t know just what to say. This little guy who thought he was a Martian had a peculiar way of setting me back on my heels. His conversation sounded like something that might have originated in a padded cell, but his obvious air of conviction and intelligence was baffling. It was unnerving to hear an apparently rational creature calmly discussing the situation on Mars.


  I shook my head and ran a hand over my forehead.


  “You say the secret weapon is in the closet?” I asked.


  “Well, not exactly,” the little man smiled. “The weapon is on Mars.”


  “I see,” I said. “Well, that’s a nice safe place for it.”


  “But I will show it to you,” Ang-Ar said. “It will only take me a few seconds to have it sent here.”


  “Free Rural Delivery, I suppose,” I said. This was getting worse all the time. The gentlemen with the strait jackets should know about this case.


  Ang-Ar stood up and walked to the closet and opened the door.


  “Perhaps you’d like to see this,” he said. “You might find it rather interesting.”


  “Sure,” I said. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


  I stepped around beside him and received a definite surprise. There was a small gleaming machine in the closet supported on a metal table. The machine was only about a foot square. The front of it was glass covered and I was able to peer into a small empty compartment. A row of dials was built into the base of the machine and there were four intricate coils on top. I don’t know why but the thing looked impressive. I could see at a glance that it wasn’t something built on a tinkerer’s cellar work bench. The shining metal frame work and the row of rheostats were the creation of a highly skilled machinist equipped with the best of tools. That much was obvious.


  I looked at my little friend with increased respect.


  “This is an elementary device which we perfected many centuries ago,” he explained. “With it we are able to break down the atomic structure of matter and then transfer the electronic units to any spot we desire for reassembly.”


  “In other words this gadget can send solid matter through space,” I said. “It must come in handy at times.”


  “This is one of those times,” Ang-Ar said, a touch of dryness in his voice. “The weapon which I intend to place at the disposal of your government is on Mars. Specifically it is in a machine corresponding to the one you see here. When I signal Mars my colleagues will de-atomize the weapon and flash it across space. We should have it in a very few minutes.”


  “How nice,” I said weakly.


  “It is convenient,” Ang-Ar said placidly. He twisted one of the small black dials to the left. “That’s all there is to it,” he said. “We won’t have long to wait.”


  For the men from the booby hatch, I thought, but I didn’t say anything. To be truthful I was becoming more and more puzzled.


  Ang-Ar made another adjustment with one of the rheostats and then pointed to the glass fronted compartment.


  “Watch now,” he murmured.


  I bent over and peered into the empty compartment. But I suddenly realized it wasn’t empty any more. In the exact center of the enclosure there was a misty line of blue bubbles forming. They hung suspended in the air without any apparent support and with each second they thickened and assumed more definite shape and solidity.


  “What is it?” I demanded. I had my face shoved up to the glass like an inquisitive goldfish and I could see that the object materializing in the case was a slender tube, black in color and about the size of a fountain pen.


  “That is the weapon,” Ang-Ar explained. “Do not be disappointed by its innocuous appearance. I assure you it is quite effective.”


  “What does it do?” I asked. I was getting excited.


  “I shall give you a demonstration,” Ang-Ar said.


  He snapped a switch on the side of the machine, opened the glass door of the small compartment and removed the slender black tube.


  “You will notice,” he said, holding the object up for my inspection, “that there is a switch on one end of the tube. When this is turned on a powerful invisible ray emanates from the barrel end of the weapon. The device is simple enough to be operated by a child but that does not alter its effectiveness.”


  “What kind of a ray is it?”


  “A disintegrating ray, powerful enough to de-atomize any known element.” Ang-Ar replied.


  “Just like Buck Rogers,” I murmured. I was returning to sanity again. For a minute I had been really impressed, but—a disintegrating ray!


  Ang-Ar ignored my facetious comment and picked up a heavy bronze ash tray from his desk.


  “This will do for a demonstration,” he said. “You can see that this metal is solid and durable.” He set it back on the desk and pointed the tube at it. “Now watch closely to what happens when it is exposed to the effect of the ray.”


  He flicked on the switch and nothing happened. There was no blue lights or crackling of energy and there was no apparent effect on the bronze ash tray.


  And I felt more than ever like the city’s supreme chump for wasting this much time listening to the babbling of an out-and-out crack-pot.


  “Something the matter?” I inquired politely.


  Ang-Ar was imperturbable. “No, it takes a few seconds for the ray to reach full strength.”


  “Oh, sure,” I said, yawning slightly. “But I’ve got plenty of time. I—”


  “There!” Ang-Ar said.


  I swung my eyes back to the bronze ash tray and a sudden flash of excitement swept over me. The bronze tray was glowing a fiery, cherry red and, as I stared bug-eyed at the spectacle, it suddenly crumbled away into flaky ash. In a second nothing was left, even the white residue of ash dissolving and disappearing.


  “You see,” Ang-Ar said quite calmly, “that’s all there is to it.”


  He flicked off the switch on the slender tube and dropped it into his pocket. He smiled at me. “Are you convinced now? Your scepticism has been quite apparent.”


  I took a deep slow breath. My eyes were still riveted unbelievingly on the spot where the bronze ash tray had rested. I couldn’t quite make myself believe that my eyes were telling the truth.


  “It’s very remarkable,” I said cautiously. I ran my hand over the surface of the desk. It was uncharred and apparently in no way affected by the blast of energy that had disintegrated the ash tray.


  “No,” Ang-Ar said, “the desk has not been damaged in any way. The weapon has a high degree of control and its ray only acts on the object at which it is directly aimed.”


  I felt somewhat dazed. I couldn’t quite analyze my own feelings. If this thing were on the level it was stupendous, but if it were just a gag—


  “What kind of a ray is created by that weapon?” I asked.


  Ang-Ar smiled. “I don’t mean to sound superior but I am quite sure you wouldn’t be able to understand its principle. But I have blue-prints and complete information on it all typed out and ready to give to the War Department. They should be able to have it in production in several weeks. All the materials necessary for its manufacture exist in abundance on Earth.”


  I was stumped. I didn’t know quite what to believe.


  “As you are a newspaperman,” Ang-Ar said, “perhaps you could publicize my intentions and arrange an interview with the War Department for me. I would appreciate it very much if you would do this.”


  “Sure,” I said, “I’ll write a story on it.” But I didn’t know yet what kind of a story I was going to write.


  “Thank you very much,” Ang-Ar said.


  “Not at all.”


  I shook hands with him and left him standing in the center of the office a pleased little smile on his intelligent red face. Outside in the corridor I walked to the elevator, frowning thoughtfully. A man brushed against me and I noticed, abstractedly, that it was the dark, lean-faced fellow with the black slouch hat whom I’d noticed when I had arrived. But I was too preoccupied with my own thoughts to wonder why he was loitering about.


  I went back to the office and told the chief of the details of the interview. He shoved his green eyeshade back on his forehead and grinned.


  “Sounds wonderful,” he said.


  I frowned. “I don’t know. Maybe there’s something to what the guy said. I tell you, chief, I’m not sure that this is just a gag.”


  The chief looked at me in pained surprise.


  “Are you serious?” he demanded. “Do you mean to tell me you think this crackpot actually came from Mars?”


  “No, of course not,” I said irritably, “but what about his weapon? I saw that thing in action and it impressed me. Maybe we should report this to the War Department instead of doing a humorous feature on it.”


  “That would be fine,” the chief snorted. “Can’t you imagine the reception we’d get if we went to the War Department with a yarn like that? Now forget this nonsense and do a yarn on this bug for the next edition.”


  So I shrugged and locked myself in my cubicle, put a fresh sheet of paper into my punch press and went to work. I batted out the story in less than an hour and dropped it on the boss’s desk.


  He read it smiling.


  “This is great,” he chuckled. “This is funny as the devil.”


  I put on my hat. “If it isn’t we’re all going to feel like first class chumps.”


  “Are you still worrying about the fact that this might be on the level?” the chief laughed. “You been working too hard, son, or else the heat’s getting you. Forget about this story and go out and get yourself a nice cold glass of beer. You can put it on your expense account.”


  “Thanks,” I said drily. I walked out of the office and the chief’s idea didn’t seem like a bad one when that sun hit me. I found a comparatively cool dark tavern and stood at the bar sipping a brew and worrying about—of all things—my little red-faced friend who claimed he came from Mars.


  My job was done. I’d gotten the interview, written the story and that was all there was to it. I was a reporter, not a detective or psychiatrist, so what was I worrying about? I had another beer and continued to worry. All right, supposing he did have a powerful weapon? That wasn’t any business of mine. Supposing the War Department was too busy to investigate every crackpot claim, was that my affair?


  Definitely not, I decided, waving for another beer.


  I don’t know how long I stood there, sipping beer and muttering to myself, but finally I picked up my change and walked out into the street.


  It was late in the afternoon and the streets were jammed with secretaries hurrying homeward. The sun was still shining hotly. I waved to a cab and climbed in. I gave the driver the address of the building where I had met the little man from Mars.


  I hadn’t the faintest idea why I was going back to see him. My tongue-in-cheek story on him would be on the streets by this time; maybe he’d seen it already. But some inner compulsion was goading me on.


  I wanted to talk to that little man again and, for some reason, I felt that any delay might be—well—dangerous was the word that popped into my mind but that was ridiculous.


  The driver braked the car to a stop, I paid him and got out. The lobby of the building was deserted and there were several scrubwomen scouring the marble floor with stiff, soapy brushes.


  I pressed the elevator button and waited impatiently until a car appeared. For some unaccountable reason I was becoming more and more jittery.


  When I stepped out of the elevator I strode down the quiet deserted hall toward the office I had visited earlier in the day. The thought had occurred to me that my little chum with the disintegrator ray might have gone home.


  And I wanted to talk to him as soon as possible.


  There was no light visible behind the glazed door of his office but I knocked anyway. My hopes revived as I saw the shadow of a human figure moving inside the room. The shadow grew larger as it approached the door and then the knob turned and I was staring at a tall figure, with a lean frowning face, partially obscured by a black slouch hat.


  “What do you want?” The man’s mouth was a thin slit that seemed to open barely wide enough to let the terse words slip through. His deep shadowed eyes were watching me with hungry intensity.


  I started to reply and then something halted the words. I was staring at the man in the doorway and I suddenly recognized him as the person I’d noticed loitering in the corridor earlier in the afternoon. What was he doing here in this office? That was my first suspicious thought.


  Possibly he noticed my frowning stare because he moved closer to me and his eyes were hard and cold.


  “Well?” he snapped. “What do you want?”


  There was no point in stalling. “I want to see Mark Shean,” I said. “Is he here?”


  “No!” The door started to close.


  “Just a minute,” I said. My temper was beginning to boil. I didn’t like being treated like a magazine salesman. “I had an appointment with him here tonight,” I said, lying glibly. “If he’s not here I’d like to know where I can reach him.”


  “So,” the man in the doorway said softly, “you have an appointment with him, do you?”


  I noticed then that he was studying me closely.


  “You were here this afternoon, weren’t you?” he asked.


  “Yes,” I said drily. “Popular place, isn’t it?”


  That, for some reason, made him smile, but there was no humor in his wolfish grin. His lips merely flattened against strong white teeth.


  “You recall seeing me here, don’t you?” he said, rocking slowly back and forth on his heels.


  “Yes,” I said. “You were wearing a potted palm behind your ear and carrying a rose-colored fan. You were hard to miss.”


  “Won’t you please come in?” he said. He opened the door and stepped aside.


  I hesitated for an instant, then I stepped past him into the room. There was another man in the office, a heavily built, dull-looking young man with cropped blond hair and unwinking blue eyes.


  Slouch Hat closed the door behind me and smiled at the other man.


  “This gentleman has an appointment with our friend,” he said. “He was here this afternoon and he was so intrigued that he came back. Isn’t that interesting?”


  The big young man stood up slowly and stared at me, his bovine features devoid of expression. He seemed to be measuring me with his cold eyes.


  “Yes,” he said in a thick voice, “that is very interesting.”


  “I knew you would think so,” Slouch Hat murmured. He turned to me. “Now what was it you wanted to discuss with our—friend?”


  I shrugged, stalling for time. There was something phony here but I couldn’t figure out just what it was. “He wanted to tell me something,” I said. “I haven’t any idea what it was and I fail to see how it’s any of your business.”


  “Now you mustn’t adopt that attitude,” Slouch Hat said, still grinning.


  “You are sure you have no idea what our friend wished to discuss with you? It would be so pleasant if you could remember what it was.”


  “Yes, I have a pretty good idea,” I said.


  My eyes had seen something as Slouch Hat was talking that made an electric shiver of danger along my spine. I was stalling desperately now, groping for anything that would get me out of this office. The closet door was slightly ajar and I could see that the materialization set I had seen demonstrated that afternoon was gone. And I could see that it had been literally jerked out by the roots. Also the carpet of the office was scuffed and wrinkled and I noticed the large blond young man’s collar was open and the button had been torn away.


  Slouch Hat was still watching me carefully.


  “What do you think our friend wanted to discuss with you?” he asked.


  I frowned and looked dumb. “I think it was about the ad he’s been running in the paper. You see I’m in the classified department of the Chronicle. I think he wanted the ad changed. My boss sent me over to see him.”


  “Ah,” Slouch Hat said softly, “so you work for the Washington Chronicle?”


  “Yes, in classified.”


  “That is interesting,” Slouch Hat smiled. “But I’m afraid your trip has been of no avail. We are not expecting our friend back.”


  “Okay,” I shrugged. “I did my best. I’d better be getting along, got a lot of calls to make.”


  “Yes, I think that is a good idea,” Slouch Hat said.


  I smiled at them and turned for the door. I guess I was just born without brains. I hadn’t taken a step before something like a battering ram exploded against the base of my skull and a blazing pinwheel of light danced in front of my eyes for an instant and then faded into blackness as I pitched to the floor . . .


  A cool, strong breeze in my face brought me around. When I was able to blink open my eyes I saw that I was sitting in the rear of a big smoothly purring car that was eating the ribbon of road that extended ahead of us. There was salty tinge to the breeze that whipped in from the windows and, in spite of the darkness that obscured the scenery, I could tell that we were heading toward the coast.


  I looked to my left.


  Slouch Hat was sitting beside me, a hand in his pocket.


  I looked to my right.’


  The big blond ox was there, hand in pocket. He regarded me sullenly and I knew why when I saw the ugly bluish bruise on the knuckles of his exposed hand.


  There was a throbbing ache at the base of my skull where the young ox had slugged me.


  “Okay,” I said, “what goes?”


  “Shut up,” Slouch Hat said. “You’ll know soon enough.”


  There was an ominous ring in the man’s voice. I shut up. About twenty minutes later the car swung off the highway and followed a crooked dirt road for several jolting miles and then, just when I was feeling like a milkshake, it slowed to a stop alongside a small dark hut.


  Ahead, by the silver glow of the moon, I could see the shimmering beauty of the ocean. The driver got out and Slouch Hat followed suit. The blond ox shoved a gun into my side.


  “Get out,” he said softly. “And be careful.”


  I stumbled through the darkness toward the hut. There was a gun in my back and nothing else I could do. The door was open and I stepped over the threshold with a clammy feeling in the pit of my stomach.


  The door slammed behind me and then, an instant later, a small light was flashed on, casting a pale, uncertain illumination about the little room.


  The room was small and crudely furnished and there was only one door other than the one by which I had entered. Slouch Hat was standing in the center of the room regarding me with a humorless smile; the driver was at the window peering out toward the ocean; the blond ox was directly behind me and I knew that the muzzle of his gun was but inches from my spinal column.


  “Kidnapping is a pretty serious business,” I said to Slouch Hat. “Especially kidnapping reporters. How do you propose to wiggle out of that?”


  Slouch Hat’s grin was wolfish. “Since you are being technical,” he said, “the charge against us will not be kidnapping.” He paused and his smile widened. “The charge will be murder!”


  The blond ox behind me grabbed my wrists, jerked them together and looped a rope about them and pulled the knots tight. There wasn’t much point in struggling.


  The driver at the window said quietly, “There is the signal.”


  “Good,” Slouch Hat nodded. “We must hurry.”


  He stepped over and opened the room’s other door and said something in a low voice. There was a movement inside the connecting room and then a small figure appeared in the doorway. A small man with a red face and black hair and pleasant intelligent features.


  I recognized him instantly as Ang-Ar. He looked at me briefly, without interest, then turned to the tall dark leader.


  “Are we ready?” His small hands were concealed in his pockets, and he spoke softly, without expression.


  Slouch Hat nodded. My blond keeper shoved me toward the door. Outside the darkness was relieved by a quarter moon. We followed a pathway leading to the beach. Slouch Hat was in the lead; Ang-Ar was behind him, followed by the stocky figure of the driver. The blond ox and I brought up the rear.


  When we reached the beach Slouch Hat produced a flashlight and signalled rapidly. His light was answered by another far out on the dark swell of the water. And I could see an ominous black shadow about two hundred yards out. A long dark shadow that was like the drifting carcass of a mighty shark. A cold hand of fear closed around my heart. Suddenly everything was clear. These men were agents of the Axis, one of their subs was lying out on the surface of the water either to pick them up or to unload more spies and saboteurs. What part Ang-Ar was playing in this game I didn’t know.


  Slouch Hat turned to me. His smile was gone.


  “If you had been able to control your inquisitive instincts,” he said, “this unpleasantness might have been avoided.”


  Slowly he drew a gun from his pocket.


  “Unfortunately you must remain behind,” he said.


  Ang-Ar stepped forward quietly. His glance was puzzled as it moved over the three Axis agents.”


  “But, gentlemen,” he said softly, “you—”


  “Please keep quiet,” Slouch Hat said harshly. “What I said has nothing to do with what I am going to do. Remember that I have this.” He whipped out a small slender tube from his coat pocket. I recognized it as the disintegrating ray weapon.


  “Of course you have it,” Ang-Ar said, “I gave it to you.” He shook his head in a puzzled fashion. “I do not understand this. If you men are agents of the United Nations—”


  “What!” I yelled. I couldn’t help it. I suddenly saw the whole picture. I wheeled to Ang-Ar, breaking away from the blond guard who held me. “Don’t listen to these lying rats,” I shouted. “They’re—”


  Slouch Hat stepped forward and clubbed me with the butt of his gun along the temple. A sick, nauseous pain flooded through me as I fell helplessly to the ground; but I didn’t black out. I just lay there, gasping and miserable. Through a maze of pain I saw Slouch Hat swing his gun around to cover Ang-Ar.


  “Don’t make a move,” he snapped. “I have what I want from you and I’d be happy to blast a hole through your stomach.”


  “You struck a helpless man,” Ang-Ar said in a soft musing tone. “That is the evidence of the brute streak, I imagine. That is the mark by which one can tell them.” He sounded like a man talking to himself, thinking a problem over out loud before arriving at a definite conclusion.


  “Shut up!” Slouch Hat said tensely. His gun hand was trembling with the eagerness to fire.


  “How stupid I’ve been,” Ang-Ar murmured. “I am very dissatisfied with myself.”


  Slouch Hat backed slightly. “You talk too much,” he murmured to Ang-Ar.


  I saw the gleam in his eye. “—careful,” I croaked. “He’s going to shoot.”


  “Yes,” said Ang-Ar reflectively, “I imagine he is.”


  With a slight smile he moved one hand slightly and instantly a blazing aura of brilliant radiation sprang about him, like a protective shield. Slouch Hat fired three times in rapid succession. Ang-Ar continued to smile. The bullets melted with an audible hiss as they struck the fiery armor of leaping light surrounding him.


  The three Axis agents staggered back, but they were unable to avoid the three shafts of lance-like light that suddenly speared forth from the cone of energy and drove into their foreheads.


  They fell, sprawling on the sand, without a sound. And the blazing light that surrounded Ang-Ar faded away. I felt his hands working on my bonds and then I was free and staggering dizzily to my feet.


  “I have been unpleasantly duped,” he said, with a rather humble smile. “I came here under the impression that I was to meet the heads of your war department. Instead these men—”


  A rattle suddenly sounded over the water and spray began kicking up along the shoreline.


  “The sub,” I snapped. “They’re opening up on us. Get down!”


  “How foolish of them,” Ang-Ar murmured.


  The blazing cone of energy sprang about him again. He raised one arm and a brilliant, arcing beam of light flashed out over the water. There was a mighty roar in my ears and then hissing, sputtering turbulence, as if all the boilers in the world were suddenly exploding.


  The light blinded me and the noise pounded in my ears until I could hear nothing. When the cataclysmic roar subsided the blazing radiance disappeared and, a hundred yards out, I could see a great frothing series of bubbles and oil breaking the surface. The shark-like shadow of the sub was gone.


  Ang-Ar stepped to the sprawled body of the man who had worn the slouch hat and took a small slender object from his limp fingers. It was the small disintegrator ray. He slipped it into his pocket.


  “I shall leave you now,” he said. “My coming here was a mistake. I might do more harm than good by trying to help your brave people. The difference between the development of our civilizations is too great to be spanned; but,” he smiled fleetingly, “should you really need us we will be ready and waiting.” The cone of electrical energy blazed again and when its glow subsided I was alone on the beach with the bodies of three Axis agents.


  I turned and headed back up the path to where we had left the car . . .


  Of course I got the credit for single-handedly capturing three saboteurs who attempted to land on our coast. I felt guilty as hell accepting the plaudits of everyone from the President on down, but what could I do? If I told the truth I’d wind up in a strait jacket. So . . .


  Now, on still nights, when I’m working a late beat I look up and find the red eye of Mars winking in the blackness of the bowl of night—and I feel a pleasant warm glow of reassurance.


  We won’t need their help to win this war. But it’s comforting to know if we should, Ang-Ar and others like him are ready and willing and waiting.


  SPAWN OF HELL


  First published in the February 1943 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  No matter what the punishment in the hereafter, here was a priest who dared to call upon demons to fight the Nazis!


  THE long powerful German staff car crawled slowly along the tortuous trail that was but faintly outlined by the silver light of the moon; and in the rear of the car OberLeutnant Reinwold smoked nervously and glanced from side to side, striving vainly to pierce the Stygian gloom of the Black Forest which rose in a engulfing dark wave from the sides of the rutted road.


  “Careful, fool!” he barked at the driver, as the car lurched suddenly. “Do you want to kill us both?”


  “Sorry, sir,” the driver said. He was hunched close to the wheel and his eyes were narrow, red-rimmed slits in his stolid face. The long lances of the headlights stretched ahead of the car like the feelers of a giant bug. H-Their bright sharp light knifed through the swirling fogs that drifted through the dark mass of the trees and lowered over the road like a grim pall.


  The driver wiped the windshield with a gloved hand.


  “How much longer?” the Oberleutnant asked.


  “Only a few hundred yards, sir,” the driver grunted.


  Oberleutnant Reinwold settled back against the cushions of the car and lighted another cigarette. He looked out of the right window again and an involuntary shudder crawled along his spine as he contemplated the moody, desolate horror of the terrain.


  The thick dark mass of trees grew to the edge of the poorly defined trail and their soft leaves scraped against the top of the car as it passed; a gray swirling mist hung over the entire area, thick, damp and oppressive. And overhead the slim crescent moon cast an eerie silver glow that frosted the tips of the trees with a pale luminescence.


  The Oberleutnant drew the fur collar of his great coat closer about his shoulders. He was a tall, sparely built man with a narrow face and hard gray eyes. He was a complete realist. There was nothing in appearance to suggest otherwise; and yet there was something in the weirdness and wildness of the Black Forest, something about the ancient legends that were whispered about this area of brooding mists and moaning winds, there was something in all this that got under his tight armor of icy realism and pierced him with a strange sense of terror.


  He dropped his cigarette to the floor of the car and ground it out with heel of a polished boot. He found a certain satisfaction in the physical action of destroying the glowing ember of the cigarette, of grinding the tobacco and paper into a shredded pulp. The Oberleutnant liked things that were solid and real; things that could be felt and seen and heard; things that could be bent and broken and crushed. For that reason the Oberleutnant did not like the Black Forest and its brooding sense of desolation and mystery. He had the feeling that its secret was one that could not be destroyed.


  He lit another cigarette and he felt a slight irritation with himself. He was behaving and thinking like a superstitious peasant. He smiled ironically and drew deeply on his cigarette. The smoke drifted from his mouth in blue-gray streamers and merged imperceptibly with the white wisps of fog that seeped into the interior of the car.


  He reflected that in just such a manner would National Socialism absorb the impure doctrines and ideologies that held other nations in their demoralizing grasp. The Oberleutnant considered this thought for a moment and he was pleased with its profundity. It had a touch of the same mystical vision that accompanied der Fuehrer’s pronouncements and it was certainly not a thought that would occur to a peasant.


  He would mention it casually at the next party meeting. Who could tell? It might drift upward and find its way to Goebbel’s ears. And that would not hurt the career of Oberleutnant Reinwold.


  THE car stopped abruptly at a crossroads. A helmeted figure stepped from a motorcycle at the side of the road and approached the car.


  Oberleutnant Reinwold stepped from the car and returned the soldier’s brisk salute.


  “Well?” His voice was crisp with eagerness. “Have you caught them? Have you found their trail?”


  The helmeted soldier shook his head.


  “We have had no sign of them, Herr Oberleutnant. I have contacted all the other patrols before meeting you here. They report the same as ours. We have patrolled every possible trail and searched every house in the vicinity but have not seen them. The earth has swallowed them without leaving a trace.”


  The Oberleutnant slapped his gloves into the palm of his left hand with a sharp cracking report.


  “Fools! Dumkopfs!” he cried. His voice was hoarse with biting, caustic rage. “The two of them were seen in Heidleberg only six hours ago. They have fled to this section of the forests. And you cannot find them! Are you waiting for them to walk into your hands? Have you looked for them?”


  “We have looked. We have questioned everyone in the neighborhood. But everywhere it is the same. The peasants know nothing. And they are smiling at one another as we leave.”


  “The swine!” Oberleutnant Reinwold muttered. He slapped his gloves into the palm of his hand again. There was a hard thoughtful frown on his face. “There is a monastery in this neighborhood, is there not?”


  “Yes. I think it was called Saint Benedict’s. It is a crumbling pile of stones, now. There is one old monk there, Brother Joseph, but he is half blind and out of his head.”


  “Have you searched there?”


  “No, but—”


  “Fool!” the Oberleutnant said disgustedly. “You should have looked there first. How far is it from here?”


  “Only a mile or so. It is in the valley at this foot of this road.”


  “Get in the car. We shall pay Brother Joseph a visit. Perhaps he is not as harmless as you seem to think . . .”


  OBERLEUTNANT REINWOLD flashed the light of his torch on the massive oaken door of the monastery as he strode up the mossy stone walk that led to the main entrance. His feet slipped on the soft slick moss with each step; and thick swirling mists transformed the light of his torch into a ghostly flickering beacon.


  But he was not afraid. The comforting weight of his Luger hung at his waist and the firm steps of the helmeted soldier matched his own as they approached the massive, rusty-hinged door.


  The soldier drew his gun and gripped it by the barrel. When they reached the door he pounded its solid timbers with the butt of his gun, until the thudding reverberations echoed back from the depths of the forest.


  Oberleutnant Reinwold stepped back and surveyed the vast looming bulk of the monastery, silhouetted against the pale light of the moon. Its towers had crumbled years before to the general level of the building; broken panes of glass winked in the faint light like the sly eyes of an old beggar. And there was a brooding, pervading silence that shrouded the dark pile of rock with a sepulchral atmosphere.


  His study of the building was interrupted by the dry rusty rattle of a chain and he heard hinges creaking protestingly. The door of the monastery opened slowly and an old man with a candle in his hand appeared in the doorway. One thin hand was cupped about the guttering candle flame and above this light, two rheumy blue eyes stared out with mild bewilderment.


  “Yes?” the old man said in a thin faltering voice. “Is there something you want?”


  Oberleutnant Reinwold studied the white-haired, brown-frocked old man for several seconds in silence. He noticed the thin, hunger-twisted body, the trembling hands and weak loose lips and he observed the blank dazed light in the old monk’s blue eyes.


  He slapped his gloves into his hand with sudden irritation. This was a species that should be completely eliminated from the Reich.


  “We are looking for two criminals, old man,” he said, biting the words off sharply. “They are known to have come this way. Have you seen them?”


  “Criminals?” The old man looked apprehensively from Oberleutnant Reinwold to the helmeted trooper. “What have they done?”


  “They have attempted to escape from Germany,” the Oberleutnant snapped. “They are heading for the Swiss border. They are non-Aryans. Have you seen them?”


  “No, I have not seen anybody,” the old monk said, shaking his head slowly. His hand strayed uncertainly to his sunken cheeks. “I do not see anybody anymore. But I used to,” he said softly. A slow smile came on his face. “There used to be many of us here. We worked in the fields all day in the hot sun but we did not mind. At night we prayed together in the chapel. We were very happy.”


  He looked uncertainly at the Oberleutnant.


  “Would you like to see my chapel? It is very pretty.”


  “No, you old fool!” The Oberleutnant’s thin face was flushed with anger. “I have important work to do. I can’t waste time listening to your babblings. Have you heard anything, seen anything at all tonight?”


  THE old monk looked at him with puzzled eyes.


  “There isn’t anybody here any more,” he said in a soft patient voice. “Don’t you remember? There used to be many of us but the soldiers took them all away. I have prayed ever since for them, because many of them were very young. I prayed that the soldiers were kind to them. I hope my friends are happy, where ever they are.


  “No,” he said softly, “they have taken everyone but old Brother Joseph. “But they couldn’t take me,” he said, and there was an anxious note in his voice, “for I must keep the candles lighted. If I left there would be no one to do that. They won’t take me, will they?”


  There was a desperate pleading note in his faltering voice and his gaze moved from the trooper to the Oberleutnant in a mute, childishly fervent appeal.


  The Oberleutnant snapped his gloves into his hand angrily. He glared at the trooper. “Why didn’t you tell me the old fool was demented? Can I get information from a raving madman? Bah! Your stupidity should be reported.”


  He turned on his heel and strode down the stone pathway to his waiting car. The trooper hurried along behind him.


  Oberleutnant Reinwold paused with his foot on the running board and looked back at the monastery. The old monk was still standing in the doorway, his shabby cassock flapping in the wind, the candlelight outlining his thin stooped figure. He raised a hand and waved slowly.


  There was a thoughtful smile on the Oberleutnant’s thin face.


  “In case I forget,” he murmured to the trooper, “remind me to sign an order transferring this old fool to a concentration camp tomorrow.” His white teeth gleamed in the dark as his smile widended. “Brother Joseph misses his friends but we shall remedy that pathetic condition. We shall put Brother Joseph with his friends where he can be happy.”


  He climbed into the car.


  “And now,” he said harshly, “we will continue our search . . .”


  BROTHER JOSEPH stood in the doorway until the staff car had moved away into the darkness, until its lancing headlights were no longer visible. Then he closed the heavy oak door and locked it with slow careful deliberation.


  His slippers shuffled against the smooth stones of the floor as he moved along the dimly lit corridor that led to a high arch, beyond which the main chapel was visible.


  Brother Joseph stood under the high arch for several moments and there was benign tranquility on his old face as his eyes moved lovingly over the heavy, burnished wood of the pews, the single votive light that burned before the low altar, and the small grottoes that had been carved into the solid rock walls.


  After a while he shook his head wearily, tiredly, and moved slowly toward the altar. There was a kneeling bench stretching before the altar but he did not pause to pray.


  He shuffled to the back of the altar, moving like a weary aged wraith through the flickering shadows that danced in grotesque patterns against the wall.


  His hands moved over the back of the altar until they touched a smooth, slightly irregular stone. He pressed down slowly and a door in the seemingly solid stone of the altar swung slowly open. A flight of crudely chiseled stone steps led downward into blackness.


  Brother Joseph stepped into the opening and pressed another stone. The door closed behind him as he descended the steps with slow sure steps.


  There was a movement below him. A voice whispered:


  “Brother Joseph? Is it all right?”


  “Yes, my son. You may light a candle.” The voice of the frail monk was solid and strong now and there was in it a deep authority.


  A match flickered and then the steady glow of a candle fought stubbornly against the darkness. Brother Joseph stepped down into a large, rock-walled room that was damp with the chill of the under earth.


  Two men stood in the center of the room. One was young with black hair that fell over his high forehead and flashing eyes, but the other man was old and worn. His face was dazed and hope had died in his eyes.


  “Who was it?” the young man asked tensely.


  “Storm troopers,” Brother Joseph answered. “They have gone away.”


  “They never go away,” the old man said dully. “They wait until you think you are safe and then they strike.”


  Brother Joseph patted the older man’s sagging shoulder.


  “Courage,” he said. “Others have escaped the Gestapo. God is with us. Tomorrow morning you will be in Switzerland.”


  “I know we will make it,” the younger man said. “Something inside tells me that we will not fail.” He looked at Brother Joseph and said, fervently, “If we do our lives will belong to you, Brother.”


  BROTHER JOSEPH smiled and shook his head slowly.


  “I am but one tiny link in the chain that stretches from the corrupted heart of Germany to the shores of England and America. We who work in the underground are not individuals. As individuals we are nothing; we are helpless. But as a strong chain welded together with the thought of fighting the monster of Naziism we become important; we become powerful in our unity. Our only mission is to save as many as possible of the persecuted souls who have been caught here in this terrible land. When we succeed, we thank God. And tonight I think I shall be saying prayers of thanksgiving for your safe conduct to Switzerland.”


  “How much longer must we wait?” the young man asked.


  “I do not know. Pastor Mueller is bringing two more refugees here. He will lead you the rest of the way.”


  The older man looked up, a wondering light in his eye.


  “But you and the Pastor Mueller are not of the same Church—”


  “We are of the same God,” Brother Joseph said. “The good Pastor’s church has been one of the links of the underground for many months.”


  “You say he is bringing others here tonight?” the young man asked worriedly. “But the forests are swarming with the Gestapo. Can he get through?”


  “He has before and he will again,” Brother Joseph answered quietly. “When he arrives you will leave immediately. Until then you must wait patiently.”


  There was a statue of Saint Benedict, the founder of the monastery in the corner of the room and Brother Joseph took the young man by the arm and led him to the carven figure.


  The statue was set in a niche in the wall, with head raised and hands outstretched in a gesture of supplication. There was a small kneeling bench before the shrine.


  Brother Joseph pointed to the statue. “I like to think of the good Benedict when situations are dark,” he said. “It is sometimes heartening to realize that others have faced tragedy and trouble and were able to survive their ordeal, stronger than ever.” His face was grave as he studied the statue of the Saint.


  “Benedict labored in one of the most dangerous of all fields of study, that of demonology and exorcism. On the very spot of this monastery’s foundation he fought his most terrible battle against the powers of darkness. The story has come to us through the centuries and doubtless alterations and exaggerations have distorted the original account, but I think the essential facts are substantially true. This area of the Black Forest was infested with unnatural monsters that had somehow escaped the bonds of hell and death. They prowled the dank byways of the forest seeking the damnation of souls. Benedict fought them unceasingly with bell and book and with every bit of holy power at his command. And on this very spot he completed the excorcism of this area. The unhuman fiends, the undead, unclean monsters were driven forever back to their black haunts. And this monastery was built to celebrate his victory. Benedict risked his immortal soul in the battle against the fiends of darkness, but he triumphed gloriously. You see—”


  Brother Joseph broke off abruptly. His thin hand gripped the young man’s arm like a claw.


  “Do you hear?” he whispered tensely.


  THERE was a tramp of booted feet above their heads; a swelling murmur of voices.


  “Pastor Mueller?” the young man asked. He stared white-faced at the aged monk.


  Brother Joseph shook his head.


  “No. I fear my optimism was premature. The Germans have returned.”


  “What shall we do?”


  “I must go up,” Brother Joseph said. “Perhaps I can get rid of them again. You must hide in one of the deeper recesses of the monastery. The entire buildings are honey-combed with catacombs and long-forgotten vaults,” He pointed urgently to a corridor that led off from the room. “Take that until you come to a blocking wall. There is a door that leads to another room. From that room you can escape to the forest.


  Go quickly now! If I do not come to you in an hour or so, don’t wait. God bless you.”


  The young man gripped his hand tightly and then, with his companion at his side, plunged into the dark corridor. When their footsteps had died away, Brother Joseph moved slowly to the stairway that led upward to the main chapel.


  He ascended the steps slowly. At the top he pressed the keystone and waited in the darkness until the door swung noiselessly open. Quietly he stepped through the door.


  Too late was he aware of the deeper shadows at the back of the altar I Strong hands pinioned his arms; a light flashed in his eyes.


  Oberleutnant Reinwold chuckled drily as he stepped forward.


  “How interesting,” he said. “Secret doors, hidden rooms, every thing a refugee might need to escape the Gestapo.” Brother Joseph saw that the Oberleutnant had at least a dozen troopers with him. Two men held him and the others were spread fanwise about the tall, thin superior officer.


  He forced a blankness over his face and eyes.


  “I do not know what you mean,” he said. “I—”


  Oberleutnant Reinwold slapped him viciously across the mouth with his gloves.


  “You’re lying,” he snapped. He motioned to four of his men. “Search the room below the altar.”


  The men descended the steps, guns drawn, torches stabbing beams of light into the darkness. Their voices floated back a moment later and the Oberleutnant’s face flushed angrily.


  “Gone!” he snarled. “They can’t be gone far.”


  He turned slowly and studied the aged monk with cold, determined eyes.


  “Do you know where they’ve gone?” he asked quietly.


  “I don’t know what you mean,” Brother Joseph said.


  “You don’t know what I mean, eh? How unfortunate.” He slapped his gloves into the palm of his hand with slow deliberate emphasis. “There are ways to loosen obstinate tongues,” he said; “but it won’t be necessary.”


  He nodded to the men holding the monk.


  “Take him downstairs.”


  BROTHER Joseph felt the slow death of despair creeping over him as he was jerked down the steps to the hideaway room under the altar.


  Oberleutnant Reinwold closed the door in the back of the altar and followed the rest of his men down. He smiled without humor at Brother Joseph.


  “You have been very clever,” he said. “Our intelligence has just learned the details of the work you have been doing. They have also learned of the operations of one Pastor Mueller and of the interesting information that he is expected here tonight. He shall receive a pleasant surprise. We shall wait until we have him and his charges safely in custody before we resume our search for the others you so cleverly have been hiding. It wouldn’t do to find them and shoot them just yet. The disturbance might scare Pastor Mueller away. And we don’t want that to happen, do we?”


  Brother Joseph could feel his heart beating wildly within the frail confines of his body. Pastor Mueller would walk blindly into this trap. The underground would be crippled for months, possibly forever, if the Germans were able to smash these two vital links of the chain.


  “There is no one expected here tonight,” he said. He knew the German wouldn’t believe him, but what else could he say?


  “So?” the Oberleutnant smiled, “we are on a wild goose chase, are we? But let us wait awhile and see. If you are right it will be a most amusing joke on us, will it not?”


  Brother Joseph was silent. His brain wheeled in a tired circle, but he knew there was no hope.


  The minutes ticked slowly away. The troopers were stationed at the stairs and about the wall. Oberleutnant Reinwold stood in the center of the room smiling idly.


  Brother Joseph felt a desperate fear coursing through his body. Not for himself, but for the courageous Pastor Mueller, the hunted, persecuted men he was leading to freedom and the whole system that they had developed to fight the ruthless slavery of the Nazi State. These were things that were in danger of destruction.


  His anguished eyes moved slowly about the damp, dimly lighted room; they came to rest on the statue of Saint Benedict.


  And when he saw that carven figure a desperate thought occurred to him; a thought so terrible in its implications that he murmured a prayer instinctively. But that breath of thought fanned the dying embers of hope in his soul and his mind turned the idea over and over; gripped by its terrible fascination.


  He remembered the legend of the founder of the monastery; his mind brought to the fore of consciousness his own half-forgotten memories of the desolate, labrynthine passages and vaults that honey-combed this ancient building, and of dimly remembered stories he had heard, and of the dark and horrible tales that clung to this site, like a hateful miasma seeping from an evil swamp.


  A cold sweat stood out on his face; a chilling tremor passed over his body. What was he contemplating? What mad evil plan was spawning in the dark recesses of his brain?


  And then, with a sudden gleaming flash of understanding, he knew that he would do anything, no matter how darkly desperate, if it would offer a chance to destroy these Germans.


  His heart was thudding with hammer-blows at his ribs; his throat was dry and tight.


  He turned from the statue of Saint Benedict to the superior officer who was standing in the middle of the room.


  “Do you mind if I pray?” he asked.


  Oberleutnant Reinwold raised a cynical eyebrow.


  “If you think there is anyone listening,” he said, “you have my permission to go ahead.”


  “Thank you,” Brother Joseph said.


  HE WALKED to the bench before the statue and knelt. He did not fold his hands; he did not raise his eyes. He felt it would have been blasphemy to lift his eyes to the heavens while his heart’s request was . . .


  His prayer was simple.


  “You drove the hounds of hell from this place Saint Benedict. Now there is a new horror loose on this earth. Summon forth again—”


  The terrible words stuck in his throat. His tongue could not form them, his will refused them sound. There was something so monstrously unclean about what he was asking that he felt a staggering sense of guilty terror.


  He knew that he couldn’t do it. A stronger man, a man who could hurl a defiance into the seething pits of hell, might have uttered the words, but it was beyond his power.


  He raised his face and scalding tears were on his cheeks.


  “Forgive me,” he said brokenly. “It was not for myself I would have asked this terrible thing. It was—”


  The candle at the foot of the statue flickered. A cold clammy draft touched his cheek with a feather’s touch and a long whining moan sounded in the long dark corridor.


  Brother Joseph’s fingers closed slowly.


  A blast of cold wind lashed into the room with an angry crescendoing roar. There was a dreadful lost wail in the moan of the wind, as if it had howled over the wastelands of the world and had roared through cold space and had touched things that were loathsome and putrid with approaching death.


  Oberleutnant Reinwold backed away from the force of the blast. The torch in his hand was dimming. Shadows of darkness were closing inexorably in on the small band.


  “Turn your torches on,” he shouted to his men.


  Their answers were torn from their teeth by the lashing wind.


  Brother Joseph felt a nameless, writhing horror, creeping over him, paralyzing his thoughts.


  “My God, what have I done?”


  This tortured cry, from the depths of his soul, was whipped from his mouth and hurled to oblivion by the sobbing, screaming wind.


  And the lights were all out!


  Darkness, final and complete, filled the room.


  And then Brother Joseph heard a sound that was not made by the throat of a living thing; a slobbering, champing obscene sound that seemed to violate by its very existence everything decent and honorable that had ever been known to mankind.


  An instant later he heard something slithering in the corridor that led to his room; a sound that was like a furry, unfooted body dragging itself across wet, slimy stones.


  And he heard footsteps approaching, too.


  Footsteps that moved slowly and heavily with solid tread, but he knew that no human foot could create that sound; for human, two-footed creatures do not have hooves.


  Dimly, from afar it seemed, he heard the shrill, soul-numbing screams of the Germans, as the monstrous, unclean horde of things advanced, emerging from what noxious pit man could only imagine in his maddest dreams, hell-spawn surging forward with slavering jaws.


  And the wind rose to a wild scream.


  Brother Joseph clasped his hands until the knuckles whitened; his eyes rose to meet the stone countenance of the statue above him. His lips moved in prayer and gradually the sound faded away; a great vast silence surrounded him as he knelt there, eyes upraised, hands clasper.


  But the Germans heard; and eventually they saw . . .


  DAWN broke over the monastery clear and bright. Reich Inspector von Moltke stepped from his special car as the first rosy rays of the sun were bathing the crumbling buildings in pastel brilliance.


  “This is very queer,” he said to the soldiers who had accompanied him. “Intelligence ordered Oberleutnant Reinwold to apprehend a group of escaping refugees here last night. They have received no report from him as yet. We shall investigate.”


  He entered the monastery and in due time discovered the hidden door at the rear of the altar and descended to the hidden room that had offered a haven to so many weary refugees.


  The first thing the Reich Inspector noticed was a white-haired monk kneeling before a statue. The Reich Inspector drew his gun but it was not necessary.


  The man was obviously dead; he was smiling and his hands were still clasped over his breast.


  Reich Inspector von Moltke then turned to the other side of the room. There were thirteen things lying on the floor. The things had once been German soldiers.


  The Reich Inspector had superintended much of the butchery in Poland; he had seen the effects of starvation and plague in Greece; he had been present at Lidice; but nothing in that extensive experience had prepared him for the sight of those thirteen things on the floor of the little room under the main chapel of an abandoned chapel.


  He stumbled up the steps and hysterial, incoherent noises were sounding in his throat. There was a fleck of froth on his lips and his eyes were those of a wild man.


  He couldn’t talk for hours; and by the time he finally got himself under control, there was not the faintest trace of the route that Pastor Mueller had taken with his refugees.


  THE WILLFUL PUPPETS


  First published in the February 1943 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Larry Temple was in no condition to put on a show this evening, yet it went on! Could it be that his puppets were alive?


  CHAPTER I


  LARRY TEMPLE was feeling rather low when he stepped out into the alley that flanked the Palace theatre. He had just completed his act and the response of the audience could hardly have been termed enthusiastic.


  Larry leaned against the brick wall of the theatre and moodily lighted a cigarette.


  “To hell with ’em,” he muttered bitterly. “They just don’t appreciate any act that hasn’t got a strip-tease in it.” Larry Temple was a puppeteer and, as such, he was considered, in the judgment of those in show business, about one notch below a ventriloquist and about on a par with acrobats.


  He was thoroughly sick of manipulating puppets for a living, but he had to eat and there was nothing else he could do to earn his cakes and coffee.


  As he flipped his half-smoked cigarette away he noticed a small tavern across the street, advertising liquors and beer via a cheerily blinking neon sign.


  Larry was not a drinking man, but his present dissatisfaction weighed against his normal abstinence. He crossed the street and entered the small, dimly lighted bar.


  The bartender mopped the bar in front of him with a damp rag and looked inquiringly at him.


  “Rye,” he said. “Make it double.”


  He lit another cigarette and pushed his gray fedora back on his forehead. He was a clean-cut young man with pleasant brown eyes and a small mustache.


  The bartender set the drink on the bar.


  “Thanks,” Larry said. He tossed a bill on the bar and then picked up the glass of whisky. For a second he inspected the ruddy brown contents of the glass with misgivings; then he lifted the glass to his lips and drained it with one gulp.


  The effect was like that of a small bomb exploding gently in his stomach. A warm languorous wave spread from his midriff and flowed down his legs and up to his arms and throat. He blinked and a hiccough shook him slightly.


  The sensation was not at all unpleasant. He ordered another drink and loosened his collar. It suddenly seemed a bit too tight.


  He glanced at the clock over the bar. It said 8:45. He made a mental note of the time, for his next show was at 9:30. But he had plenty of time.


  The second drink was smoother than the first and it was then that Larry made a discovery, which drinkers the world over have been making since time immemorial. Namely, that each succeeding drink tastes better than its predecessor.


  This discovery was like a revelation to Larry.


  He ordered another drink to prove his thesis and he was nodding with thoughtful pleasure when he had finished the third drink. He was absolutely right. The third drink tasted immeasurably smoother and better than the second, which hadn’t been any slouch.


  A LITTLE while later he glanced at the clock. He blinked and peered at it intently. He experienced a faint sensation of annoyance. The damn clock wasn’t behaving. Its hands were revolving slowly and steadily and the numerals on the dial were moving about in small circles.


  “No way for a clock to act,” he muttered. He put his elbows on the bar and slumped forward. He felt better that way, he discovered.


  The bartender leaned toward him.


  “What’d you say, buddy?”


  “I asked for a drink,” Larry said, with considerable dignity. “And, If you aren’t busy, you might tell me what time it is.”


  “Sure thing.”


  The bartender glanced over his shoulder. “It’s 9:05.” He poured another drink for Larry.


  “Thank you,” Larry said solemnly. He suddenly realized what a sterling chap this bartender was. He blinked owlishly.


  “You are a scholar and a gentleman,” he said, punching the surface of the bar for emphasis.


  “The same to you,” the bartender said. He watched Larry drain the glass of whisky with slightly apprehensive eyes. “You’d better take it a little easy,” he advised. “That stuff you’re drinking ain’t milk.”


  Larry digested this information in silence. Somehow it seemed important that he wasn’t drinking milk, but he couldn’t quite figure out why.


  He looked at the clock again but it was still acting foolishly.


  The bartender said, “It’s 9:10. Have you got a date or something?”


  Larry nodded, beaming. He liked this chap more each minute. He liked the way he figured things out and drove right to the heart of an issue.


  “What time is your date?” the bartender asked.


  Larry was reaching the secretive stage. He put a finger over his lips and peered up and down the deserted bar.


  “Mustn’t tell,” he hissed in a thick conspiratorial whisper. “McGinty wouldn’t want me to tell.”


  “Who’s McGinty?”


  “McGinty is the stage manager,” Larry confided.


  “Are you an actor?” the bartender asked.


  LARRY felt a warm, satisfied glow stealing over him and it was not altogether the effect of the liquor.


  “Yes,” he said, “you might say I am an actor. That is, after a fashion.”


  “Gee,” the bartender said, and the admiration in his voice was sufficiently pronounced to seep through the alcoholic fog that was enveloping Larry. “That’s sure interesting,” he went on wistfully. “You know I always had a hankering to go on the stage. Making love to pretty girls all day is my idea of nice work, if you can get it.”


  Larry began to feel unhappy again.


  “If you can get it,” he said. A tear fell into his empty glass.


  “What’s the matter?” the bartender asked solicitously.


  “I need another drink,” Larry said mournfully.


  “Okay,” the bartender said, reaching for the bottle, “but are you sure you’ve got time? It’s 9:25 right now.”


  Larry straightened with a jerk.


  Nine-twenty-five!


  His act was supposed to go on at 9:15!


  This realization had a slightly sobering effect on him. Missing an act was one of the unpardonable crimes of show business. Performers who missed their acts inevitably wound up missing their meals. That was as definite as an algebraic equation.


  He rose unsteadily to his feet.


  “I must be going,” he announced, in about the tone of voice Napoleon must have used when his boat set out for St. Helena.


  “I hope you’re not late,” the bartender said.


  Larry glanced at the clock. He had sobered sufficiently to read the hands. It was 9:30!


  “Hope is a wonderful thing,” he muttered. He patted the bartender on the shoulder. “We, who are about to go hungry, salute you.”


  With that he staggered out of the bar and lurched across the alley to the stage door of the Palace. He felt fine, except for his realization that black doom was awaiting him; and also his knees had an odd tendency to work in reverse.


  Fortunately there was no one on guard at the stage door and he was able to slip backstage without being noticed. He saw a small knot of people gathered at the wings watching whatever was happening on the stage and he heard the roars of applause from the theatre audience.


  Someone was getting a hand, he thought bitterly.


  In the crowd of stage hands and performers gathered at the wings he recognized the stocky belligerent figure of Matt McGinty.


  He swallowed guiltily. He had no desire to meet McGinty now. After missing his act, McGinty would be in a mood to strangle him with his bare hands.


  WITH commendable stealth, considering the load he was carrying, Larry tip-toed past the group at the wings without being noticed. He crept through the maze of backdrops and ropes until he reached a slit in the curtain, from where he could watch the act on the stage without being observed.


  When he peeked through the narrow opening in the back curtain the sight that met his eyes gave him a distinct start. For in the center of the stage was his puppet booth and, at the angle he was looking, he could see his three puppets going through their paces.


  The antics in which they were indulging was not in any way similar to the act he had perfected; but the audience was obviously delighted.


  Larry felt as if he had been slugged at the base of the skull with a lead pipe. He had returned to the theatre expecting to have fire and brimstone heaped on his head by McGinty for missing his act. And here was the act going merrily on, apparently not minding his absence one bit.


  But who was manipulating the puppets!


  The curtain at the back of the booth was drawn and whoever was inside was not visible to Larry. But, whoever he was, Larry knew he was a master.


  There was a life-like humor and deftness in the performance of the puppets that exceeded any effect Larry had ever been able to create.


  The act was reaching its climax. Already, Larry knew, it had been on several minutes too long, but far from minding, the audience was eating it up.


  When the curtain finally came down and the stage hands emerged from the wings and speedily shoved the puppet’s booth off the stage, the packed house was shaking to the applause of the audience.


  Larry listened to the ovation enviously. He had never gotten a reception like that. He was lucky if the audience took pity on his efforts and applauded through kindness.


  But he did not feel too bitter. For he realized that someone had saved him from a nasty mess. If whoever had stepped into the breach to operate the puppet act hadn’t been on hand it would have been terrible.


  McGinty at this moment would be throwing him out the rear door of the theatre with explicit and profane instructions not to come back.


  THE stage hands had shoved the puppet booth in to the wings and Larry realized that the least he could do was to thank whoever had saved his neck.


  With that thought in mind he emerged from his place of concealment. As he stepped into the view of the crowd in the wings McGinty saw him and strode toward him.


  Larry felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.


  McGinty stopped in front of him. hands on his hips.


  “It breaks my heart to tell you this,” he said, “but that was a darn good act.” He smiled suddenly and slapped Larry on the back. “What are you looking so scared about? I’m telling you, you laid ’em in the aisles. Listen! They’re still clapping. Keep up that kind of work, son, and you’ll be out of the bread-and-butter circuits darn soon.”


  Larry sputtered helplessly. He tried to speak but there were no words to express the weird thoughts that were running crazily through his head.


  “What’s the matter with you?” McGinty demanded. “You’d think there something wrong about knocking that audience cold like you did.”


  Without answering, Larry moved dazedly to the puppet booth which was standing in the wings. He drew aside the rear curtain and peered into the small aperture from which the puppeteer manipulated the puppets.


  It was empty!


  He stepped around to the front of the booth and stared intently at the three puppets who were hanging inertly from the strings which motivated them.


  The three figures were carved from wood and cleverly jointed together at knees, elbows and neck. Their small, merry faces were tinted with life-like shades and there were bright glints in their shining eyes, which were made of buttons.


  Larry called them Pat and Mike and Tim.


  In the act, Pat and Mike were hellions, in and out of trouble all the time, while Tim was dutiful and innocent.


  But in spite of the fact that Larry sometimes thought of them as having personality and individuality, they were actually three wooden figures, about eight inches high, cleverly fashioned to react to his manipulations.


  And that was all.


  LARRY took off his hat slowly and ran a hand through his hair. He felt the effects of the liquor deserting him and he didn’t like that. He felt that he was going to need something to sustain him.


  For there was a great big question in his mind.


  Who had manipulated these puppets?


  That was the question and, needless to say, there was no answer to it.


  McGinty was looking at him closely.


  “What’s the matter with you?” he demanded. “You act as if you’d been on a binge.”


  “McGinty,” Larry. said slowly, “X didn’t handle this act. Do you know who did?”


  “Huh?” McGinty’s voice was incredulous. He leaned forward and sniffed suspiciously. “As I thought. You’ve been swilling a lot of cheap booze from the smell of you. It’s lucky this is your last show tonight. Go home and sleep it off and don’t let me catch you drinking on the job again.”


  “But I know what I’m talking about,” Larry said. He felt a peculiar flutter of panic. “I didn’t handle this show. I couldn’t have. I wasn’t here.”


  “Who’re you trying to kid?” McGinty demanded. “You’re out of your head. Sleep it off, I’m telling you.” Larry shook his head weakly and stared at the puppets.


  “Maybe they know,” he muttered. “I don’t.”


  He turned on his heel and strode toward his dressing room, weaving only slightly from the load he was still carrying.


  CHAPTER II


  LARRY did a lot of thinking when he got to his dressing room. With an ice pack on his dully aching head he sat at his dressing table staring moodily at his image as reflected in the long, cracked mirror.


  And the more he thought about the weird events that had taken place, the more befuddled he became. Maybe he, himself, had manipulated the puppets. Possibly he had been so drunk that he just didn’t remember.


  He shook his head irritably. That wouldn’t wash. He hadn’t been that drunk. And he had a distinct recollection of having watched the act from back-stage.


  He couldn’t have been in the puppet booth manipulating the marionettes and, at the same time, back-stage watching the show, could he?


  No, he told himself decisively, that would have been impossible. So there he was. Stuck.


  Stuck, that, was, for any reasonable explanation of how the act had managed to go on while he was sitting in a bar a half block away.


  He shook his head wearily. Nothing made any sense.


  He had reached this conclusion when there was a sudden sharp knock on the door of his dressing room. The sound of the impatient knock was like a knife driven into each of his eardrums and then twisted slowly.


  He jumped involuntarily and the ice pack fell from his head to the floor.


  The knock was repeated, sharply, insistently.


  Larry winced, and walked to the door.


  “Go away!” he shouted. “I just died!”


  The door opened and a girl stepped into the room. She surveyed him coolly.


  “You look it,” she murmured.


  Larry goggled at her speechlessly. She was just about the most breath-taking parcel of femininity he had ever inspected. Her eyes were deep and level and their shade would have shamed violets. The top of her smooth-shining blonde head came just about to his shoulders and she was as neatly put together as a Christmas package. She was wearing clothes. Larry was too impressed with the contents of this particular package to notice the details of the trimmings.


  “I’m sorry,” he stammered. “Won’t you please come in?”


  This was a somewhat superfluous invitation, for the girl was already in the room and Larry noticed then, for the first time, that she was not alone.


  A man was with her. A tall, well-groomed man with a lean, arrogant face and smooth, dark hair that fitted his skull as closely as a velvet cap.


  This immaculately turned-out specimen looked about the dressing room with an amused twist to his lips. His attitude was that of slumming royalty.


  “I told you this was a mistake,” he murmured to the girl.


  The girl ignored the remark. She turned directly to Larry and he noticed that her small lovely jaw was squared stubbornly.


  “I’m Gloria Manners,” she said, “and this is my friend, Dereck Miller.”


  “How do you do,” Larry said.


  THE tall creature designated as Dereck Miller ignored the hand that Larry extended and nodded his head carelessly. Larry discovered that he had taken a violent dislike to Dereck Miller. And this was rather unusual, for Larry was the easy-going, cheerful type, who very seldom bothered to have serious emotions about people. Now he found himself thinking rather wistfully of the many interesting things that could happen to the man, what with big cars whizzing about and people dropping flower pots from high buildings . . .


  This pleasant train of thought was derailed abruptly by the girl’s next remark.


  “I want to hire your services, Mr. Temple, if it can be arranged.”


  “What?”


  “Yes,” the lovely girl said, “I saw your act a few minutes ago and I’d like to hire you to perform at a party I’m giving this coming week-end. Would you be interested?”


  “Why—why, yes, indeed,” Larry said breathlessly. He wasn’t thinking of the job so much as the opportunity of seeing this girl again. “Just what sort of a party is it?”


  “Quite respectable,” the girl said, smiling slightly.


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “That’s all right. The party will be given at my father’s estate in Pineknoll. You will come down Friday night and bring your equipment with you. The party is on Saturday night and you will have all day Saturday to set up your apparatus. One of the servants will meet you at the train Friday night, if that is agreeable with you.”


  “Why it sounds perfect,” Larry said enthusiastically.


  The tall impeccably clad young man named Dereck regarded the girl with a faintly annoyed expression.


  “My dear,” he murmured, “are you sure the colonel will approve of what you’re doing? After all, I don’t imagine that he relishes having just anyone invited out to Pineknoll.”


  “Father won’t mind,” the girl said. “That’s big of the old boy,” Larry said drily.


  The girl put her hand on his arm in an impulsive, contrite gesture. “I’m sorry. Forgive me. You must think we’re terribly rude. It isn’t that, but Father is somewhat peculiar, but I’m sure you’ll get along with him.”


  “I’ll try my best,” Larry grinned. The girl’s warm sincerity had completely charmed away his feeling of irritation. “He can’t be too bad. After all, he’s your father.”


  Dereck coughed and flicked away a spot of dust from his coat sleeve.


  “Shall we be going?” He let the question hang meaningly in the air.


  The girl was regarding Larry uncertainly. Finally, as if making up her mind, she held out her hand and smiled.


  “We’ll be expecting you,” she said. “Friday night.”


  “Righto,” Larry said.


  The girl smiled again and walked out through the door. Dereck lingered a moment in the doorway.


  “Don’t presume on a professional relationship, old boy,” he said softly. Then, with a final glance of faint contempt about the littered dressing room, he departed.


  LARRY turned the remark over in his mind for several seconds and then he shrugged and bent to retrieve his ice pack. When he straightened up, there was a small man standing in the doorway, regarding him with a cheerful smile.


  “Mind if I drop in, chum?” the little man asked.


  Larry stared at this new arrival in mild surprise. He was wearing a checkered plaid suit, a green shirt and an orange tie. On his round head he wore a furry cap pulled low over one eye. He was about as inconspicuous as a pink elephant on the morning after.


  “Come right in,” Larry said expansively. “This is becoming a popular place these days. We’ll need stop and go signs if the traffic holds up.” He sat down at the dressing room make-up table and balanced the ice pack on his head. “And what can I do for you, little friend?”


  The little man stepped into the room and closed the door carefully. He was still smiling and his blue eyes were tiny pin-points of lights in his. red-wrinkled face.


  “Right nice of you, chum,” he said gratefully. “The name is Buggy Rafferty, late of Atlanta and Leavenworth.”


  Larry blinked in surprise.


  “Did you say Atlanta?”


  “That’s right, chum. And Leavenworth; don’t forget Leavenworth.”


  “I’ll try not to,” Larry said dubiously. “And what can I do for you, Mr. Rafferty?”


  “Aw, call me Buggy,” the little man said, with a modest wave of his hand. “I ain’t a guy to stand on formality. Particularly with me partners.”


  “That’s very democratic of you,” Larry said. “And—” He stopped speaking abruptly as the little man’s last remark hit him solidly. “What was that last, again?” he asked.


  “Aw, there I go again,” Buggy laughed, “gettin’ ahead of myself. ’Cause you didn’t know we was going to be partners, did you, chum?”


  “The idea hadn’t occurred to me,” Larry admitted. And now that you bring it up, I don’t find it intriguing. Do you care to elucidate, or do you find it fun being mysterious?”


  The little man pursed his lips thoughtfully.


  “I guess I’d better tell all,” he said. “That would be nice,” Larry said. “Shoot.”


  “It’s like this,” Buggy said, “all my life I been on the wrong side of the law and it ain’t no fun. They catch me and ship me away to some lousy jug and that’s that for five, maybe ten years. I’m sick of it. It’s getting boring, that’s what it is.”


  “I’m glad you have seen the error of your ways,” Larry said.


  “That’s what I’ve seen,” Buggy said, nodding vigorously. “The error of my ways and means. My means, in particular, have been lousy with errors, if you get what I mean.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t,” Larry said. “It’s like this. A smart crook is a guy who don’t get caught; right?”


  “That seems logical.”


  “Now,” the little man continued warmly, “the smart crooks who don’t get caught didn’t just get that way by accident. They figure everything out, they case all the angles and they don’t take no unnecessary chances. So they don’t get caught, get it.”


  “It all seems to follow,” Larry said. “Pray, go on.”


  “Okay, chum, listen good. From now on I’m playin’ it smart. I’m casing all the angles. I’m figuring all the details. I’m looking before I leap.”


  LARRY stood up and smiled.


  “I think you are in the wrong pew, Mr. Rafferty. While I am naturally delighted with this ambitious attitude of yours, I fail to see how it concerns me. Possibly you could find a more sympathetic attitude at some reform school, where the inmates would probably be happy to absorb any little trade secrets you could pass along. As for me, I am on the right side of the law and I find my position comfortable. I am not a reformer by nature but I might suggest that you would do well to join me. It makes for better nerves and sounder sleep to know that the gendarmes are not sniffing on your trail. You are at liberty to correct me if gendarmes do not sniff, but it has been my opinion that they do.”


  “I ain’t talking just to waste my breath, chum,” Buggy said quietly. “I got a very definite purpose behind this kind of rambling introduction. You and me, chum, is going into a partnership of sorts. I’ve got a little deal lined up and I need you bad.”


  “That is going to make your disappointment more acute,” Larry said sadly.


  “There ain’t goin’ to be any disappointment,” Buggy said. He was no longer smiling. “That dame that just left here has got a fortune in ice out at her Pineknoll estate.”


  “Ice?”


  “Ice. Diamonds, to you. She’s got one in particular that’s worth a striptease queen’s ransom. And I’ve had me eye on it for months, but I couldn’t figure any safe way of cracking into her joint. You see I’m figuring all the angles like I said. I’m playing it smart, waiting till I get a foolproof scheme worked out. And I got it now. But I need you, chum.”


  “You have been walking in the sun too much and too long, I’m afraid,” Larry said. “What makes you think I’d help you steal Miss Manners’ valuables?”


  “This,” Buggy said. He drew out a very large, very ugly looking gun from his pocket.


  “My gracious,” Larry said, “you’d have to mount that before you could fire it.”


  “I do all right with it in my hand,” Buggy said cheerfully. “Now are you goin’ to be nice, chum?”


  “I don’t know,” Larry said truthfully. He thought a moment. “Would you really shoot me with that thing?”


  “It would break my heart,” Buggy said, “but that wouldn’t stop me.”


  “What do you want me to do?” Larry asked.


  “That’s the spirit, chum. I been tailing Miss Manners for weeks trying to figure out an angle to get into her home without creatin’ no suspicions. I was listening outside when she proposed her little deal to you. Now you’re goin’ to have an assistant when you go down to do your little act.”


  “But I don’t need an assistant,” Larry said reasonably.


  “This time you do,” Buggy corrected him softly. “And said assistant is none other than Buggy Rafferty, late—”


  “Of Atlanta and Leavenworth,” Larry finished the sentence with a weary sigh.


  “THAT’S right, chum. That way I get into the house without any one suspecting a thing. I find this hunk of ice, cop it and blow. Before it’s missed I’ll be in South America bein’ a good neighbor to some of them Pampas patooties with plenty of chicken feed to feed the chickens. Now, how does it sound to you?”


  “Terrible,” Larry said.


  “That’s just an amateur viewpoint,” Buggy said equably. “Anyway, what you think of the idea ain’t so important. All you got to do is cooperate.”


  “Supposing I would go immediately to the police and tell them all that you have told me,” Larry said thoughtfully. “What would happen then?”


  “A lot of things.” Buggy said cheerfully. “All of them would be unpleasant and all of them would happen to you. But what good would it do you to squeal? Who’d believe you? You got any witnesses?”


  “I have an honest face,” Larry said, clutching at straws.


  “So have most of the mugs in Alcatraz,” Buggy said, grinning.


  Larry sighed despairingly. He looked at the big gun in Buggy’s hand.


  “I can’t think with that cannon in my face,” he said moodily. “Sight it on something else, will you?”


  Buggy slipped the gun back into his pocket.


  “Anything to oblige,” he said. “But don’t forget it’s within easy reach.” Larry thought for several minutes and got nowhere. There was nothing he could do about the situation immediately. The only possible course was to string along with Buggy and hope to turn the tables on him before he went south with the beautiful girl’s diamonds.


  And that course wasn’t the best of all possible courses, by a darn sight.


  “Okay,” he sighed, “get yourself a social security number. You’re working for me now. And be ready to leave Friday afternoon for Pineknoll.”


  “I been packed for weeks,” Buggy grinned. He opened the door. “Don’t do anything foolish, chum. You wouldn’t look nice on a slab.”


  “You have a good point there,” Larry said moodily.


  The door closed on Buggy Rafferty. Larry sighed. In spite of all his trouble, he still wished he knew who had manipulated those damn puppets!


  CHAPTER III


  COLONEL MARMADUKE MANNERS’ estate was a vast sprawling affair covering several dozen acres of choice wooded land, replete with formal gardens, elaborate fountains and bird baths.


  The home was built on the crest of a sloping hill. Winding lanes led from the road, through avenues of stately trees, and up to the majestic porticos of the house.


  Seen for the first time, the home and grounds were an impressive sight.


  Larry and Buggy Rafferty were duly impressed.


  They were seated in the rear of a shining oak-paneled station wagon which was driven by an elderly Negro, who had been with the colonel’s family for two generations.


  Buggy leaned back and sighed expansively.


  “Nifty, ain’t it?”


  The car was winding through stately parks and gardens that surrounded the colonel’s home, and in the distance the majestic gables of the house were visible above the tops of the trees.


  Larry looked distastefully at his companion. Buggy was wearing a wildly designed sports coat over a mauve turtle neck sweater. A mangled cigar jutted from his mouth.


  “ ‘Nifty’ is just the word I was thinking of,” Larry said dryly.


  The Negro driver brought the car to a stop at the side door of the palatial home and Buggy and Larry climbed out. Larry had shipped his puppet booth down earlier in the week and he was anxious to find out whether it had arrived safely.


  The wide, paneled door opened and Gloria Manners appeared. She smiled a welcome to him. She was wearing a trim sports suit and low-heeled oxfords. Her honey-colored hair was carelessly wind-blown.


  Larry sighed. Never in his life had he seen anything more exquisite.


  “Hello,” she said. “Your apparatus got here yesterday. I had one of the gardners unpack it and set it up in the sun-room. I hope that was all right.”


  “That’s fine,” Larry said. “Saves me a job.”


  The girl was looking rather curiously at Buggy, who stood beside Larry twisting a red jockey’s cap in his big hands.


  “Oh, this is my helper, Mr. Rafferty,” Larry explained hastily. “I forgot to tell you about him.”


  “How do you do?” Gloria said. Her eyes were moving in polite astonishment over the little man’s incredible clothes.


  “Pleased to meet cha, ma’m,” Buggy said cordially.


  Larry put a hand on his shoulder and smiled innocently.


  “Mr. Rafferty does all the heavy work for me,” he said. “There won’t be anything for him to do since you have taken care of my outfit; so,” he patted Buggy on the back, “maybe there’s some work around here he can do.”


  “Well, I don’t know,” the girl said. She turned to the elderly Negro. “Rastus, will you take Mr. Rafferty to the kitchen?” Maybe you can find something to keep him occupied.”


  RASTUS rubbed his big, horny hands. He did not approve of Buggy Rafferty and it was obvious that his mistress’ assignment gave him deep pleasure.


  “Yassum,” he said, smiling. “I’ll keep him busy. Ain’t nobody touched dat woodpile for days now. He can start on dat.” He turned to Buggy. “Come on, you.”


  Buggy looked darkly at Larry.


  “Much obliged, chum,” he muttered under his breath. He shuffled off after the Negro, the cigar in his mouth wagging angrily.


  Gloria took Larry by the arm.


  “You must come in and meet Father now.”


  “Fine,” Larry said.


  His vague misgivings in regard to the colonel were not eased when he entered into the huge, high-ceilinged library with Gloria at his side, and saw a tall, broad-shouldered old man, with fierce white mustaches standing in front of the fireplace with a great, blue-barrelled rifle in his hands.


  The old man had steel blue eyes and a jaw that looked like Gibraltar.


  “Shot and shell are for sissies,” he was thundering to some invisible auditor as Gloria and Larry entered the room. He waved the huge gun about impatiently. “For a real, honest-to-God battle give me cold steel. A man—”


  He broke off in mid-sentence and peered at his daughter.


  “Ah, there you are,” he said in a milder voice. “Dereck and I were talking about you.”


  Gloria smiled. “How did I manage to squeeze into a conversation on the relative merits of cold steel and shot-and-shell?”


  Dereck stood up and bowed gallantly. He had been seated in a high-backed chair facing the colonel.


  “There’s room for you, my dear, in any conversation,” he said, fairly exuding charm from every pore. He was dressed in formal riding clothes and he seemed to realize that he cut quite a dashing figure.


  Gloria led Larry forward.


  “Father, this is the young man I was telling you about.”


  Larry shook hands with the colonel and he found himself staring into a pair of frosty blue eyes that were like chilled lake water.


  “Yes, yes,” the old man muttered, “I remember you telling me about him. How are you, young fellow?”


  “Fine, thank you, sir,” Larry said, breathing a little more easily, as the colonel stood the huge elephant gun against the fireplace.


  “What do you do for a living?” the colonel asked bluntly, when he turned back to Larry. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back and his bushy eyebrows were drawn together over his piercing eyes.


  Gloria said quickly, “I told you all about him, Father. He’s an entertainer. He’s going to perform at the party tomorrow night.”


  “What kind of an entertainer?” the colonel asked.


  “I’m a puppeteer,” Larry explained apologetically. He didn’t know quite why but his occupation suddenly seemed rather shameful.


  “A what?”


  “A puppeteer, sir. I manipulate puppets by string control and make them do all sorts of things.”


  THE colonel frowned.


  “What sort of things?”


  Larry loosened his collar.


  “Well, I make them hit each other over the head and walk as if they’re drunk and—” His voice trailed off weakly and he cleared his throat desperately. “Things like that,” he added feebly. He was all too conscious of how silly his work must seem to a fire-belching colonel.


  “I see,” the colonel said. He glanced at Dereck and smiled. “Interesting, what?”


  “Very,” Dereck said smoothly. “Someone has to keep the women and children entertained while the men are away fighting the war, I suppose.” Larry restrained an impulse to kick Dereck squarely in the stomach. He said nothing of the knee that had caused his rejection from the Army, Navy and Marines. That was a little something he kept pretty close to himself.


  “Of course,” Dereck continued smoothly, “when I was fighting in India we were too busy to worry about the morale of the people back home. We had enough trouble staying alive without worrying about anything else.”


  “You’ve mentioned that before. Dereck,” Gloria said quietly. She turned to Larry. “Maybe you’d be willing to show us how your act works. Sort of a preview of tomorrow night. Everything’s all set up in the sun-room, just off the library.”


  “I’d be glad to,” Larry said.


  She led him across the library and through an arched doorway into a solarium. His puppet booth was in the center of this room and his three puppets, Pat, Mike and Tim were sprawled on the tiny stage.


  Dereck and the colonel followed them, and Larry heard the colonel’s clarion voice growling vaguely about a sabre charge in the Crimea in which he participated; and in between these blasts he could hear Dereck’s smooth voice relating some bit of personal daring that he had accomplished in the air above Tobruk.


  He sighed and there was envy in the sigh. Naturally the old man and Dereck would be as thick as thieves, since they had a sort of military bond between them.


  “Oh, they’re cute,” Gloria cried, as Larry gathered the controlling strings of the puppets in his hands and lifted them to a standing position. With dexterously sensitive fingers he set them jigging.


  The colonel shoved his craggy face close to the dancing puppets.


  “I’ve never seen anything so ridiculous in all my life,” he growled.


  “They’re the most stupid looking things a person could imagine. They look silly. Whoever made them must have been dumb and blind.”


  His fiercely scowling face was within an inch of the puppet at the left end of the line. This was the puppet Larry had dubbed Mike, because of the merrily belligerent expression carved on his little wooden face.


  An odd thing happened then.


  The foot of this puppet flew out with sudden malicious speed.


  And its hard wooden shoe landed squarely on the tip of the colonel’s red-veined, beaked nose!


  THE colonel straightened with a roar that set the floor trembling. He glared in raging accusation at the puppet that had kicked him.


  “It—it assaulted me!” he roared.


  “Don’t be silly, Father,” Gloria said soothingly. “How could a puppet do anything like that? They’re just little wooden figures. Their actions are completely controlled by Larry.”


  “So that’s it!” the colonel bellowed.


  He wheeled on Larry who was still holding the puppets’ strings in his hands.


  “I presume, young man, that that is your idea of a joke,” he shouted wrathfully.


  He drew himself up to his full impressive height and his eyes pierced Larry like twin needles.


  “It might interest you to know,” he said scathingly, “that I happen to regard practical joking as the external expression of a low, perverted intellect.”


  He turned on his heel and marched stiffly from the room. After a discreet interval Dereck followed suit. His attitude indicated plainly that he shared the colonel’s opinion.


  Gloria was looking at Larry with wonder in her blue eyes. “Why did you have to do that, Larry?”


  “Do what?”


  “Make that puppet kick Father.” Larry’s expression was slightly dazed. “I—I didn’t. Anyway I don’t think I did.”


  The girl’s expression was an interesting blend of exasperation and amusement. “Don’t be silly! It could hardly have kicked him of its own accord.”


  “Yeah,” mumbled Larry. “I mean, you’re right. But I don’t see how—” His voice trailed off.


  The entrance of the butler with the announcement that dinner was served, ended the conversation on that note of uncertainty.


  Except for the excellent food, dinner proved to be something of an ordeal. The colonel, evidently still smarting from Larry’s attempt on his dignity, had drawn into a shell. Dereck managed to monopolize Gloria by means of a steady flow of light conversation that definitely held no place for Larry.


  Afterward, the young puppeteer, tired, puzzled and vaguely depressed, slowly mounted the stairs to his room, He undressed wearily and got into bed. But he couldn’t sleep. There were too many disquieting thoughts buzzing about in his head. And chief among these disturbing figments was his concern over what had happened to Mike. He was certainly acting in a peculiar fashion and he could think of no reasonable explanation for the puppet’s conduct. If anything happened tomorrow night during the big show . . .


  HE TOSSED restlessly. Sleep seemed an elusive thing that was farther away than ever. When he heard the great clock in the lower hall mournfully chiming two o’clock, he decided that there was no longer any point in staying in bed.


  He got up and slipped into his bathrobe and slippers. He lit a cigarette and sat on the edge of the bed smoking moodily. The cigarette tasted foul. He put it out and lit another.


  After a few moments he stood up, deciding that he had better go downstairs and see that everything was all right with his equipment.


  He felt better having something definite to do. He put out his cigarette and left his room as quietly as possible. The house was dark and heavy with a tomb-like silence.


  Larry found the carved stair banister and guided himself down to the first floor. He picked his way carefully through the library and when he reached the sun-room he turned on one of the floor lamps.


  A shadow moved away from the wall. The end of a glowing cigar was visible in the semi-gloom.


  “Greetings, chum,” a voice said.


  “It’s you again,” Larry said wearily, as Buggy Rafferty moved out into the light, blinking his little eyes against the soft glare.


  He was wearing crimson pajamas with a yellow sash and a light tan dressing gown with green felt lapels. His hands were jammed into the pockets of the gown and Larry detected a significant bulge under the right pocket.


  “That was a crummy trick you played on me today, chum,” he said in an injured voice, “but I ain’t sore, honest. This way I gets to gab with the help and find out the lay of the land.”


  “What are you doing prowling about the house this time of night?” Larry asked stiffly.


  “I could ask you the same thing,” Buggy grinned. “But I ain’t the nosey type. I’m just doin’ a little research work, that’s all. Checkin’ the burglar alarms and things like that. Can’t be too careful these days. That Rastus kept me so busy cuttin’ wood and hauling garbage that this is the first chance I got to look the joint over. And from what Fve seen, it’s goin’ to be a lead-pipe cinch.”


  “How dandy,” Larry said gloomily.


  Until now he had forgotten about Buggy. He had been so worried about the peculiar behavior of his puppet that all other thoughts had been driven from his mind. His spirits sank. For a while he had been kidding himself with the delightful prospects of seeing Gloria the next day and possibly making hay while the sun shone.


  But his name would be mud when Buggy copped her diamonds and blew the country. Naturally he would be held responsible for that. If he escaped a nice smacking twenty-year sentence he’d be lucky.


  “Well, be good, chum,” Buggy said. “I’m goin’ back to my honest slumber. Don’t stay up too late.”


  “Good night,” Larry said dully. The chances of Buggy strangling in the bed clothes were too remote to be cheering. All he could hope for was something developing tomorrow that would enable him to pull Buggy’s claws.


  He would like to do it with pliers, he thought bitterly.


  WHEN Buggy had left, Larry turned his attention to his puppet booth. And here he was in for another shock.


  The strings that led to two o£ the puppets were badly twisted and snarled. But that was not the worst.


  The two puppets were gone!


  Larry felt his scalp prickling with a strange fear. He turned on the high lights in the room and returned to his booth to make a thorough inspection of the damage.


  Only one puppet was in evidence.


  Tim, the puppet who took the role of the naive, innocent party in the little skits, was still present, but Pat and Mike, the two hellions, were gone without a trace.


  Tim was sitting on the edge of the tiny stage, a prop match and cigarette in his hands. There was a peculiarly doleful expression on the little face.


  Larry picked the puppet up and examined it carefully. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with it for all the manipulating strings were still attached and in good order.


  Larry set Tim on his shoulder and manipulated the wooden arms, legs and neck of the tiny puppet to make sure that everything was in good working order.


  He was slightly reassured to discover that Tim at least was all right, but he couldn’t put on a show with only one puppet.


  He stared bitterly at the deserted stage and the snarled ropes.


  “I wonder where the hell they are,” he said angrily.


  “They’re gone,” a small voice said in his ear.


  “I know that,” Larry said irritably, “but where—”


  Words jammed up in his throat and stuck there. An unpleasant shudder traveled down his spine.


  Had someone spoken?


  Or was he going batty?


  “I know where they’ve gone,” the small voice said. “They wanted me to go with them but I didn’t think it was right.”


  There was no doubt in his mind now.


  He turned his head slowly, carefully, as if he were afraid that his neck might splinter. His eyes met the shining button eyes of Tim, the little puppet.


  “Did you say something?” Larry whispered.


  “Yes,” Tim answered. His voice was clearly audible. It was small and rough, but not unpleasant. “I said I knew where Pat and Mike have gone. They asked me to come with them but I didn’t think it was the right thing to do.”


  “That’s what I thought you said,” Larry said weakly. Perspiration was pouring down his forehead in tiny rivulets. His mind felt as if it were rocking on its foundations.


  This was incredible! Yet it seemed to be happening.


  “Why didn’t you go with Mike and Pat?” he asked. It was a silly question but Larry hadn’t had much conversational experience with puppets. He was at a loss as to just the right approach.


  “I didn’t think it would be right,” Tim repeated. “I am supposed to act in shows. I want to do what is right.”


  “I am glad you do,” Larry said. He had the inane feeling he was making a perfect fool of himself. The proper procedure, he felt sure, would be to ignore Tim completely and go to bed. This thing couldn’t be happening. It was all a product of his imagination.


  THEN he remembered the night at the theatre when the puppets had gone through their act without him; and he remembered the scene earlier that evening when one of the puppets had kicked Colonel Manners in the nose.


  These recollections gave him pause. “How long has this been going on,” he asked Tim, in what he hoped was a severe voice. But it sounded like a croak to his ears.


  “How long has what been going on?” Tim asked.


  “This—this nonsense,” Larry said. “This business of you puppets taking things into your own hands.”


  “Not long,” Tim answered. “We came to life sort of gradually. The first night was when we put on the show at the theatre without you.”


  “So you did that, did you?” Larry asked.


  “Yes. We were pretty good, too. Better, I guess, than when you ran things.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Larry said.


  “I didn’t think we ought to let anybody know about us coming alive, but I couldn’t make Pat and Mike see it my way. They think they’re going to have a lot of fun now.”


  “This is terrible,” Larry whispered. “How’d you happen to become animated in the first place?”


  “We were made from the wood of a carnivorous tree,” Tim explained. “It was inevitable.”


  “I see,” Larry said. If this wasn’t the damnedest thing!


  Another thing occurred to him then. “Where did Pat and Mike go?” he asked. He felt that he should have asked that question immediately.


  “They went to find the nasty man with the white mustaches,” Tim answered.


  “The colonel?”


  “They didn’t like him,” Tim said. “He called us stupid and silly. Mike and Pat felt very hurt. They were going to do something about it.”


  “Good God!” Larry groaned. “How long have they been gone.”


  “I don’t know,” Tim said. “I can’t tell time.”


  Larry lifted the puppet from his shoulder and put him back on the stage. He had to stop Mike and Pat somehow.


  “What were they going to do to the colonel?” he demanded.


  “They were going to puncture the hot water bottle in his bed,” Tim giggled. “All they needed was a needle. They figured he would be pretty surprised when the water leaked out in the middle of the night.”


  Larry groaned. This would certainly put him in solid with the colonel. The old ram-rod would naturally blame him for anything that happened. The only thing he could do was to try and stop Mike and Pat before it was too late.


  He shook a finger sternly at Tim. “You stay here, you understand?”


  “Yes. I am waiting for the show to go on. I want to do what is right.” Larry patted him awkwardly on the shoulder.


  “Good boy,” he said. “I wish the others were like you.”


  He switched off the light and hurried back through the library and up the stairs. The upper floors were dark and he had to feel his way along, but he remembered Gloria saying that the colonel’s room was across the hall from his own, and that made his job simpler.


  He hesitated at the door of the colonel’s room. He had a normal amount of courage but there was something about invading the sanctity of the old boy’s boudoir that unnerved him. Still, every man has his Rubicon to cross, and Larry was no exception.


  With a silent prayer he gently opened the door and eased himself into the darkened room.


  CHAPTER IV


  THE only sound that disturbed the stillness of the room was the slightly asthmatic breathing of the colonel. This stertorous noise emanated from one corner of the room and Larry rightly presumed that the old gentleman was lying there in bed, enjoying his well-earned rest.


  So far so good.


  Apparently Mike and Pat hadn’t gotten this far.


  This comforting thought was blasted an instant later as Larry heard a slight scuffling sound at the foot of the colonel’s bed, followed by a muffled snicker.


  Pat and Mike were obviously on deck and up to no good.


  Larry moved cautiously toward the looming shadow of the bed. Tim had mentioned that the two obstreperous puppets, Pat and Mike, were planning some shenanigans with the hot water bottle at the foot of the colonel’s bed.


  Obviously the quickest way to circumvent their scheme would be to simply remove the hot water bottle. That, to Larry, seemed the essence of logic.


  With this idea in mind he carefully lifted the covers at the foot of the bed and began a cautious search for the bottle.


  He felt something bump against his foot and he heard a giggling laugh somewhere from the region under the bed. He swore softly and continued his search, trying desperately to locate the rubber bottle without awakening the colonel.


  But the best-laid plans can go awry, as Larry discovered to his sorrow. His hand encountered a welling puddle of water at the foot of the bed and at the same there was an enraged bellow from the colonel.


  Larry froze in his tracks. All of his common-sense instincts were screaming at him to flee; but he was powerless to move. He stood like a man in a trance as the bedclothes threshed about and the colonel’s bulky shadow loomed black against the darkness as he sat bolt upright in bed.


  There was a snap of an electric switch and then there was light.


  The colonel stared in apoplectic bewilderment at Larry. His white mustaches were bristling with outraged indignation. And in one gnarled hand he held a huge black pistol which was pointed unwaveringly at Larry’s midriff.


  “What, sir,” he said, in a strangled, hoarse voice, “is the meaning of this?”


  LARRY made futile efforts to speak.


  His mouth opened. His tongue went through the accepted motions but no words broke the silence. He waved his hands desperately and eloquently; but it takes a lot of hand-waving to explain anything, let alone a situation as complicated and embarrassing as that confronting Larry.


  The colonel watched with the sort of disgusted interest a person might bestow upon a creature scurrying from beneath a damp rock.


  “I presume you have something to say,” he said with icy deliberation.


  Larry continued to flutter his hands helplessly. It was all he could do.


  “If those are semaphore signals you may discontinue them,” the colonel said with terrible calmness.


  He threw back the covers of the bed and stood up, towering like Biblical figure of wrath in his flowing nightdress and disordered white hair.


  He inspected the condition of his bed with ominous quiet. His eye moved over the hot water bottle which was punctured in a dozen places with tiny needle pricks; his jaw tightened spasmodically as he viewed the soaked mattress and sheets.


  Gleaming guiltily in the center of the spreading patch of dampness was a large darning needle.


  The colonel picked up the needle between his thumb and forefinger. He extended it toward Larry.


  “Yours, I believe,” he said stiffly.


  Larry accepted the needle dumbly. His voice was beginning to return to normalcy.


  “This is all a terrible mistake,” he said. The words popped out in a stuttering rush.


  The colonel eyed him coldly from under lowering brows.


  “You are absolutely right,” he said. “This is a terrible mistake for you, my young friend.” His tone of voice could have been used by a Judge sentencing an ax-slayer to life imprisonment.


  “You don’t understand, sir,” Larry said desperately. “I came here to prevent someone from puncturing your hot water bottle.”


  “So?” The colonel’s brows arched coldly. “And who is this ‘someone’ who was interested in doing that?” Larry sputtered and again no words were forthcoming. He couldn’t explain to the colonel about the animated puppets. The man would think he had lost his mind.


  “I can’t say,” he blurted. “But you must believe me. I didn’t do this.”


  The colonel laid aside his gun and there was a noticeable touch of regret in the gesture.


  “One doesn’t shoot one’s guests,” he said quietly. He straightened and looked Larry coldly in the eye.


  “Young man, I am a just and tolerant person. I do not believe that I am harsh or vindictive. Let us therefore review the facts as they stand. I am awakened in the middle of the night by a person to whom I have extended the hospitality of my home. I find that person standing at the foot of my bed with a darning needle in his hand. I find the hot water bottle, which I am accustomed to keep at the foot of my bed, punctured in a dozen places and myself, practically inundated by the contents of the aforementioned water bottle. I demand explanations. I receive a barrage of incoherent gibberish accompanied by wild gestures which should, in my considered opinion, be restricted in the future by a straitjacket. Those, briefly and with a commendable lack of profanity, are my conclusions. If you have nothing further to add—”


  “WAIT!” Larry cried. He had nothing further to add that would do him any good, but he didn’t want to be shipped off to the Siberian salt mines without raising a finger. “I’ll admit things look incriminating but—”


  “Young man,” the colonel said in a dreadful whisper, “I am reaching certain limits in my capacity to endure your presence. I want you to leave my room. I want you to do without opening your mouth again. And in the morning I shall expect you to leave the premises of my home without a second’s delay. In my opinion, you are an addle-pated moron who would bite the hand that fed you, wear any man’s collar, desert a floundering ship™”


  “You are mixing up your metaphors slightly, Colonel,” Larry said, in what he hoped was a gaily bantering spirit. He hoped this digression would get the colonel off on a less personal tangent, but he reckoned without the colonel’s military trained, one-track mind.


  “And furthermore,” the colonel continued, gathering steam and pressure with each syllable and apparently not even hearing Larry’s diversion, “if you are not out of my sight in five seconds I shall forget my mother’s training and shoot you down like a dog!”


  This seemed pretty definite. And Larry had no intention of giving the colonel the pleasure of drilling a few holes through him.


  He broke for the door at a fast lope. When his hand hit the knob the colonel was reaching for his gun. Larry jerked open the door and closed it behind him with a relieved sigh.


  He walked dejectedly to his own room. The fat was in the fire for good, now. On the morrow he would undoubtedly be thrown as far as the colonel’s retainers were able to pitch him.


  He sat on the edge of the bed and lit a cigarette.


  Even the knowledge that Pat and Mike were still in the colonel’s room failed to disturb him. So what? he thought bitterly.


  There was even a dry, bitter pleasure in speculating on what the little hellions might do next to bedevil the colonel.


  “Maybe they’ll put sand in his shaving cream,” he thought.


  The prospect brought a wan smile to his lips and he climbed into bed. In despair he went to sleep.


  CHAPTER V


  THE next morning Larry was aroused from his uneasy sleep by a clamor of voices in the hallway outside his room. For a moment he lay in bed blinking at the ceiling, and then as the memory of the previous night flooded over him he groaned softly.


  But his thoughts were distracted from his sorry plight for the moment by the babble and confusion that were audibly evident outside his door.


  He got out of bed rather nervously. Maybe, he thought worriedly, the colonel had sent up a crew of strong-arm men to toss him out into the cold. But there was no attempt on the part of anyone to enter his room. Footsteps rushed back and forth outside his door; voices were raised and lowered, but through the discordant din Larry recognized one particular voice that surged over and above the others like the major theme in a symphony.


  This predominant voice was unmistakable. Once having heard it the chances were good that a man would recognize it on his death bed.


  For it was the voice of Colonel Manners raised in rage and anguish!


  Larry listened for a few seconds with a sort of grudging admiration. The old boy really had a set of pipes! And he was surpassing himself this morning.


  He wondered what had caused the outburst. For a while he toyed with speculations but finally his curiosity got the better of him and he put on his robe and slippers and headed for the door.


  Half-way there he was arrested by the sound of a voice. A jolly voice which said, “You’d better keep away from the colonel for a while.”


  Larry stopped in his tracks and then turned slowly.


  Seated on his dresser were two small figures surveying him with bright, sparkling eyes. Larry recognized them instantly as Pat and Mike, the incorrigible puppets who had been missing from the booth the previous night.


  They were fashioned the same as Tim, with cleverly jointed wooden arms, legs and bodies, but there was an unholy gleam in their button eyes that was lacking in Tim’s.


  “What have you little devils been up to?” Larry demanded. “What have you done to the colonel now?”


  Pat looked at Mike and a malicious grin split his mischievous features.


  “He wants to know what we did to the colonel,” the puppet said to his companion.


  Mike grinned too. “Tell him to go and ask the colonel,” Mike said. “And then tell him he’d better duck.”


  Larry crossed the room in two quick strides and swept the puppets up in his hands. They struggled and kicked in helpless fury.


  Larry glared at them. “I’m through playing around with you boys,” he said grimly. “I’m going to see to it that you behave.”


  He jerked open the top drawer of the dresser and dumped them in on top of his shirts. Then he closed the drawer and locked it. He put the key in his pocket.


  “That’ll hold you,” he muttered.


  He could hear their faint cries from inside the drawer, but he hardened his heart and strode away. Opening the door of his room he stepped out into a scene of wild confusion.


  SERVANTS rushed back and forth with tense worried looks stamped on their faces. Larry noticed Dereck Miller pacing nervously in front of the colonel’s door.


  “What’s up?” he asked.


  Dereck chewed his lip anxiously.


  “Hell to pay,” he said tensely, “the old boy’s lost his false teeth.”


  “You don’t say,” Larry murmured.


  Gloria appeared at that moment from the opposite end of the corridor. She was wearing a silver lace negligee and her bare feet were thrust into tiny silver mules.


  “My maid just told me the bad news,” she said breathlessly. “We’ve got to do something.”


  From inside the colonel’s room the wild bellowing was reminiscent of the trumpetings of a frustrated bull elephant. There was something terrifying and cosmic about the uproar issuing from the open transom.


  Dereck put his hand on Gloria’s arm comfortingly.


  “We’ll find them,” he said. His jaw was dramatically tense.


  The door was suddenly flung open and the colonel appeared, a wild tragic figure. His hair was flying about his head and sparks of rage were shooting from his eyes.


  The sight of Larry acted like a match touched to, gasoline on the colonel. He raised his clenched fists in the air and screamed like a denested eagle.


  “This is your work,” he bellowed. “Where are my teeth?”


  This appeal lost a bit of effectiveness since the colonel’s lips were writhing about loosely without the support of his store teeth. But the general idea got across.


  “I don’t know—” began Larry.


  “Get my teeth!” thundered the colonel.


  Larry had a pretty good idea of what had happened to the colonel’s teeth. Pat and Mike had obviously copped them during the night. But Larry felt no particular desire to leap to the aid and succor of the colonel. In his opinion the old goat richly deserved whatever bad luck befell him and he was about to voice this sentiment when Gloria took his arm.


  “Please,” she whispered, “If you can help him, I’ll be eternally grateful.”


  Larry looked at her and his hardhearted resolve melted. With her hair sleep-tumbled about her face she was as lovely as a morning rose.


  “I’ll do what I can,” he said.


  “Get my teeth, you scoundrel,” bellowed the colonel, hopping from one gouty foot to the other in his rage.


  Larry ducked back into his room and opened the drawer in which he had imprisoned the two puppets. He lifted them out paying no attention to their shrill accusing squawks.


  “Okay,” he said, when they had exhausted their repertoire of abuse, “we’re through playing games. Where are they?”


  “Where are what?” Mike asked surlily.


  “Don’t play dumb,” Larry said sharply, “I want the colonel’s teeth. Give!”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Pat mumbled.


  “Oh, yes you do,” Larry said grimly. “And you’re going to tell me where they are.”


  “Supposing we don’t?” Mike said sullenly.


  LARRY picked up his cigarette lighter from the top of the dresser. He flicked on the light and watched the blue-hot flame lick greedily into the air.


  The two puppets watched the flame also, and there was a sudden anxiety in their button-like eyes.


  “I am not a monster,” Larry said calmly, “but I would have no scruples about giving each of you fellows a hotfoot, if necessary, to find out what I want to know. A hot-foot in your case would probably be fatal, but I can’t help that.”


  Mike twisted uneasily in his hand. Pat did likewise.


  “Who wants any old false teeth?” Mike said suddenly.


  “I don’t,” Pat said promptly.


  “Start talking,” Larry said.


  “They’re in the top drawer,” Mike said. “Please put out that lighter. It’s giving me heart burn.”


  Larry put out the lighter and tossed the puppets back into the drawer beside his shirts. He closed the drawer and locked it. Then he opened the top drawer and the first sight that met his eyes was the colonel’s very large, very white and very false set of teeth.


  With them in his hand he returned to the excited group clustered about the colonel’s drawer.


  Gloria saw him first. Her eyes lighted when she saw the teeth in his hand.


  “Oh, you’re wonderful!” she cried.


  The colonel stamped out of his room and when he saw his teeth in Larry’s hand he grabbed them like a wolf snatching meat from a trap.


  He fitted them into his mouth and then he swung on Larry. His mouth opened and closed. His face purpled with his efforts at speech.


  Finally he gave up.


  He pointed toward the door.


  “Go!” he hissed. The word seemed to seep up from the soles of his feet and it had collected plenty of venom by the time if passed through the colonel’s body and cracked out in the air about Larry’s ears.


  “You said it more effectively last night,” Larry said dryly.


  With an indignant wheeze the colonel padded back into his room. Larry was about to do likewise, sans the indignant wheeze when Gloria put her hand on his shoulder.


  “Please don’t go yet,” she said hurriedly. “I’m sure I can talk Father out of his bad mood. We need you for the show tonight. I’ll be in a terrible mess if you don’t stay. Please, just for me?”


  What could Larry do?


  He shrugged. “Okay. But I’ll be packing just in case.”


  “I’ll meet you downstairs in the main hallway in a half hour,” Gloria said. “Everything’s going to be all right. Don’t worry.”


  “I stopped worrying hours ago,” Larry said ironically. “It’s up to Fate now.”


  Gloria smiled comfortingly at him and then went into her father’s room and closed the door. Larry shrugged and went back to his own room to begin packing. There was only one thing he was worried about.


  The colonel might shoot Gloria.


  The fact that she was his daughter would probably be only an extra inducement to the fire-belching, hard-headed, stiff-necked old goat!


  CHAPTER VI


  LARRY was waiting in the hallway when Gloria came down the wide curving steps, smiling triumphantly.


  “Everything’s all set,” she said. “I explained to Father that we simply couldn’t do without you tonight, and since the proceeds of the party are for Army relief, he couldn’t very well say no.


  She had changed into a simple tweed suit, but he had never seen her looking quite so fresh and lovely.


  “You look sweet enough to ration,” he grinned.


  She looked at him quickly, slightly startled. Then she smiled. “Isn’t it a little early in the morning for pretty speeches?”


  “In your case,” he said, “I don’t imagine it’s ever too early. The average girl doesn’t look quite up to par in the morning, but you look as if you’d spent the night sleeping in the bell of a flower.”


  “If I had,” she laughed, “I’d be wrinkled and messy and have dew in my hair.”


  She glanced out the window.


  “It’s raining a little, but it’s still a nice morning. Would you like to take a walk before breakfast? You haven’t seen any of the grounds yet.”


  “Sounds like a wonderful idea,” Larry said. He felt his spirits not only rising, but soaring. That was what a few seconds of this lovely girl’s company did to him, he thought with a slight touch of wonder.


  In spite of all the things that happened and were still scheduled to happen he felt illogically and gloriously happy. When Buggy Rafferty and the puppets got through with him this evening, he would probably be slated for free room and board at Atlanta for the next few years, but he didn’t give a damn. Right now he was going for a walk with the most beautiful girl in the world and it had been her suggestion.


  Maybe he did have a chance. The thought that this glorious creature could ever return his affection was crazy and unthinkable but Larry, being human, felt hope kindling in his heart.


  She got him an umbrella and they went outside. The air was bracingly keen and the misting rain transformed the grounds into a dewy fairyland. On the eastern horizon the sun was crawling sleepily from a blanket of soft clouds and the first long lances of light created a million diamond-bright sparklings in the wet trees and grass.


  Larry breathed deeply.


  “Wonderful, isn’t it?” the girl said.


  “Absolutely tops.” He grinned down at her. “Let’s take a look at the gardens. Maybe I can find that flower you slept in last night.”


  “I hope you don’t,” she said. “I forgot to make the bed.”


  THEY walked hand in hand across the smooth, landscaped lawn until they came to the riotously colorful gardens. Under the shelter of a lane of trees, they paused. She stood close enough to him so that when he leaned forward a soft strand of hair blew across his face.


  She turned slightly and looked up at him, her eyes dark and serious.


  “I was wondering,” she said softly, “why this has been so much fun. Is it just the garden and the rain, or is there some other reason?”


  “I think there’s another reason,” Larry said. He knew that this was his moment of opportunity and it might never come again. He put his hands on her slim shoulders and smiled down into her eyes.


  “What reason is that?” she asked, and her voice caught breathlessly on the words.


  Larry started to say the things that had been in his heart forever, but before he could open his mouth he felt a sharp dig in his left ankle.


  He winced involuntarily; but the girl didn’t notice. Her eyes were closed and her lips were slightly parted.


  Larry glanced down and saw Tim standing on the ground between his feet, carrying a postcard which was bigger than he was. A sharp flash of panic stabbed him. This was no time for Gloria to find out about his animated puppets.


  He shoved Tim away with his foot, but the little puppet returned doggedly and began pulling at his trouser leg.


  “What were you going to say, Larry?” Gloria asked softly.


  Larry shook Tim loose and kicked him as gently as possible into the bushes that bordered the trees.


  “I was going to say we’d better be going,” he said hoarsely. “It’s raining. Might get wet.”


  Gloria opened her eyes. A spot of color appeared in each cheek. She stared for an instant at Larry with eyes that were hurt and angry.


  “I’m sorry I’ve kept you out,” she said evenly. “Forgive me.”


  She turned and walked quickly away through the rain toward the house. Larry started after her, but a small voice checked him.


  Tim was crawling out of the bushes still carrying the postcard.


  “What’s the idea?” he demanded in an injured voice.


  “I might ask you the same question,” Larry said bitterly. “You’ve just ruined the best love scene since ‘Birth of a Nation’.”


  “I am determined to be useful,” Tim said doggedly.


  “What are you doing with that postcard?”


  “I am delivering it. Mail must be delivered and I am determined to be useful.”


  Larry bent down wearily and took the postcard from the little puppet. It was not addressed to him. It was addressed to the colonel.


  “This isn’t for me,” he said disgustedly.


  “I don’t know much about mail yet,” said Tim, “but I can learn.”


  “Stop trying to be useful,” Larry said. “Go back to the booth and keep out of trouble. I’ve got enough on my mind without having to worry about you.”


  “Fine thing,” Tim said disgustedly. “There’s no room for private initiative any more. That’s what the WPA did.”


  “Scat!” Larry said.


  Tim trudged off moodily in the direction of the house and Larry was left alone with the misting rain and the garden. The rain got down his neck and the garden looked like a surrealist’s nightmare.


  He shivered and went back to his room.


  There he made another disquieting discovery.


  Pat and Mike were gone. Somehow, they had gotten out of the drawer. There was no way of knowing where they were or what sadistic devilment they were planning.


  “Nuts!” said Larry Temple, distinctly and loudly.


  CHAPTER VII


  FORMALLY clad guests began arriving at about eight o’clock that evening for Gloria’s party. There was a bustle and stir in the big home as servants moved quickly about, passing drinks and answering the door. At the foot of the broad winding stairs stood the colonel and Gloria, greeting the guests as they arrived.


  The colonel wore evening clothes and his left breast was decorated with silk ribbons and various campaign stripes. He looked very distinguished and every inch the great retired soldier as he bowed and smiled to the women and shook hands with the men.


  Gloria, at his side, was a ravishing vision in a gleaming white formal that transformed her slender body into a flowing picture of perfection. Suspended from her slender throat was a magnificent diamond.


  But while she smiled and chatted readily with the stream of guests that passed, there was sadness in the haunting depths of her eyes.


  Larry noticed all this from the top of the stairs.


  He was standing there in the semidarkness trying to work up enough courage to go down and face the crowd and Gloria and the colonel. Particularly the colonel.


  The puppets were still missing; Buggy Rafferty had not yet disclosed what his plans were for the evening; and the colonel would most likely shoot on sight. But Larry had almost reached the saturation point as far as worry was concerned. He had been through too much. With a fatalistic shrug he decided to let the future take care of itself.


  He descended the stairs slowly.


  Gloria looked up at him and for an instant there was a strange light in her eyes. Then she composed her features in a polite mask and smiled coldly.


  “Nice of you to come down,” she murmured. “The entertainment is scheduled to start at nine o’clock, you know.”


  “I can hardly wait,” Larry said drily.


  The colonel turned to him with a smile and extended his hand.


  “Nice to have you with us tonight, sir. Please make yourself at home and feel free—”


  He recognized Larry then and his hand fell to his side. The smile hardened on his craggy face. His mustaches bristled alarmingly.


  “Will you be good enough to remove yourself from my presence,” he snarled. “I refuse to be responsible for the consequences if I am forced to endure more of your company, sir!”


  LARRY regarded the colonel for an instant with level eyes. He was getting thoroughly fed up with this pompous old goat’s domineering bluster.


  “I suggest, sir,” he said courteously, “that you take a running jump in the lake for yourself.”


  He turned and strode away, deriving some consolation from the startled, incredulous expression that had registered on the colonel’s seamy features.


  He avoided the groups of drinking guests in the drawing room and went on through the library into the sun room. There he stared gloomily at his puppet booth. Tim was seated on the stage looking rather blue, but of Pat and Mike there was no sign.


  A door opened and Buggy Rafferty appeared.


  “Hiya, chum?” he said affably.


  Larry looked at the man and winced. He was wearing a camel’s, hair sport coat and green slacks. A yellow tie stood out gruesomely against a red shirt. He was smoking his inevitable cigar and packing his inevitable pistol.


  “Nice to see you again,” Larry said.


  “Tonight’s the night,” Buggy said, cheerily. “I got everything set. Did you notice that diamond pendant the filly is wearing?”


  “You mean Miss Manners, I presume?”


  “Don’t get hoity-toity. It ain’t becoming. That rock is what I got my eyes on. And everything is set perfectly.”


  “Fine,” Larry said despairingly. He left the sunroom moodily.


  He wandered into the drawingroom and observed the antics of the guests with a gloomy eye. In a corner of the room, Dereck, sleek and immaculate in tails, was spellbinding an awed group of young girls with tales of his exploits on far-flung and perilous battle fronts.


  They were listening in thrilled fascination.


  Larry sauntered past and Dereck’s smooth effective words reached him.


  “. . . the Messerschmidt, I dare say, thought I was a goner. And at that particular moment I would have agreed with him. But . . .”


  Larry drifted on and Dereck’s voice faded out. He felt no curiosity as to how Dereck had escaped the Nazi trap. The fact that he obviously had, destroyed his interest in the story.


  He was standing in a deserted corner of the room, wondering how his personal and professional problems would eventually work out when he saw Gloria walk to the center of the room and raise her hands for attention.


  Her announcement was brief.


  “We have an interesting surprise for you,” she smiled at the guests. “From Broadway, we have been fortunate enough to secure the services of a very talented young man and he is now going to amuse us as only he can.”


  She waved her hand toward the sunroom and two servants appeared shoving the puppet booth into the center of the room. With a graceful gesture she pointed to Larry, who was standing miserably against the wall.


  “I think the young man deserves a hand,” she said brightly. “After all, he’s had nothing to do all day but walk around in the rain and that can’t have been very interesting.”


  LARRY moved out from the wall and bowed as the guests clapped politely. Walking past Gloria he murmured, “Keep your punches legal, chum.”


  He proceeded to the puppet booth like a man marching the Last Mile. There was no way in the world he could put on an act with only Tim and he had no idea of where the other puppets, Pat and Mike were. They hadn’t put in an appearance since escaping from the drawer in his room that morning.


  Delaying the inevitable moment when he must confess to these people that there wasn’t going to be any performance, he inspected carefully the strings that led to Tim. They were all in order. He fiddled around a little longer and he was conscious of a murmur of faint impatience from the guests.


  He felt the back of his neck getting warm.


  Dereck’s smooth voice drifted to him. “Our puppeteer seems to be having trouble. Out of puppies, I presume.”


  This didn’t help any.


  Finally he quit stalling. There was nothing to do but tell them the truth and then get the hell out of here. He turned and faced the roomful of expectant guests.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, “but—”


  He got no farther for at that instant the lights suddenly went out and the room was plunged into darkness. There was a startled scream from a girl and a babble of men’s voices, over which the commanding tones of the colonel rode easily.


  “Don’t be alarmed!” he bellowed, in a voice which would have terrified the stoutest heart. “The lights will be on in a moment.”


  There was an uneasy rustle of movement in the crowd of guests and excited whispers flitted through the darkness.


  Then from the center of the room there was a frightened gasp and a voice cried, “Someone’s stolen my necklace!”


  Larry recognized the voice as Gloria’s.


  “Somebody turn those damn lights on,” he shouted. He moved as quickly as he could through the darkness toward the sound of her voice. Someone collided with him, but before Larry could recognize the dim shape, the fellow had slipped past and was gone.


  Then the lights went on again, as suddenly as they had gone out, and the roomful of guests stared at one another, blinking in the bright illumination.


  LARRY was standing directly in front of Gloria and he saw that her hands pressed against her throat and that the diamond pendant was gone. She was staring at him with wide eyes, dark and troubled against the whiteness of her face.


  The colonel charged into the scene at that moment and with him was a dapper little man in a tuxedo.


  “Are you all right, child?” the colonel demanded.


  “Y-yes, I’m all right,” Gloria said slowly. She was still staring at Larry. “The moment the lights went out someone stepped up to me. I felt his hand at my throat for a second—and then my diamond pendant was gone.”


  The dapper little man stepped forward. His eyes were sharp and hard.


  “I’m representing the Allied Insurance Company, Miss Manners. I was sent here when the company learned that you were intending to wear your diamond tonight.” He looked at her keenly. “Why did you say you felt ‘his’ hand at your throat. Did you recognize the thief as a man?”


  Gloria nodded slowly. She turned her eyes away from Larry.


  “I know it was a man,” she said.


  “Did you recognize him?” the insurance detective asked.


  Gloria shook her head. “No.” She said the one word in a low voice.


  Larry happened to glance through the arched doors that led to the hallway and he noticed a glaringly conspicuous figure moving toward the front door.


  The conspicuous figure was Buggy Rafferty and he was tiptoeing toward the door as if he were walking on eggs. No one else had seen him.


  “Just a minute, Buggy,” Larry said in a loud, clear voice.


  Buggy halted in mid-step, his hand on the doorknob.


  Larry nudged the insurance detective. “There’s your man,” he said.


  Buggy turned slowly and faced the roomful of guests. His red, wrinkled face wore a look of faint surprise.


  “Did someone call me?” he asked innocently.


  The insurance detective looked uncertainly from Larry to Buggy.


  “You’d better come in here,” he said. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”


  Buggy came slowly into the room twisting his hat in his hands.


  “Is anything the matter?” he asked. His little eyes were wide with innocent surprise. Larry began to feel slightly uneasy.


  “Miss Manners’ necklace has been stolen,” the detective said.


  “You don’t say so!” Buggy said indignantly. He shook his head sorrowfully. “That’s too bad.”


  Larry said, “You can stop acting innocent, Buggy. Hand over the necklace.”


  Buggy looked at him as if he hadn’t heard aright.


  “What an awful thing to say, Mr. Temple,” he said sadly. “I—”


  “Search him!” Larry said. But he was beginning to feel that something was radically wrong. And a few minutes later when the detective had gone through Buggy’s pockets and found nothing—he knew that something was wrong.


  The detective looked at Larry with unconcealed irritation.


  “You had better be more careful with your accusations,” he said sharply.


  DERECK moved into the picture then, shoving Larry slightly as he stepped into the circle surrounding Gloria.


  “Our puppeteer must be forgiven,” he said ironically. “The exciting nature of his work keeps him in a rather unbalanced state. I have a suggestion to make that should straighten this mess out without any more delay. No one has left the room since the lights went on. Therefore I propose that we search those present. I, for one, am willing.”


  There was a general murmur of assent from the guests.


  “A capital idea,” the colonel said. He cleared his throat importantly. “And I insist that I be searched first.”


  No one cared to dispute this honor with him, and the detective searched him quickly and deftly. Nothing was found.


  “You’re okay,” the detective said.


  “I thank you, sir,” the colonel said, with the air of a man who had been exonerated in a dramatic jury trial.


  The detective then began searching the others, and the colonel moved along the line with him, ready to pounce on the thief if he should be revealed.


  Buggy was standing next to Larry.


  “Nice little double-cross, chum,” he said from the corner of his mouth.


  “I would rather not discuss the matter,” Larry said. His thoughts were on the missing diamond. If Buggy didn’t have it on his person, he must have hidden it somewhere. But where? He would have to find out before Buggy disappeared with a clean bill of health—and the diamond.


  The colonel and the detective would be searching them in a few moments now. They were only two guests away from Buggy and Larry.


  Larry was in a hurry to get the thing over with. Impatiently he shoved his hands into his coat pocket. There was a round hard object in his right pocket. His fingers closed around it slowly.


  His face began to get hot. There was suddenly a cold vacuum where his stomach should have been. Cautiously he removed his hand from the pocket and peeked at the object nestling in his fingers.


  And he almost fainted on the spot.


  For the object in his hand was Gloria’s pendant necklace!


  How the diamond had gotten there, he couldn’t imagine; but he knew that this was not the time to speculate on such academic questions. The colonel and the detective were searching Buggy now and in an instant they would be going through his pockets.


  He had to get rid of the diamond and he didn’t have a second to lose. While he was casting about feverishly in his mind for something more practical than popping the damned thing into his mouth, he felt a tug on his trouser leg.


  GLANCING down, he saw the tiny figure of the puppet, Tim, standing next to his shoe peering up at him. Larry shoved him away impatiently. This was no time for irrelevancies. And anything not definitely relating to the speedy disposition of that incriminating diamond was damned irrelevant.


  But he reckoned without Tim’s persistence. The tug was repeated, determinedly.


  “I want to so something useful,” Tim’s tiny voice floated up to him. “I am tired of being idle. I want something to do.”


  An idea born of desperation popped into Larry’s head. The detective was turning to him when, with a fervent prayer, he dropped the diamond pendant to Tim. He couldn’t risk a glance to see what Tim would do with it.


  All that was left to him was hope.


  He met the detective’s sharp gaze with what blandness he could muster.


  The colonel breathed noisily as he regarded Larry.


  “Search this man carefully,” he ordered the detective. “He looks like the criminal type to me.”


  “Teeth comfortable?” Larry inquired pleasantly of the old man. The remark scored a direct hit. The colonel’s cheeks flushed a violent pink. His fists clenched spasmodically.


  “I wish I had you in my company for one day, young man,” he fumed. “I’d teach you the meaning of respect to your elders.”


  “A man who expects respect simply because of his age, is headed for the grazing grounds of senility,” Larry said pleasantly. “According to your theory, sir, an Egyptian mummy should be practically idolized.”


  The detective completed his search and turned to the colonel.


  “Nothing there,” he said.


  The colonel controlled his disappointment manfully, but his attitude indicated clearly that if Larry were innocent it was only because someone else had beaten him to the diamond.


  “Harrumph!” he growled and moved after the detective.


  Larry looked up and saw Gloria watching him. She dropped her eyes quickly but not before he noticed the radiant light of relief that seemed to illuminate her face.


  The detective was searching Dereck and Larry turned to watch the procedure. Dereck was smiling pleasantly.


  “Look carefully,” he said. “I shouldn’t want you to overlook anything.”


  “I won’t,” the detective said, and there was suddenly a grimmer note in his voice. He knelt quickly and fumbled at Dereck’s trouser cuff for an instant and then stood up. The smile was gone from his face.


  In his hand he held Gloria’s pendant necklace.


  “You weren’t so smart, after all,” he snapped.


  There was an incredulous gasp from the assembled guests.


  “There’s some mistake!” the colonel roared.


  Dereck’s face was as pale as ivory.


  “I agree with you, Colonel,” he said smoothly. “There has been a mistake made and our clever detective has made it. He should have drawn his gun.”


  A SHORT, ugly revolver appeared magically in his own hand. He snatched the necklace from the detective’s hand, backed away a pace, swinging the gun about to cover the entire room.


  “You stupid fools,” he said mockingly, “you fell for my charming line without hesitation, didn’t you?” His eyes were cool and dangerous as he backed toward the archway leading to the hall. “I shouldn’t advise any of you to attempt to follow me. It won’t be healthy.” He smiled ironically. “And you can spare yourself the effort of phoning the police. I took the precaution of cutting the wires before I turned the lights out.”


  Larry listened in dazed disbelief. Dereck had stolen the diamond in the first place, not Buggy. Then he had planted it on him, when the search started, probably intending to recover it somehow. But Tim had deposited the pendant in Dereck’s trouser cuff, thus reversing the situation again.


  And now Dereck was about to make his getaway. Larry tensed himself and moved forward instinctively, but Dereck’s gun swung around to cover him.


  “Don’t try to be a hero,” Dereck said coldly. “Frankly I would enjoy shooting you.”


  Larry stopped in his tracks and Dereck backed toward the hallway.


  “Au revoir, my stupid friends,” he smiled.


  A figure stepped out from the hall behind Dereck and rubbed his knuckles carefully. This figure was dressed like a rainbow and there was an expression of scientific detachment on his wrinkled face as he measured the distance to a spot just back of Dereck’s ear.


  His arm came down in a swift chopping stroke and on the end of that arm there was a clenched fist, as hard as rock and twice as effective.


  Dereck’s eyes spun crazily at the moment of impact. The gun slipped from his fingers and he toppled slowly to the floor.


  “Neat, eh?” Buggy Rafferty smiled at the guests.


  Larry stepped forward quickly and his hand closed over the diamond pendant a split second before Buggy’s. Buggy drew back and straightened up sheepishly.


  “Too late again,” he said mournfully.


  “You aren’t a crook at heart, I’m afraid,” Larry grinned.


  “That hurts,” Buggy said, sighing heavily. “I guess I’ll go now. I was just making my exit when they found the diamond on this lug. I couldn’t let him get away with it.”


  “Why not?” Larry asked.


  Buggy shrugged. “I don’t know. Professional jealousy, I guess.”


  LARRY turned and handed the necklace to the detective from the insurance Company and then he looked for Gloria, but she was nowhere in sight.


  Excusing himself, he hurried through the library and into the sun-room. On the veranda that bordered this room he found her. She was leaning against one of the wooden columns, regarding the moon with a rather belligerent expression on her small face.


  “Hello,” he said.


  “Hello yourself.”


  “They found the diamond.”


  “I know. Go away.”


  Larry moved around in front of her and put his hands on her bare shoulders. They were cold to his touch.


  “Let me get you a wrap,” he said. “You’ll catch cold out here.”


  “Never mind. I’m going up to my room now. Good night.”


  “Please don’t go,” Larry said desperately. “There’s something I want to tell you.”


  “I am not interested,” Gloria said in a small voice. Her lower lip was trembling. “Take your hands off me. I’m going.”


  Larry sighed. “All right,” he said, dropping his hands to his side. “Go ahead.”


  A metallic snap broke the quietness. Gloria looked up at him suddenly, a startled, half-frightened expression on her face. She had been leaning against a veranda post and now she straightened up, a funny, scared look in her eyes.


  “Larry,” she said, “I—”


  “You were going to your room,” Larry reminded her coldly. “Please do not let me keep you.”


  She leaned back, her arms behind her, around the post.


  “What were you going to tell me?” she asked.


  “I forget. Are you going or aren’t you?”


  “I can’t,” she said in a muffled voice. “You can’t? You’re being silly.


  What’s keeping you?”


  “These.” She turned slightly and Larry’s eyes widened in surprise as he saw that her slender wrists were securely handcuffed behind the post.


  And sitting on the veranda railing, legs crossed, was Tim.


  “Did you do this?” Larry demanded. Tim nodded. “I had to do something to keep her from leaving. Do your stuff.”


  The angry glint in Larry’s eyes faded slowly. There was good sense in what Tim said.


  “Scat, chum,” he said. “I can take over from here.”


  Tim moved away. “I found Pat and Mike, by the way.”


  “Where?”


  “In the garden.” Tim shook his head sadly. “A woodpecker got ’em.”


  “Excellent,” Larry said contentedly. He took the girl in his arms.


  “This is a terrible advantage to take,” he smiled, “but there’s nothing much you can do about it.”


  He kissed her soundly and was not too surprised that she kissed him back. She closed her eyes and sighed.


  “It’s too bad all prisoners aren’t treated as nicely,” she murmured.


  “We’ll have those cuffs off in a jiffy,” Larry said, “I want to trade them for a smaller size that comes in the single model for the third finger, left hand.”


  “Darling!” Gloria cried.


  She was silent a moment for the excellent reason that her lips were engaged in another pastime. Finally she said, “Darling, who were you talking to a moment ago?”


  Larry grinned at her. “One of my puppets.”


  She laughed merrily.


  “You say the funniest things, darling.”


  THE MAN WHO CRIED “WEREWOLF”


  First published in the March 1943 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Strange things come to pass when man meddles with the science of demonology!


  I WAS sitting at the bar of the Drakes’ club enjoying a reflective scotch and soda when I happened to glance up and see Marmaduke van Milton standing in the doorway.


  I lowered my eyes and hoped fervently that he would go away without seeing me. There is nothing essentially wrong with Marmaduke, but he has a quality of vacant cheerfulness about him that I find very depressing. Also, if he has a brain, it is not of the normal type. Marmaduke is one of those amiable, pointless, disjointed souls that wander through life without rhyme or reason, equipped with an elfin innocence that, strangely enough, is frequently more effective than the most cynical shrewdness.


  I risked another glance in the mirror and saw that he was still standing in the doorway with a vague look on his face, as if he were wondering how he had gotten there. Marmaduke is tall and pale with mild blue eyes and yellow hair. The habitually vacant expression on his face would be difficult to classify, so I won’t try.


  Suddenly his eyes met mine in the mirror. He waved a limp hand at me and started slowly across the floor, a bright smile on his face.


  “Simply wonderful to see you again,” he said, climbing onto a stool beside me. “Where have you been hiding?”


  I had had dinner with him the evening before, but apparently he had forgotten.


  “I’ve been around. Have a drink?” I asked without enthusiasm.


  “Glad to, glad to,” Marmaduke said heartily.


  The bartender set him up a scotch and soda which Marmaduke drank in one long breath. He ordered another.


  “Fine to see you again,” he said, between drinks.


  “Then take a good look,” I said. “I’m going into the air corps in two weeks.”


  “Are you, now?” Marmaduke cried, apparently delighted at the news.


  “How wonderful!”


  He lifted his drink to his lips and then set it down. There was a troubled look on his face. He regarded me soberly.


  “But old fellow,” he said, “you can’t fly one of those things, can you?”


  “No, but they’ll teach me.”


  “Oh,” he said. His frown cleared and a smile broke through. “They teach you, do they?”


  “Yes,” I said patiently. “They figured it’d be more interesting for the boys if they knew how to fly when they took the planes up.”


  “Shrewd of them,” Marmaduke said, nodding his head thoughtfully. “I mean, if a fellow’s going to go dashing around the clouds in a plane, he’d be in a bad way not knowing how to fly.” Marmaduke pronounced this deliberate judgment as if it were the last conclusion of the Einstein theory.


  I began to experience the desperate trapped feeling that too much of Marmaduke’s company inevitably brought about.


  “Lots of the old crowd going into the service,” Marmaduke said, as if that were some deep mystery. He glanced moodily about the deserted bar. “Won’t be any of the chaps left at this rate.” He swallowed another sip of scotch and shook his head. “Have a devil of time finding a badminton partner these days. Can’t tell where it’s all going to end.”


  I looked sidewise at him. “Well, that’s war,” I said.


  I DIDN’T ask him how he stood in the draft, for I was certain that would unloose a deluge of vacant, rambling remarks which would leave me completely bewildered. I wasn’t interested anyway. When and if the army gets Marmaduke I don’t want to know about it. It won’t help my morale any. “As you say, that’s war,” Marmaduke echoed hollowly. You’d think from his doleful voice that the British fleet had just been destroyed and sunk.


  “Pretty grim, isn’t it?” I said. “Dashed grim,” Marmaduke said, sipping his drink thoughtfully.


  “Well,” I said philosophically, “there won’t be much doing around here anyway, with the crowd gone. We’re about the last left, as it is. Danny Malloy left and so have Buckets and Stoop and Billy Pointdexter—”


  “Pointdexter hasn’t gone,” Marmaduke said unexpectedly.


  “No? I haven’t seen him around for a couple of months. Where is he?”


  “Dashed if I know,” Marmaduke said. “He was rejected by the Army. Took it pretty hard too. But I don’t know where the blighter is now.”


  “This is news to me,” I said. Marmaduke ordered another drink. “Saw him about a month ago.” He frowned and looked down at the bar. “Might’ve been longer than that though. Never did have much of a head for dates. He was in a bad way. I tried to help him out, but I wasn’t much good, I guess. Anyway I smashed all of his deuced apparatus. That was the only way I could think to get him out into the fresh air.”


  “What are you babbling about?” I demanded.


  Marmaduke looked surprised. “Didn’t I tell you about Pointdexter? Really, the whole thing is quite mysterious. I thought I told you. But maybe it was my Uncle Freddie.”


  “Organize that thing you call a mind and start making sense, will you?” I said irritably. “You haven’t said a word to me about Pointdexter.”


  “Well,” Marmaduke said, “I shall tell you the whole story immediately. It’s really frightfully interesting.”


  “Well get on with it,” I said. “Righto.”


  He finished his drink and set the glass down on the bar.


  “Do you know anything about werewolves?” he asked.


  I started slightly. This sudden and silly digression was typical of Marmaduke but his casual tone was disturbing.


  “No I don’t,” I snapped.


  “Well never mind,” Marmaduke said, smiling. “But it is an interesting subject.”


  “Get on with Pointdexter,” I said.


  “Righto,” he said. He waved to the bartender for another round of drinks and twisted around to face me, his long horsy features beaming vacantly.


  IT ALL started (Marmaduke said cheerfully) about two or three months ago when I bumped into Billy Pointdexter when he was leaving the club, rather latish one evening.


  He looked decidedly glum. There was a bitter scowl on his dark face and a very unsociable gleam in his eyes. If ever a man appeared to need a bit of the old cheering up it was Pointdexter that night.


  As a true-blue friend and fellow club member I felt that the job was one I couldn’t shirk.


  “What ho!” I said, by way of greeting.


  He looked at me with disgust.


  “Please go away,” he said.


  I laughed heartily. Pointdexter’s sense of humor always rolls me in the aisle.


  “Why the gloomy phiz?” I asked. “You look as if you’ve lost your last lump of sugar.”


  “You wouldn’t understand,” he muttered gloomily.


  We were standing in front of the club and it was raining nastily. He was waiting for a cab. I was just waiting.


  “That’s not the right spirit,” I said. I could see he was in a bad way. He was staring darkly at the wet pavement and he seemed oblivious to the crowds hurrying past. Occasionally he would glance up and look wearily at the traffic for a cab.


  “Please go away, Marmaduke,” he said. “I am not in the mood for company.”


  “Now look here old fellow,” I said, taking his arm. “If you think I’m going to walk out, on you, you’ve got another guess coming. I’m not going to desert you, so cheer up.”


  He looked at me with despair in his eyes.


  “No,” he said bitterly, “you wouldn’t desert me. The way my luck’s running that would be too much to hope for.”


  “That’s the way to look at it,” I said, slapping him on the back. I could see already that I was helping him out of the doldrums. “What say we have a quick drink?” I suggested. “You can tell me all about it. What’s her name?”


  “It’s not a ‘her’,” he said. “Something serious, then?” I said, patting him on the shoulder.


  “Yes, it’s serious,” he said, shaking my hand from his shoulder, “and for God’s sake I wish you’d let me die in peace. Good bye.”


  A cab had pulled up and before I could say another word he was opening the door and shouting an address to the driver. I was still standing there with my mouth open when the cab shot away from the curb and disappeared around the corner.


  “Poor chap must be in a hurry,” I thought.


  I realized then that I was getting wet. I couldn’t remember right off the bat why I’d left the club, so I turned around and went back in. I had a few drinks but I couldn’t get poor Pointdexter off my mind.


  The chap had really been in a stew. I shook my head sadly. I knew how he felt. When a man’s in a mess of trouble himself, he can sympathize with another bloke’s hard luck.


  Of course I was in real trouble. For the past week I’d been trying to find a good badminton racket, but there just weren’t any available. And the club tournament was only a month or so away. It was a simply hellish spot to be in but I’d been carrying on as well as I could, keeping the old top lip stiff and smiling when it hurt.


  That’s why I was able to understand poor Pointdexter’s condition.


  And I decided that I simply couldn’t forsake the chap. I’d look him up, find out what was troubling him and give him a good old-fashioned fight talk.


  But I didn’t get around to it for a couple of weeks. I had worries of my own and it wasn’t until I found a decent racket that I was able to put my mind to anything. Then, of course, I thought of Pointdexter right away.


  A couple of weeks had passed and he hadn’t been at the club in that time. No one had seen him around at any of his old haunts, so one morning I grabbed a cab and drove out to his home, which is one of those big rambling brownstone mansions on the Lake Shore Drive.


  The butler opened the door.


  “What say?” I said, tossing him my hat.


  “Good morning, sir,” he said. He was a white haired old fellow, named Mudkins. He opened the door hesitantly. “Won’t you come in?”


  THE hallway was gloomy and dark and there was a peculiar odor in the air. From the hallway I could see the vast drawing room to my right, with its heavy black furniture and through the high archway of this room the library was visible, looking just too deuced intellectual for my taste, with its dusty old leather-bound books reaching from floor to ceiling.


  I never liked Pointdexter’s home. I couldn’t figure out why he lived in the creepy old place, when he could afford a snappy penthouse overlooking the Lake.


  Mudkins was looking at me rather nervously.


  “Is the old boy at home?” I asked.


  “Yes, Master William is in his room,” Mudkins said, “but he hasn’t been seeing anyone for the past few weeks. I’m not sure—”


  “He’ll see me,” I said, slipping out of my topcoat. “I just won’t stand for any nonsense. What does he mean shutting himself away from his friends like this? It’s not healthy. I’ll drag him down to the club for a bit of a work-out. Do him good.”


  “I do hope you can,” Mudkins said worriedly. “I’ll go up and tell him you’re here.”


  “Don’t bother, I know my way around.”


  I trotted up the wide steps to the second floor. The hall was dark and gloomy and the framed ancestors of the Pointdexter clan frowned down on me from the wall as I strode along to Billy’s room. The funny odor was stronger now and I didn’t like it. I decided Mudkins must be having liver and onions for breakfast.


  I reached Pointdexter’s room and rapped briskly on the solid oak door. There was no sound from inside for several minutes. Then his voice sounded irritably.


  “Who is it?”


  “Open up, old fellow,” I called out. “You’re in for a pleasant surprise. It’s Marmaduke.”


  He evidently didn’t catch my name for he shouted, “for God’s sake go away!”


  “Tut! Tut!” I said reprovingly.


  “Where are the gracious old Pointdexter manners?” I rapped again.


  Finally I heard his footsteps and then the door was jerked open.


  “What do you want?” he cried.


  I was slightly startled at his appearance. He was wearing an old stained smoking jacket and his shirt looked as if he hadn’t changed it in days. There was a three or four day growth of beard on his face and his hair was hanging in his eyes. And I didn’t like the light in his eye. Too feverish.


  “Greetings,” I said. “You look a mess, old chap. If you’re trying to look picturesque you’re overdoing it.”


  He glared at me.


  “What difference does it make what I look like?”


  I shook my head sadly. Pointdexter had once been the nattiest member of our group. We were always trying to steal his ties. This breakdown was disillusioning.


  “Come, come now,” I said, “one can’t just let one’s self go to seed, can one? One has one’s appearance to think of, hasn’t one? One must—”


  “For God’s sake,” Pointdexter cried, “stop babbling about ‘one’ this and ‘one’ that. What do you want, anyway?”


  His tone was a bit sharp. I decided I would have to deal firmly with him. After all it was for his good.


  “I want to talk to you,” I said, fixing him with a cool steady gaze.


  He misinterpreted my expression. “Stop goggling like a fish and go away. I don’t want to talk to you.”


  “Yes you do,” I said. “You just don’t know your own bind.”


  He stared warily at me for an instant and then he ran a hand distractedly through his hair. His shoulders slumped wearily.


  “Come on in,” he muttered and opened the door wide.


  I walked into his room. The shutters were drawn and the only light was streaming from a pair of wall sockets. There was a huge desk in one corner piled high with thick books bound in black leather. And then I saw what was causing the unpleasant odor. There was a bunsen burner on the desk and above it hung a cauldron from which a murky yellow smoke streamed upward.


  The smoke was harsh, bitter and sulphurous. It hung about the room in gloomy clouds. I coughed and peered at Pointdexter.


  “Why don’t you open a window?” I asked.


  “If you find it unpleasant here you can always leave,” he said.


  THAT was true and it made me feel better.


  I glanced around. Against one wall there was a lab bench covered with sheets of paper on which were scrawled strange characters and designs. Another bunsen burner was blazing brightly there under a small porcelain beaker filled with a burbling green mess. The whole set-up was gloomy and mysterious.


  I waved a hand at the books and chemical apparatus.


  “What goes?” I asked. “Are you studying to be a mad scientist?”


  Pointdexter had slumped down in a deep chair and he was lighting a stubby black pipe. He stared at me through the swirling drifts of smoke.


  “Perhaps I am,” he said quietly. There was a queer look in his eyes.


  “Pull yourself together, old chap,” I said sharply. “You’re letting yourself go to pot. It won’t do at all. What you need is a good dose of sunshine and fresh air. After all,” I said cheerfully, “things are never as black as they look. Supposing you tell your Uncle Marmaduke all about this trouble of yours.”


  “There isn’t anything to tell,” he said moodily. He blew smoke around for a while and then he said, “I suppose you know I was rejected by the army.”


  “Hadn’t heard a thing about it,” I said. “People keep things from me. What’s the trouble?”


  “Bad heart,” Pointdexter said. “It’s all right if I take things easy, but it wouldn’t stand much excitement.” His face was bitter. “So I can sit around and grow old while everybody else is out fighting and dying for their country.”


  “That’s too bad,” I said. I couldn’t see just why it was bad, but after all, Pointdexter obviously looked at things differently than I did.


  “Too bad,” he muttered, staring at me. “You haven’t the faintest idea how damn bad it is. You can’t understand how I feel. They’ll probably grab you in a minute.”


  “Yes,” I said, running a finger about the inside of my collar, “I guess they will.”


  I lit a cigarette nervously. Hang it all, I’m ready to go when they call me, but I don’t sit around dwelling on the idea. There’s something morbid about getting up at an hour when the roosters are just turning over for another snooze. The mere thought brings out a nervous sweat on my forehead.


  “You’re healthy,” Pointdexter continued gloomily, “you’re just the kind they want. You’ll be able to get out with the rest of them and blow those devils to hell.” He laughed harshly. “But I’m only good for sitting around and reading communiques. God!” he cried suddenly, “it’s enough to drive a man out of his mind.”


  I suddenly realized what Pointdexter’s trouble was. With a truly brilliant flash of intuition I knew that he was brooding because he couldn’t get into the army. He had taken his rejection pretty seriously and he was letting it warp his entire existence. I felt pleased with myself for figuring this out.


  “Now look, old fellow,” I said, “you don’t want to let this thing ruin your life.” I waved my hand at the pile of ancient books and the bubbling beakers that were stinking up the room. “What’s the point in locking yourself away with this junk? You’ll ruin your health cooped up in this room. Dash it, it’s not right. What do you expect to get out of all this studying? You’re no kid in a University anymore. You’re liable to hurt yourself using your brain at your age. Leave that stuff to the youngsters who have the stamina and strength to stand it.”


  “Well,” Pointdexter said, “it takes my mind off myself. It helps me to forget. I feel that if the army doesn’t want me I’m no good to anyone and it doesn’t matter what I do with myself. So I am forsaking this modern life completely. My studies and experiments are following the line of thought that was developed in the Middle Ages. And in that line I’m making definite progress. I’ve come across some very fascinating information.”


  “That’s all very well,” I said, “but you can’t burn the candle at both ends. Why don’t you leave this stuff alone for a while and go out and get some fresh air?”


  Pointdexter looked at me strangely.


  “That seems to be your cure for everything,” he said dryly. “I can’t just walk out of here now. I’ve gone too far. I’ve got to see my experiments through.”


  “Well maybe I could help you,” I said, making a big gesture. “I took freshman chemistry at college. It’d probably all come back to me with a little practice. What the devil kind of experiments are you doing anyway?”


  POINDEXTER stood up and lit his dead pipe. His hand was trembling slightly as he tossed the match away with a quick nervous gesture.


  “Did you ever hear of the science of demonology?” he asked.


  “No,” I said, “and from the sound of the word I’ll make a quick guess that I wouldn’t be intrigued. Has it got something to do with demons?” Pointdexter smiled slowly.


  “Yes,” he murmured, “you might say that it has quite a lot to do with demons. There are many legends which today are derided as superstition, but which actually have a firm basis in fact. Take the common story of the werewolf.”


  “You take it,” I said, “and jolly well keep it.”


  Pointdexter picked up a heavy black book from his desk.


  “This interesting volume,” he said, “contains a complete and exhaustive summary of all of the common varieties of werewolves. Also it has a thorough presentation of the methods used to change people from their human form into the forms of beasts. There is a chart of all the charms to be used against these human beasts and also the means of restoring them to their human forms. Quite thorough, isn’t it?”


  I nodded thoughtfully, impressed in spite of myself. The book did seem to cover the ground pretty well. Of course, why such unpleasant ground had to be covered at all, was another question.


  “Seems to be quite complete,” I said. “Who wrote it?”


  “A mad monk in the twelfth century,” Pointdexter answered.


  “He must have been a jolly soul,” I muttered.


  Pointdexter smiled. “You don’t seem particularly impressed with my little hobby.”


  “Hang it all,” I said, “it’s all right for a hobby, but you shouldn’t go loony over a thing like this. Werewolves, I dare say, are fine enough in moderate doses but a steady diet can’t be good for a bloke.”


  “It doesn’t make any difference what happens to me,” he said morosely. “I have the feeling that my life is over anyway. If I could have died in the service of my country I should have been quite happy. But since I can’t do that nothing makes much difference. I’ll bury myself in these tomes of forgotten lore and if I gain an atom of peace and forgetfulness through my experiments I shall be well repaid.”


  “You’re just talking nonsense,” I said with considerable heat. “If you must shut yourself away and study why don’t you study something worthwhile? Music or art. What good will all this poking about in demonology do you? What would you do with a werewolf if you had one? I’ll be darned if I’d let you pass it off on me.”


  Pointdexter smiled slowly and opened the heavy book which he still held in his hands.


  “What would I do with a werewolf?” he murmured. “That’s an extremely interesting question.”


  “Your darn right it is,” I said triumphantly. “Never thought of that did you?”


  “Marmaduke,” Pointdexter said, “will you do me a favor?”


  “Righto. Anything you ask.”


  “Please go away.”


  “Righto,” I said. I figured it was the least I could do for the chap.


  “Thank you, Marmaduke,” he said with such relief in his voice that I was touched. I felt I’d taken a load off his mind.


  And so I went away.


  NOW the average chap might have figured at this point that his duty was done and with a clear conscience gone on about his own business. But there is sterner stuff in me, and I resolved to continue my good work.


  My first visit to Pointdexter had undoubtedly done much good but I decided that I would stick to the job until I had, so to speak, effected a complete recovery.


  But the best laid plans sometimes go wherever best laid plans go when they aren’t the best laid plans, and what with one thing and another I didn’t get around to see Pointdexter for several weeks.


  Mudkins answered my ring and he looked relieved to see me.


  “Won’t you please come in,” he said nervously.


  “Righto. How’s your Simon Legree these days?”


  I gave him my hat and stick and glanced without enthusiasm about the gloomy house.


  “Is he still pottering around in his room?”


  “Oh yes sir, and I am becoming very worried about his health,” Mudkins said. “He hasn’t left the house since that day you were here except for a few walks after dark.”


  “Ha!” I said, “that’s an encouraging sign. Nothing like a draft of night air to cure what ails you. Is he upstairs now?”


  Mudkins looked more worried than ever.


  “I—I don’t think so, sir. He didn’t return last night from his walk. He left the back door open and it was still open this morning. And there’s no one in his room. The door, however, seems to be locked. I’ve called several times but he doesn’t answer. Really, sir, I don’t know quite what to make of it.


  “I’ll go up and have a look,” I said.


  I trotted up the stairs and knocked loudly on Pointdexter’s door. There was no answer. I tried the handle and the door gave when I applied a little weight. It wasn’t locked, just stuck.


  There was a light burning on the desk, but the rest of the room was in shadow. Obviously Pointdexter had left the light on, intending to return, but something had delayed him.


  I walked to the desk, picked up one of the heavy books and began leafing through it. I wondered if Pointdexter was still hopped up on that silly demonology business.


  There were several paragraphs underlined in heavy pencil, but as I started to read them, I heard a low growl from one of the darkened corners of the room.


  I jumped about six inches and the book fell from my hands. Turning around I saw two red eyes staring at me from the darkness. The growl sounded again. I am not a connoisseur of growls, but there was a certain cheery warmth lacking in this particular effort. In fact the growl could only be described as definitely antagonistic.


  “Nice doggy,” I said weakly.


  That was only a guess but it turned out to be a good one. For as I spoke the shadows moved and a huge bristling dog padded slowly from the corner and regarded me with large gleaming eyes. He was a big dog and his coat was a rough gray. There was something about his long flat head and the huge fangs visible in his open mouth that made me suddenly wish that I had come equipped with a suit of armor and an elephant gun.


  “Nice doggy,” I said again, as it made no move to approach, but continued to regard me solemnly.


  My composure returned somewhat. After all, a dog is a dog, and if one adopts an intelligent attitude toward them, there is nothing to be worried about.


  I wondered briefly how this big brute had gotten up here in Pointdexter’s room. Of course it was none of my business, but I still wondered. If Pointdexter wanted to keep a slavering creature like this in his rooms that was his privilege.


  Since Pointdexter obviously wasn’t home and since I had no desire to linger in the company of this solemn dog, I decided to leave at once.


  I left the room and went downstairs.


  Mudkins met me in the hall.


  “He’s not there, is he?”


  “Nope, he’s still A.W.O.L. But where did he get that big brute of a dog?” I asked.


  “Dog?” Mudkin’s voice was puzzled. “I don’t know what you mean, sir.”


  I was opening my mouth to tell him when a voice from upstairs called my name. With some surprise I recognized the voice as Pointdexter’s.


  “Marmaduke,” he called again, “please come up, will you?”


  “There’s the Master now,” Mudkins said, smiling with relief. “He must have been up there all the time, because he couldn’t have come in without my knowing.”


  SO I went back upstairs. Pointdexter was standing in the door of his room. He was dressed as he had been the first time I saw him but he looked seedier than ever and his face was pale and drawn. There was a wild light in his eyes, which I noticed with alarm. Too much studying was telling on the chap, I felt.


  He took me by the arm and practically jerked me into his room. He closed the door quickly and locked it.


  I looked about the room cautiously.


  “Be careful,” I said, “there’s a big dog up here. I wouldn’t want to step on him. He didn’t look as if he had a tolerant mind.”


  But the dog was gone. I glanced everywhere but I didn’t see him. To tell the truth I was relieved.


  “You say you saw a dog here in my rooms?” Pointdexter asked. I noticed that he was staring at me strangely. I straightened my tie boldly. It was one of his but I felt I might bluff my way through if he made any charges. But he seemed concerned with other things.


  “Are you sure you saw a dog?” he asked again.


  “Well, I might have been mistaken,” I said. I thought for a minute, putting everything I had into it. Then I shook my head. “No, I couldn’t be mistaken. I did see a dog here.”


  “Really now,” Pointdexter said, laughing weakly, “that’s a rather wild story. Whom do you expect to believe that?”


  I thought this over and then I laughed too. The whole thing was perfectly silly. A big dog in Pointdexter’s room! How ridiculous!


  When I stopped laughing, I said, “But I did see the brute, you know.”


  Pointdexter twisted his hands together and began pacing.


  “I shouldn’t tell you this Marmaduke,” he said, “but—” he stopped pacing and faced me squarely. “There was a dog here.”


  “That’s what I thought,” I said. I felt relieved at having my opinion vindicated.


  “But it wasn’t an ordinary dog,” Pointdexter said, watching me closely.


  “I’ll say it wasn’t,” I said with considerable feeling. “If he were the norm for dogs they would never have crept into the hearts of man as they have done.”


  “I want to ask you something, Marmaduke,” Pointdexter said. “I want you to promise me never to mention seeing that dog here.”


  “Righto,” I said. “I’ll be very happy to forget that that particular dog ever existed.”


  “You see,” Pointdexter went on, “that dog is—er—a prize dog and I don’t want anyone to know about him until he’s ready for show. You understand that, don’t you?”


  “Of course. No word shall pass my lips. But what class are you going to enter him in? Wolfhound?”


  Pointdexter winced and turned away from me.


  I was afraid that I had hurt his feelings.


  “Just a gag,” I said. “I’m sure he’s a fine dog, whatever his class.”


  I looked at my watch.


  “I’ve got to rim,” I said. “Big badminton match this afternoon. Wish me luck.”


  I stopped at the door.


  “How’s the black magic coming along?”


  Pointdexter turned to me and his face was in the shadow.


  “About as I expected,” he said. His voice sounded terribly tired and sad.


  Well, what could you expect? Study and research are fine things without a doubt, but they can become depressing.


  I left him then but, frankly, I was worried about the chap. Obviously his studies were doing him no good and he was ruining his health living in that airless, sunless room, breathing sulphur fumes all the day.


  I felt that I had done him a great deal of good, but the job wasn’t done yet. And I asked myself: Can you desert the bloke while he still needs you?


  Obviously I couldn’t.


  What to do? I stewed over this for some time. My badminton game suffered because of my concentration on this problem, but I was prepared to make any sacrifice.


  And finally, as the old brain got steaming on the job, I figured out what I would have to do.


  It was a very simple plan but, as far as I could see, it was foolproof. And that, after all, is what counted.


  Briefly, I reasoned, the cause of Pointdexter’s sad plight was his preoccupation with all of the paraphernalia that he had collected about him in his room.


  HAVING reached this conclusion after a week of grim thought, I proceeded to the next step. The solution to this dilemma was obviously to remove from Pointdexter these things which were ruining his health and glooming up his mind.


  That meant that a bit of the old stealth was in order. I would have to sneak into the chap’s room, cart away and destroy all of his books and chemical apparatus without his knowledge. That would take a bit of doing, I realized, but the results would be worth all of my labor.


  I wondered briefly how Pointdexter would take it. Well, there wouldn’t be much he could do about it. The thing would be done, would be a fait accompli, before he became aware of my little plan.


  I felt very pleased with this reasoning. And there was a certain Machiavellian stealth required in the undertaking, that gratified me considerably.


  One morning, cheery and bright, I punched the bell at Pointdexter’s.


  Mudkins opened the door, invited me in, and looked at me with considerable surprise.


  “Whatever is the matter, sir?”


  I was wearing baggy disreputable clothes and a false mustache. I couldn’t just barge into this bit of larceny and housebreaking as Marmaduke van Milton, could I?


  “It’s all right, Mudkin,” I said. “This is just a disguise.”


  “Pardon sir, but what is that thing on your lip?”


  I reached up and discovered that my mustache had slipped up to a perpendicular position. Probably looked rather odd that way.


  “Ha, ha!” I laughed, “sharp old dog, aren’t you?”


  Mudkins seemed to shudder slightly. “Sorry, sir, but the word ‘dog’ has a most unhappy effect on me lately.”


  “Ah!” I said, “you’ve seen Pointdexter’s mastiff, I take it.”


  “Yes, I have, sir, and a most frightening animal it is. The Master keeps it locked in the room with him all the time. I am becoming desperately worried. There’s something going on here that isn’t just right. I know, sir. I’ve got eyes and ears.”


  “Tut, tut,” I said, “you’re letting your nerves get the best of you. Too much protein in your diet, probably. Is the mad genius at home?”


  “No, sir, he isn’t. He went out last night for his usual late walk and he hasn’t returned.”


  “Excellent,” I said.


  This was a choice bit of luck. My little job would have to be done while Pointdexter was away. I had dropped in on the chance that he might be out. But there was another little thing on my mind.


  “How about the dog?” I asked.


  “The dog is evidently with the Master. It is certainly not in the house.”


  “Fine,” I said. “I’m going up to Pointdexter’s room. Be a good chap and give me the high sign if he pops back in unexpectedly.”


  “But, sir,” Mudkins protested, “the Master gave me explicit instructions to allow no one in his room while he was away. He was most emphatic about it.”


  “This is for his own good,” I said determinedly.


  “Mark my words, he’ll thank us both for this some day.”


  AND so I went upstairs to Pointdexter’s room. The door was open and I entered. One glance convinced me that things hadn’t improved in my absence. The same general air of gloom prevailed, and both Bunsen burners were going full blast under beakers of smoking yellow liquids. Books were piled everywhere and the floor was littered with sheets of paper, covered with Pointdexter’s feverish scrawl.


  I took off my coat and rolled up my sleeves. My first official act was to open both windows wide, pull back the shutters and let the strong sun splash into the room. Things began to look better immediately.


  I turned off the Bunsen burners and dumped the contents of the beakers into the wash bowl. The steaming sulphurous liquid hissed and sizzled as I turned on the cold water faucet and let the clean water flush it down the drain. And that did away with the smoke problem.


  The clear keen autumn air whipped through the room driving out the rank aroma of the smoking fumes. I took a deep relieved breath. Pointdexter would be a new man after spending a few hours in this glorious smoke-free atmosphere.


  The books were next. I felt like a literary Carrie Nation as I bundled them up and carried them into the hallway to dump down the incinerator chute. Pointdexter would have trouble retrieving them, I thought cheerfully, for a roaring fire was blazing in the furnace, and when the books fell into the chute they were on their way to being embers.


  There must have been fifty or sixty of the heavy leather bound books to dispose of, but when I finished the job I felt a vast sense of relief. That, I felt, was that.


  When I returned to Pointdexter’s room I noticed the sheets of paper on the floor, marked with his scrawled writing. They were arranged on the floor in what seemed to be a deliberate design, as if someone had left them for a child to read as it crawled about the floor.


  Just another indication of Pointdexter’s general squirreliness.


  I scooped them up and, with the last remaining books, dumped them down the incinerator. I smiled happily as I returned and examined Pointdexter’s room. There was certainly a vast improvement over what it had been a half hour before.


  All the books were gone, his own feverish notes were consigned forever to oblivion and the mess he had been cooking under the Bunsen burners would no longer be filling the room with its choking vapors.


  I felt cheerfully contented. The job was done, thoroughly and completely and I felt that Pointdexter would be a new man from henceforth onward.


  At that point I heard a howling, full-throated bark from the downstairs region of the house; and a moment later the great gray dog of Pointdexter’s charged wildly into the room.


  It glared at me with red-rimmed eyes and then swung its head about the room, as if it were looking for something. When it completed its inspection it started loping about the room, raising its head occasionally to howl mournfully.


  Frankly I was puzzled. I had never seen a dog act quite this way before. It paid no attention to me at all, for which I was humbly grateful. The big brute just continued to lope about the place rather desperately, and when it passed the spot on the floor where Pointdexter’s papers had been arranged, it lifted its long snout and howled pitifully.


  Mudkins appeared at the open door.


  “What do you suppose is wrong with him sir,” he asked worriedly. “I’ve never heard him howl like this before.”


  “Probably disappointed in love,” I hazarded. “Has Pointdexter come in yet?”


  “No, sir, he hasn’t. He’s never stayed out this long before and it has me worried.”


  The dog had stopped howling for which I was glad. It was stretched out on the floor with its nose buried in its paws. Occasionally it lifted its head and stared at me with the damnedest look—as if it were accusing me of something.


  The brute’s stare made me feel rather uncomfortable and, since there wasn’t any point in my hanging around any longer, I said goodbye to Mudkins and toddled off.


  And that’s that. Queer business, wasn’t it?


  MARMADUKE finished this much of his story and turned to me with a bright cheerful smile.


  “I said, odd business what?” he repeated. “What do you make of it?”


  I ordered another drink and my hand was trembling as I raised it to my lips. My collar felt uncomfortably tight and there was a damp sweat on my forehead.


  I didn’t know what to say or think. Marmaduke’s story was so fantastic and its implications were so horrible, that my mind just seemed numb.


  “Have you heard from Pointdexter since then?” I finally managed to ask.


  Marmaduke shook his head.


  “Not a word, the bloke just disappeared. I dropped in on Mudkins several times but there’s been no sign of Pointdexter around there since then.”


  I ordered another drink. I felt I was going to need it.


  “And what about the dog?”


  “The dog?” Marmaduke looked puzzled. “Oh yes, Pointdexter’s dog. Well Mudkins and I talked that situation over and did the only possible thing under the circumstances. You see, the brute hung around Pointdexter’s room ever since that day I burned all of Pointdexter’s papers and books. Wouldn’t budge out of there, just howled and moaned and lay on the floor, refusing to eat. So we had to take stern measures.”


  The glass in my hand crashed to the floor.


  “My God, you didn’t kill him?” I cried.


  Marmaduke took out his handkerchief and carefully wiped away a few flecks of the drink from his trousers. Then he put the handkerchief away and waved to the bartender for another drink.


  “What did you say?” he asked.


  “Did you kill Pointdexter’s dog?” I asked, and the words almost strangled me coming out.


  “Oh, no,” Marmaduke said cheerfully. “We wouldn’t do that. Mudkins and I crated him up one day and shipped him off to the WAGS.”


  “The WAGS?”


  “Yes. The Army dog corps. We figured Pointdexter would like to have his dog serving, as long as he wasn’t able to.”


  Marmaduke picked up his drink and sipped it reflectively.


  “Funny thing,” he murmured, “the dog seemed to know what we were doing. As a matter of fact it seemed quite cheerful about the whole thing. Interesting, what?” He put his drink back on the bar and shook his head. “But I’d still like to know what happened to old Pointdexter.”


  So would I.


  VICTORY FROM THE VOID


  First published in the March 1943 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Out there in space was a new body; an asteroid from nowhere, but the Nazis were there, using it as a base.


  CHAPTER I


  COLONEL PARKER MOLLISON, bronzed, gray haired, gray moustached chief of the United States Army Air Corps Special Experimental Unit, smiled tiredly at the short, fat, middle-aged civilian who stepped into his office.


  “Glad you were able to get here on time, Baldwin,” Colonel Mollison declared. “It would be a shame to have to run off our tests without the man whose brainwork has had so much to do with them.”


  The fat little civilian called Baldwin grinned amiably, taking off his hat and mopping perspiration from his bald brow.


  “Didn’t think I’d make those plane connections on time, Colonel,” Baldwin said. “The way they rush them through these days a man has to be one-half race horse and one-half mathematical genius to figure out those schedules and catch the planes on time.”


  “Throw your hat anywhere,” the colonel said, rising and reaching across his desk to grip Baldwin’s hand warmly. “We’ve still fifteen minutes left before the tests.” He waved his visitor to a chair beside the desk, then sat down again.


  Baldwin took a seat, placing his hat on his knee. He fished into his vest pocket, found some cigars and held them forth to the colonel.


  “Thanks, no,” Colonel Mollison said. “Cigarettes are my folly.”


  Baldwin put all but one of the cigars back in his pocket. He peeled the cellophane from this, bit off the end, shoved it into his mouth. Flicking a kitchen match into flame with his thumbnail, the pudgy little civilian leaned back in his chair and leisurely lighted his cigar.


  “How, are things in Washington?” the colonel asked.


  Baldwin exhaled a cloud of blue, squinting through the smoke.


  “Still batting heads against the stone wall presented by the radium problem. Where in the blazes our enemies are getting the stuff seems to be beyond anyone.”


  Colonel Mollison shook his head worriedly. “There’s no question about one fact. We had those dirty devils licked until they got that mysterious radium source. This damned war would have been over in ’43, if they hadn’t been saved by that factor.”[*]


  “They say that the German recapture of Paris, last month, was the direct result of a radium bomb they’ve developed to a crude efficiency already,” Baldwin nodded.


  Colonel Mollison’s jaw was grim. “And the devils won’t be using it so crudely pretty soon. Don’t forget, it’s only been a year since they developed that source, and look at the progress they’ve made in reconquering territory since then. I was in Libya when they brought out the first radium tank gun. We lost more than five hundred tanks before we were able to replate with lead. And in that time, we’d lost Libya again.”


  THERE was a moment of silence.


  Then Baldwin spoke.


  “We’ll have licked a great problem if those tests are successful today, however.”


  The colonel nodded. “Of course. Space fringe fighters and transports can’t be matched by our enemies. Our entire problem of supply and transport will be solved. But we still will have their damned radium weapons to buck. And it will be a grave question as to whether or not your invention, magnificent as it is, will be able to swing the balance against the radium war the Axis is now fighting.”


  Baldwin nodded slowly.


  “You’re right, of course. We can only hope. Too, if the Axis scientists have been working space fringe transportation—and we have no way of knowing if they have or not—we’ll find ourselves fighting another war many hundred miles above earth.”


  Colonel Mollison nodded wearily. “Sometimes it seems endless,” he said. Then his jaw stiffened, and his big hands clenched into fists. “But by God, man, it can’t be. We’ll drive them back into their holes for the rest of time!”


  Baldwin looked wide-eyed at this change in the colonel. Then he smiled respectfully.


  “If we inventors can carry on as doggedly as you fighting men, Colonel,” Baldwin said, “there’s no danger of democracy dying.”


  Colonel Mollison had relaxed, and now smiled wryly.


  “Sometimes,” he declared, “I find myself willing to trade anything to be back in the real thick of it. A desk job like this, vital or not, can play hell with a fighting man’s nerves.” He smiled broadly now. “I have absolutely no doubt about the rumor that my men at the base here call me ‘Old Hell for Leather’. The way my nerves are at times, I must be pretty rugged on the boys.”


  Baldwin laughed.


  “You’ll probably find they love it, Colonel. They’re a nice looking bunch, from what I saw of them in the short time since my arrival.”


  “Bright lads,” Colonel Mollison said, “with guts.” There was pride in his eyes. “You’ll see what I mean when you meet Hawkins and Roberts, the two I’ve selected to make the test with your space fringe ship.”


  “They’re good?” Baldwin asked. “The very best,” Colonel Mollison declared emphatically. “They make an inseparable combination. I wouldn’t dare try to break them up. Been together since kids, I understand. Played in the same bunch, were on the same teams, worked on the same projects, when they were members of the American Boys’ Commonwealth back in Chicago. They joined the Air Corps together a couple of years ago. Roberts, one of ’em, was a radio bug, and made a master sergeant’s rating as a radioman. The other, Hawkins, was a natural as a pilot, and won his wings as a second lieutenant. Through good luck, they wound up together after they’d both graduated. Once back together, the entire War Department couldn’t have separated the two, even if it had wanted to.”


  “Unusual combination at that, eh?” Baldwin commented.


  “Not a bit,” the colonel replied. “The word unusual doesn’t fit them at all. Terrific would be a much better one-word description.”


  The colonel glanced at his watch. “They’ll be rolling your dream child out from the hangars for warming up by now, Baldwin. Like to go out and look it over?”


  The fat little civilian inventor grinned, nodding, and rose. Colonel Mollison, stepping back to let the inventor move in front of him, clapped a hand affectionately on Baldwin’s shoulder.


  “We’re counting a lot on those designs of yours today, old man,” he said.


  Baldwin nodded soberly.


  “And I’m counting a lot on those two men you mentioned to prove those designs as reality, Colonel. From what you said, I’ve a feeling no one will be let down.”


  They left the office . . .


  IN FLIGHT Barracks Number Four, Second Lieutenant Jim Hawkins was clambering into the incredibly thick, electrically insulated fur flying costume which he was to wear for the test flight that day.


  Hawkins was a tall young man, dark haired, lean jawed, and wide-shouldered. His eyes were gray, and at the moment were wearing an expression which was somewhere between grave solemnity and worry.


  Sitting on a bunk across the room from where his companion struggled into gear, was a short, blond, cherubfaced young man who grinned broadly as he watched the procedure. This blond young chap, Phil Roberts, was already attired in a similar thick costume of fur, leather and electric insulation.


  “Watch those neck straps, Jim,” Sergeant Phil Roberts chortled disrespectfully to his buddy and superior officer. “If you don’t look out you’re gonna hang yourself on ’em.”


  Second Lieutenant Jim Hawkins shot his cherub-faced pal a look of mingled annoyance and affection.


  “Quiet, Sergeant,” Hawkins said drawlingly. “I’ll have you planked in the guardhouse for that kind of mutinous disrespect.”


  Blond, cherub-faced Phil Roberts’ wide grin grew even wider.


  “Why, you long-legged stuffed shirt!” he yelped.


  In a split second Roberts had reached back and snatched a pillow from the bunk on which he was sitting. In another split second it was sailing across the room and into the face of the unprepared Jim Hawkins.


  Hawkins had been balancing himself on one foot at that instant, pulling one leg into his thick flying suit. The result was instantaneous. The young lieutenant spilled back asprawl on his own bunk.


  With a savage howl of happy triumph, the chunk form of blond Sergeant Roberts was across the room and atop his buddy. Then his fists were pummeling Hawkins good-naturedly around the chest and shoulders.


  “Come on, stuffed shirt,” Roberts chortled. “Say ‘Yessir’ !”


  Young Lieutenant Hawkins’ voice, muffled and half choked with laughter, answered after a minute or so.


  “Yessir, yessir, yessir!”


  Roberts climbed off, still chortling.


  “That’s better, pal,” he told Hawkins. “That’ll teach you not to get on your high horse.”


  Roberts turned away to step back to the bunk where he’d been sitting. And at that instant Hawkins extended one foot and shoved hard against Roberts’ back, sending the other sprawling face forward to the floor.


  In one leap the young lieutenant was atop his buddy’s back, starting a “knuckle massage” on Roberts’ blond hair.


  “Yieeeeee!” yelled Roberts.


  “Never turn your back on a smarter man than yourself, you moon-faced, little blond monkey!” Hawkins instructed him triumphantly. “It always results in something like this. Also, don’t pick battles with guys you know you can’t lick.”


  “Like who?” Roberts’ voice came indignantly four inches from the floor.


  “Like me!” replied Hawkins.


  “Yahhh!” Roberts answered, unimpressed.


  Still laughing, Hawkins rose.


  “Now behave yourself, Sergeant,” he told Roberts. “If I don’t get into this gear, how’ll you ever get more than five feet off the ground?”


  HAWKINS resumed his dressing.


  Roberts picked himself up in mock disgust and went back to sit on the side of the bunk. He surveyed his pal coldly for a minute, then grinned.


  “You’re a lucky guy, Jim,” Roberts observed.


  Hawkins was pulling himself into his thick jacket.


  “How so?” he asked.


  Roberts’ grin grew wider again. “To have a first-class, rootin-tootin radioman like Sergeant Phil Roberts along with you,” he said.


  “Such modesty!”


  “I cannot tell a lie, that’s all,” said Roberts.


  Hawkins was into his gear now. He snapped the last chokes around the collar and started for the door.


  “Come on, superman Roberts,” he said. “You’re going to have a chance to prove how valuable you are today.”


  Roberts followed as they stepped outside onto the flight field parade ground. He moved up beside his pal and they started off toward the hangars in the distance:


  For perhaps a minute they walked along in silence, Hawkins’ loose, long stride eating up ground while his companion’s short legs hurried double-time to keep abreast.


  On the other side of the flight field parade ground the rear of the big testing hangars were visible. These hangars faced the landing field proper, and both companions realized that at the moment the ship they were to take aloft on its first test had been rolled out and was probably under inspection by at least a half dozen civilian big shots and double that number of high-ranking flight officers.


  “You know, Jim,” Roberts said at last, breaking the silence, “I always feel like I’m going on a blind date when we’re ready for one of these trips.” Hawkins grinned at the analogy his chum had chosen.


  “How so?” he demanded.


  “Well, now take old X-80, waiting there for us now,” Roberts said. X-80 was the official name of the space-fringing ship they were about to test. “Although we’ve been told everything about her, and studied all the dope on how to handle her, until we get off the ground, we won’t really have ever actually known the dame. See what I mean?”


  “I’m afraid you’re an incurable romanticist, Phil,” Hawkins told him. “But don’t forget the pickle we’ll find ourselves in if one of these flying blind dates ever lets us down.”


  “What do you really think about this X-80 baby, Jim?”


  Hawkins shrugged. “Looks like a dream ship on paper, Phil,” he answered. “And the loving care and attention the ship has had from our construction experts has resulted in a beautiful looking job. But you know as well as I do that there’s only one answer to the question about the ship’s ability to stand the gaff it was designed for.”


  “Yeah,” Roberts answered soberly. “We’re that answer.”


  Hawkins clapped him on the back. “Hey there, chum. Don’t grow sober. That’s my job, and if you’re sober, too, who’d ever cheer me up?” Phil Roberts grinned up at Hawkins. His sudden chuckle was infectious; and by the time the pair of test men had rounded the hangars they were both laughing hilariously, as if over some secret joke. But by the time they’d reached the crowd around the long, sleek, silver, winged bullet some fifty yards in front of the central hangar on the flying field, they appeared to be two brisk, efficient, unsmiling young men.


  CHAPTER II


  Out of Control


  COLONEL MOLLISON had introduced the two young test flyers to the assembled civilian and military dignitaries, and they were now engaged in a last minute technical discussion with the test ship’s inventor, Baldwin.


  “You’ll notice,” Baldwin was saying to Roberts and Hawkins, but for the hearing of the others as well, “that there’s not a great deal of difference between this ship and the very latest strata pursuit interceptors being turned out by the thousands every month. The shell of the X-80 has been additionally streamlined for the work expected of it, but a regular interceptor pursuit with strata capabilities for flight could be converted into a workable space fringe ship inside of an hour, if necessary, merely by replacing some parts and adding the basic changes incorporated into this test craft.”


  The inventor paused and looked around the circle. A faint, wry grin came to his lips, and behind that grin was grim hope. “If this test is successful,” he added.


  Colonel Mollison addressed one of the higher ranking military inspectors.


  “You see, sir. That’s what we’re emphasizing. If this test is completed successfully, we won’t have to wait to turn numerous factories into production of similar ships. We’ll be able to produce more crude equivalents of the X-80 merely through revamping our regular strata interceptor ships. Think of the time that will save until we can get the actual models coming off the assembly lines!”


  The military inspector nodded gravely.


  “Excellent foresight, gentlemen,” he said. “And I can only join with the rest of you in hoping as fervently for the success of this test.”


  Colonel Mollison turned to Jim Hawkins and Phil Roberts.


  “Lieutenant Hawkins, Sergeant Roberts, I wish you both the very best of luck. And I feel that if the X-80 will conquer the space fringe tests at all, it most certainly will with you two men in her cabin. Happy landings, gentlemen.”


  Hawkins and Roberts snapped their salutes crisply in answer.


  Colonel Mollison extended his hand, first to Jim Hawkins, then to Roberts, giving them each a firm grip of farewell that said much more than words.


  Hawkins was the first to the compartment door in the rear of the sleek silver bullet, but Roberts was right on his heels. Hawkins opened the door and stepped back solemnly to let his chubby companion enter ahead of him.


  “Okay, fat boy,” he muttered tauntingly, “squeeze in.”


  Phil Roberts’ expression remained as appropriately solemn as that of his companion. But under his breath he muttered an answer.


  “Okay, Alfonse, pearls before swine, if you like.”


  They slammed the hermetically tight compartment door behind them and marched up the narrow aisle to the control board and pilot section in the nose of the ship before either of the two said anything more.


  Then it was Hawkins who spoke. He extended a gloved hand to his buddy as he did so, and his mouth was no longer laughing.


  “Here’s wishing us a lot of luck, pal.” Phil Roberts took his friend’s hand gravely. But there was no mistaking the twinkle in his eyes.


  “Here I’ve been testing ships with you for over four hundred flights,” Roberts said, “and all of a sudden, on the toughest we’ve ever faced, you have to give me the jitters by admitting you’ve gotten by on luck all along until now!”


  “Why, you—” Lieutenant Jim Hawkins began. And then he grinned. “Be nice, or I’ll make you ride in the tail of this ship.”


  Phil Roberts’ reply was cut off by the thunderous Jacket which started that instant in answer to his buddy’s swift opening of the take-off throttles.


  FOR an instant the great silver bullet seemed to shake from the very thunder of the racket, and then, with a shivering shudder, the craft shot forward from its blocks, and beneath them the long white field runway fell behind in a white streak.


  The nose of the ship, under Jim’s expert guidance, was tilting skyward so smoothly that the blue horizon seemed to fade into the green of the earth far below them in less than a few minutes.


  Now the roar of the powerful combustion motors, which would carry them into the strata and as far as the first space fringes, had settled down to a steady, throbbing snarl. There was nothing but blue above and around them, now, the fleecy lower cloud formations having fallen away with the additional acceleration Jim was feeding expertly into the ship’s motors.


  Jim jabbed his finger at the instrument panel altimeter and grinned happily at his companion.


  Glancing down, Phil Roberts’ eyes bulged, and he turned an amazed expression to his buddy. His mouth opened and closed rapidly, his words being quite lost under the steady thrumming of their motors.


  Jim grinned, and pointed to the inter-communications phones which each of them wore strapped to their chests. After a moment, they had both donned the headphones and chin cups for speaking.


  “Think you could outshout all that horsepower?” Hawkins grinned.


  Roberts flushed. “I forgot. But what I was saying, before it occurred to me that you couldn’t hear, concerned that altimeter. Is it telling the truth?”


  “Sure thing. Truth and nothing but the truth, pal,” Hawkins answered.


  “But all this height, in so darned little climbing time—” Roberts began in awed amazement.


  “I told you this baby was a climber from the minute those throttles opened,” his companion broke in.


  Roberts shook his head, as if still unwilling to believe this incredible phenomenon.


  “Yeah, but I thought you were kidding.”


  Hawkins’ expression became one of mock pain. He sighed.


  “Sergeant Roberts, how often do I have to tell you that you will never live to see the day when I will tell an untruth. I, sir, have never said or done anything to mislead you.”


  Phil Roberts snorted. “Yah! How about that double date you fixed for me in Scranton?”


  Jim Hawkins looked blandly innocent.


  “Scranton? Scranton? Were we ever in Scranton?”


  “You know darned well we were. On our last furlough. And it was there that you fixed up that double date. A girl for each of us, remember?”


  Jim Hawkins suddenly beamed recollection.


  “Ahhh, yes,” he murmured. Scranton. That’s right. I did arrange tor you to have a date. I believe I was feeling sorry for you, then, and made all the arrangements.”


  “All the arrangements!” Phil Roberts grunted bitterly. “Pah! You made all the arrangements, all right. You told me the girl you’d gotten as my date was a raving beauty. You said she looked like Ida Lupino.”


  JIM HAWKINS, trying not to grin, nodded soberly.


  “That’s right. And I wasn’t lying. I said there was a certain resemblance between Ida Lupino and the date I’d arranged for you.”


  “Between my date and the wicked witch of Oz!” Roberts snorted. “But not between my date and Ida Lupino!”


  “If you’ll remember,” Hawkins said, “all I told you was that there was a resemblance. I didn’t say your date looked exactly like Ida Lupino, I just said sort of like. If you leaped to the wrong conclusions and got too optimistic, it wasn’t any fault of mine.”


  “The only resemblance between the two was that my date was a gal, and so is Ida Lupino,” Roberts said indignantly.


  “Not at all,” Hawkins corrected him. “It goes farther. Your date had the same color hair as Ida Lupino. She was about the same height. She had two eyes and, to the best of my knowledge, all of her teeth. She had a nose, and ears, and—”


  “Bah!” Roberts cut him off disgustedly. “If that’s your idea of a resemblance, you’ve certainly—”


  It was Jim Hawkins who cut in this time. His voice sharp, commanding. “Time for first radio check, Sergeant. Snap to it. Give them the instrument readings on each of our check dials. You’ll just have time to jot them down and send them through at the checktime they set.”


  “Right!” Roberts snapped. He brought forth his check tabs and began a swift recording of the test instruments on the panels. There was silence for perhaps two minutes during this examination. Then, as his companion, straightened up from his inspection of the test gauges, Hawkins added: “Give ’em in reading sequence. And add that we’re still climbing clean. No trouble as yet. Insulators slipping off ice formations like a hot knife through butter.”


  “Right!” Roberts saluted, and clambered from his seat beside Hawkins. He went back into the narrow cabin aisle, turned off to slide in behind his radio instruments, compactly boxed into a side compartment.


  Hawkins, at the controls of the ship, heard his companion’s voice coming through a moment later.


  “X-80, calling in. X-80, calling experimental field reception. Coming in with check data, first sequence.”


  There was a minute of silence, broken only by occasional static splutters, then the voice from the experimental field’s radio post flooded in. Hawkins smiled in satisfaction and snapped off his receiving apparatus . . .


  IT WAS several hours later when Phil Roberts, returning to the pilots’ compartment to slide into the seat beside his buddy, after having made his third check report to the field station, noticed that Hawkins’ expression was now noticeably strained.


  “Ease up a little, Jim,” Roberts said quietly.


  Hawkins turned, smiling briefly. “Sure, chum. We’re just beginning to hit the first atmospheric conditions which will eventually tell the tale. From now on in, the X-80 is going to hit hurdle after hurdle. I always get a little uneasy just before the real storms.”


  Roberts nodded. “If there aren’t butterflies in my stomach, then I’m crazy,” he admitted. “Lord, Jim, I know how you feel. But it’s been smooth going so far.”


  “Right,” Hawkins said briefly. “So far.”


  “How soon will it be before we begin relying on inventor Baldwin’s brainchild solely?” Roberts asked.


  Jim Hawkins glanced briefly at the altitude gauges, then at the chronometer panel.


  “Not long, pal,” he declared. “In just a little while Baldwin’s rocket propulsion tubes will be in the thick of their toughest test.”


  Roberts fell silent, sighing and settling back in his seat. Jim Hawkins, however, didn’t relax a muscle. The strain returned to his lean young features, and he squinted worriedly as if trying to pierce the heavy vapors of the atmospheric fog blankets everywhere around the heaven-hurtling craft.


  He turned his attention frowningly to the insulator gauges. They were flickering just a trifle now, the first uncertainty yet shown on their surface. That meant ice formations were taking hold for the first time—even though but minutely.


  Roberts noticed his companion’s glance.


  “Definitely skating weather outside, eh?” he observed quietly.


  Hawkins nodded. “Looks like. We’d better stop breathing this ready-made ozone inside the cabin, and take to the gulp tanks for a spell.”


  Roberts nodded, and the two adjusted their oxygen breathing masks, tubing them to the prepared tanks below the instrument panels.


  Now communication between the two was limited to gestures, due to the necessity for conserving oxygen and energy. An hour passed, followed by another. And at last Jim Hawkins turned to his companion and raised his hand in a brief signal.


  With a gesture that was lightning swift and excellently timed, the young lieutenant leaned forward, pushing hard on the motor throttle with his right hand, and simultaneously opening wide the rocket throttle with the other.


  FOR an instant, as the thrumming motor was cut off in a coughing choke, the nose of the climbing silver bullet seemed to lose speed. And then, in the next fraction of a second, the full fury of the rocket propulsion tubes blasted thunderously to life and the acceleration of the ship climbed to double its previous rate.


  Hawkins turned from the instrument control panel to Roberts. The other had put both hands over his masked face in a gesture which was obviously significant in view of the fact that he’d crossed fingers on each hand.


  Now Hawkins thumped his pal on the back. Roberts took his hands away from his masked face and uncrossed his fingers. Hawkins touched his own mask, to indicate a temporary respite from the gulp tanks. Gratefully, Roberts followed his buddy’s lead and removed his oxygen mask.


  The expression on his companion’s face, suddenly revealed by the removal of the mask, was enough to send Jim Hawkins into a brief spasm of laughter.


  Roberts’ face had been sheet white, and was only now regaining color.


  “Look who was bucking up my morale, not so long ago!” Hawkins laughed.


  Phil Roberts’ cheeks were a ruddy pink. He grinned, abashed.


  “I don’t mind admitting guilty to that charge, chum,” he confessed. “You at least had something to occupy your hands and your mind when we made that perilous power switch. All I was able to do was sit and watch!”


  Jim Hawkins’ laughter had subsided. But he still grinned.


  “Well, anyway, Sergeant, we made it. Now you can go on living, if you like. Look at our acceleration gauges, brother, if you want to see speed recorded. We’re hitting toward the space fringes, and no denying it now. Radio another check and all new info to the field station. This is something to send back and cackle over!”


  Minutes later, now using wireless key, Phil Roberts was pounding out the last check readings to the experimental field’s station, and Jim Hawkins, at the controls of the hurtling silver bullet, had lost much of the strained tension that had been evident before in his expression. For along with entering into the first space fringes, the switch from motor to rocket propulsion power had been one of the toughest hurdles Hawkins and Roberts had figured on facing. The slightest error in making the switch could have resulted in either of two tragedies—a loss of climbing speed and an almost certainly fatal spin, or an injudicious sudden combination rocket and motor-power mix which would have put such strain on the X-80 as to rip it asunder in mid-flight.


  But that was past, behind them, now. And Phil Roberts, as he came back from his radio compartment to slide into the seat beside his companion, was grinning cockily, almost triumphantly.


  “The rest of our fears are little ones, chum,” Roberts grinned. “We’ll take ’em in stride—just as if we were hitting along at forty thousand feet instead of Lord knows how many miles.” Jim Hawkins favored his companion with an understanding grin. But his brows furrowed ever so slightly, and he said “Don’t count your chick—” Hawkins, glancing casually at the instrument direction panels as he spoke, chopped off his sentence, unfinished, with an oath.


  ROBERTS, startled, glanced down at the directional instruments also.


  “What in the—” he began.


  “That’s what I want to know, and quick!” Hawkins snapped. “Unless those directional gauges have gone haywire due to the increasingly thin atmospher—”


  “We’re sliding off our charted course line at the rate of, no—we couldn’t be!” Phil Roberts cut in excitedly.


  Jim Hawkins looked up tensely. “Those gauges are sound,” he said. “They’re telling the truth. We’re being sucked up, and off of our course at a velocity that is positively unbelievable!”


  “But to where?” Roberts demanded. “And how can we hit back on our course line?”


  Jim Hawkins shook his head after a brief, futile effort to pull the craft forcibly away from the sucking stream. “I don’t have any idea, pal,” he muttered tightly. “But you’d better pick a destination you’d like, and pray for that to be it!”


  Roberts was climbing out from behind the instrument panels, his features a taut mask.


  “I’ll get to the key,” he declared, “and send out the glad tidings to the field station. Maybe Baldwin, this ship’s daddy, can give us a tip on pulling her out of this mess!”


  Moments later, Phil looked up and shouted the additionally grim information to Jim.


  “We’re walled in by the slip stream. Not a chance of a spark getting out. We might as well be talking to one another. It’s a sure bet we’re not going to talk to the gang back on the ground until we’re free of this upsweeping whatchm’callit!”


  “I think I know what to call it!” Hawkins answered tightly. “It’s a slip stream, all right, and it’s dragging us hell bent toward the Heaviside layer. Every second brings us closer to that instant when this ship’ll be spinning like a—”


  Jim Hawkins’ sentence was cut short by the very circumstance he was about to warn against. The X-80 went into a sudden convulsive whirling spin, throwing both Hawkins and his companion heavily to the floor of the cabin and pinning them there like flies through gravitational force.


  Phil Roberts had struck his head against the radio panel as he was hurled to the floor, blotting consciousness instantly from his brain. But Jim, in spite of the incredibly tremendous velocity of their spiraling upward rush, had not lost consciousness. He was aware, therefore, that the ensuing moments, or perhaps hours, most probably drew them both to certain death.


  Jim lost all track of time, of motion, of being, in the interval that followed. And it was the sudden slow-up in the spin speed of the craft, plus an inexplicable sensation of falling, that made him open his eyes. Something had happened, something completely different than what he had expected. The X-80 had not been crushed egglike in the slip stream, and the very velocity and angle of the stream was now changing.


  Laboriously, fighting with every sinew against gravity, Jim began a crawling, half-climb through which he eventually gained the thick foreward observations panels of the X-80. It took him a minute to wipe the blurred fog from his mind, and then he blinked out into what seemed to be a rich-blue darkness illuminated only by a round, shining, crystalline ball toward which they were hurtling with incredible speed.


  For fully two minutes, Jim stared numbly, unbelievingly, at the phenomenon.


  “No,” he choked. “It couldn’t be. That couldn’t be an asteroid we’re hurtling down onto!”


  DESPARATELY, Jim pulled himself across the seats before the control panels, his hand seeking the rocket propulsion throttle. There would be a crash coming in a matter of mere minutes. And a cut-off on that power might give them a fighting chance to survive it.


  His fingers found the throttle, and he shoved it hard down, almost losing consciousness from the exertion against gravity. The thunderous vibration from the rockets ceased, and for a moment, Jim fought off blackness that returned in a swift wave.


  Minutes now. Minutes. Phil. Where was Phil? On the floor. Cabin floor. Get to Phil. Make sure he’s all right. If he’s out he’ll get knocked silly by crash. Get to Phil.


  But Jim didn’t reach his companion’s side. He was scarcely able to cover another yard in the five minutes that followed. And in the minute that, followed that, the crash came—roaringly, deafeningly, jarringly.


  Jim knew only the shattering numbness of concussion for the first instant. And then he realized that the gravitational pull was gone, and that he was being hurled forward by the force of the crash, as the X-80 nosed into the unknown asteroid . . .


  CHAPTER III


  Radion!


  JIM HAWKINS did not lose consciousness. For one crushing blinding Instant as the nose of the space fringe fighter buried into the yielding crust of the strange gleaming asteroid, he felt himself slipping into a bottomless well of darkness—but with a supreme effort of will he tore the settling veil of oblivion from his eyes.


  A vast stillness had settled over the ship; the rending shriek of straining metals had faded quickly; the roaring throb of the powerful motors was stilled forever.


  Jim staggered to his feet, conscious of the splitting pain that knifed through his temples. Dazedly, he raised his hand to his forehead and felt the congealing thickness of oozing blood. With an effort he shook away a feeling of nausea, and stumbled toward the radio apparatus, where Phil’s limp body was sprawled.


  It took all of his strength to drag his friend’s body to the aisle of the ship A hand of cold fear closed over his heart as he felt desperately for a pulse in the limp wrist.


  “Phil, guy,” he said tensely. He raised the blond head from the floor and cradled it in his arms. “It’s me—Jim. Please—say something!”


  One of Phil’s bland eyes opened slowly. He studied Jim for an instant and then shook his head groggily from side to side.


  “Okay,” he grunted. “Anything in particular you want me to say?”


  Jim felt a vast relief sweep over him.


  “I should’ve known it’d take more than a power crash to put you out of action, you big baboon,” he said feelingly. He dropped his friend’s head to the floor of the ship. “But you had me scared for a minute.”


  Phil grinned and rubbed the back of his head.


  “Fine way to treat a crash victim,” he said. He sat up and felt his arms and legs experimentally. “I guess we’re both just too lucky to die. Where the devil are we, anyway?”


  Jim stood up and a worried frown settled over his face.


  “Your guess is as good as mine,” he said. “When we hit that suction spiral we were jamming pretty close to the Heaviside layer. I can’t remember much of what happened, but I think we blasted right out of Earth’s atmosphere.”


  Phil whistled softly.


  Jim said, “I think a reconnaissance party is in order.”


  Phil looked at him soberly. “I’m kind of curious myself, chum. You know,” he grinned suddenly, “we might be just about anywhere. Maybe we’re dead and in Heaven.”


  Jim looked about the shattered interior of the ship and touched his hand to the bloody bump on his temples. “If we are,” he muttered, “you can put me down as one disillusioned guest. If we’re ghosts we’re the livest ones I’ve ever heard of.”


  Phil hoisted himself to his feet.


  “We can’t be in Hell,” he said, “that’s for sure.”


  “What makes you so positive?” Jim asked.


  Phil grinned. “I don’t see any Nazis around.”


  “You got something there,” Jim said. “Now let’s get out of this wreck, if we can.”


  THE nose of the ship, weighted with heavy motors, had dug deeply into the surface of the strange asteroid, and the ship was suspended at a sharp angle. The hermetically sealed door in the side of the ship was close to the tail, and the two men were forced to scramble up the aisle, clinging to whatever support they could find, in order to reach the one exit.


  The crash, Jim discovered when he reached the door, had twisted the steel-ribbed structure of the ship, jamming the door tightly. He slammed his heavy rock-hard shoulder against its smooth surface twice without avail. The door was as unbudging as if it had been part of the solid side of the plane.


  Panting, he settled back on his heels and studied the door. “A neat mess,” he muttered to Phil.


  Phil slid back down to the front compartment of the ship and returned shortly with a short powerful claw bar.


  “If this doesn’t do it,” he said, “we can plan on spending the duration here.”


  Inserting the tip of the claw under the edge of the door he shoved with all his strength. The door creaked and gave slightly, but it did not open. Jim wrapped his big hands about the bar, alongside Phil’s.


  “Let’s try it again,” he said.


  With a lunge they hurled all of their weight and strength against the budged door. It gave suddenly, snapping open with a protesting groan.


  Jim and Phil fell forward as the bar gave beneath their weight. Phil rolled down the angled aisle, a tangle of arms and legs; but Jim managed to catch himself in time to avoid a spill.


  Phil crawled to his feet, a ludicrous expression of bewilderment on his face.


  “That’s what a guy gets for exerting himself.” He glared accusingly at Jim. “A fine thing! You take it easy and I take the spills. Some friend!”


  Jim grinned. “I can’t help it if you’re clumsy,” he said. He stuck a hand down and helped Phil to crawl back up the aisle.


  “Are we ready to go now?” Phil asked.


  “There’s nothing to stop us,” Jim said. “I’ll go first. You follow me immediately and keep your gun handy.”


  With a lithe twist he slipped his body through the bent doorway and peered downward. The drop to the ground was almost ten feet.


  He turned and grinned at Phil.


  “Here goes nothing,” he said.


  Phil gripped his shoulder tightly. “Luck,” he whispered.


  Jim swung his legs out and dropped to the ground. He landed in a crouch, every muscle tensed. The shadow of the plane covered him, but his right hand was tightly closed on the butt of his gun. He was taking no chances.


  “How’s it look?” Phil called from above him.


  “Can’t tell yet,” Jim answered. “Come ahead.”


  Phil swung out from the plane and dropped to the ground. His short legs buckled at the impact and he tumbled forward. He picked himself up, fuming.


  “I just can’t do anything right,” he muttered.


  “You got down, that’s the important thing,” Jim said. “Keep your gun handy. We’re going to do a little scouting now.”


  TOGETHER the two men moved out from the shadow of the plane. Their eyes swung about carefully and the guns at their sides were ready for instant use.


  “Holy Gee!” Phil said in awe. His gaze moved slowly, incredulously over the terrain that spread about them. “I’ve never seen anything like this in my life.”


  Jim Hawkins didn’t answer. There was nothing he could say, no words at his command that would describe the blindingly magnificent scene he was facing, or the tremendous impression it made on his senses.


  The ground at their feet was as brilliantly bright as a vast field of diamonds, and the rays of the sun slanting through the strangely thick atmosphere of the asteroid, transformed this ground into a scintillating, million-pointed carpet of glory that stretched away as far as the eye could reach, swelling in ordered undulations until it merged indistinguishably with the far distant horizon.


  The atmosphere was dense and heavy, swirling with a soft cloying mist.


  Phil coughed as he drew in a deep breath of the heavy, misting atmosphere.


  “This atmosphere seems kind of peculiar,” he said, shaking his head. “I wonder if it’s going to be all right for us.”


  “I think so,” Jim said. “It’s heavier than Earth’s but it doesn’t seem to have any toxic elements. That isn’t going to be our problem. Our big job is to find out where we are and how we can get back to Earth. This place doesn’t seem to be inhabited.”


  Phil nodded. “That’s understandable. Who’d want to live on a place like this?” He blinked his eyes against the brilliance of the radiations that seemed to emanate from the gleaming ground. “It’d be about like spending your life in the glare of an anti-aircraft beacon. Maybe this’ll teach us to appreciate black-outs when we get back to Earth.”


  “ ‘When’ and ‘if’,” Jim said. His gray eyes were troubled as they swept over the incredibly bright ground, that seemed to stretch away into infinity. “I wonder what causes this peculiar iridescence.” He scraped at the crystalline particles with the tip of his boot. “These crystals look just like free radium, but of course they couldn’t be.”


  “Why not?” Phil asked. You’re thinking in Earth terms and standards now. What might be absolutely impossible on our own planet could be normal here.” He looked down at the gleaming ground and scraped it with his foot, as Jim had done. “Why couldn’t this stuff be radium?”


  “We wouldn’t be alive now if it were,” Jim said. “The emanations from free radium, in quantities like this, would burn our tissue to crisps in a matter of seconds.”


  Phil frowned. “I guess you’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. Well, whatever the stuff is, it ain’t easy on the eyes.”


  Jim’s hand had fallen away from the heavy gun at his side. There didn’t seem to be any need for weapons on this barren, brilliant isolated asteroid.


  “Well, what do you think? Phil said. “About our chances?”


  “Yeah.”


  JIM frowned and studied the sweeping glare of the horizon with troubled eyes. “Can’t say yet. But things don’t look particularly good. We’ll have to make a complete investigation. We may stumble on to something that way. Until then, we’ll go awfully slow on our rations and hope for the best. Phil snapped his fingers suddenly. “How about the radio? Maybe we can contact Earth and explain what happened. They might be able to get another plane through the same way we did.” His round face was flushed with excitement. “They wouldn’t have to risk a pilot. They could direct it by radio control and take their directional bearing from our beam. That way they could get supplies and equipment through. And maybe a radio-controlled plane could make a safe landing, where a pilot would be knocked out by that suction stream. It’s worth a chance, isn’t it?”


  “Sure it is,” Jim said. He hadn’t thought of the radio until Phil had mentioned it. “But how about your equipment? It might be out of commission from the crash.”


  “If it is, I’ll fix it,” Phil said jubilantly. “All I need is a piece of wire and a cotter pin and I could repair the dynamos at Boulder Dam. Come on, let’s get to work. I got a hunch we’re going to beat this deal. Why, I’ll bet we’re back on Earth for supper!”


  Jim tensed suddenly as he heard a faint scraping sound behind him. A voice, soft and thick, sounded in the air.


  “I do not think so!”


  Both men were standing with their backs to the wrecked plane. The voice came from behind them, from the direction of the ship.


  Jim wheeled about, his hand streaking toward the gun at his hip. But he never completed that gesture. His arm froze in a paralysis of stunned amazement as he saw the three figures standing by the ship.


  They were small, oddly formed creatures, with bright snapping eyes that stood out with startling clearness against the dead whiteness of their thick coarse skins; their heads were huge and bald. In the center of their intelligent faces were wide spatulate appendages that apparently were noses. These hung down, almost meeting the small round holes that served the strange creatures as mouths.


  But even more paralyzing than the appearance of these suddenly materialized creatures, were the heavy revolvers they held in their small, claw-like hands, and trained unwaveringly on the two American fliers.


  “Do not make sudden moves,” the tallest of the three creatures said, stepping forward a pace. His voice was curiously soft and thick; but it was the unmistakable accent of the words, guttural and throaty, that Jim Hawkins recognized with an unbelieving gasp.


  “I do not wish to kill you,” the strange creature said. “Not now, at least. After what you have done to my people I should kill you without mercy, but I have other plans.”


  Jim’s eyes dropped to the guns in the hands of the weird creatures. Phil followed his glance.


  “It isn’t possible,” Phil whispered hoarsely. “This is something we’re dreaming.”


  “I don’t think so,” Jim Hawkins said.


  THE completely weird scene was like something from the half-forgotten depths of a hideous nightmare. The brilliantly gleaming ground cast a pale aura of unnatural light over the incredible creatures that had materialized, seemingly from the murky swirling atmosphere. Silhouetted against the shattered hulk of the once-trim American strata fighter, they looked like evil gnomes from the pits of Hell.


  But there was something in the scene even more incredible and menacing than the appearance of these inhuman creatures; and that was the fact that in their small, claw-like hands were held German Luger revolvers; and that their soft stilted speech was tinged with the unmistakable guttural growl of a German accent!


  Jim’s jaw went slack in amazement. Forgetting everything, including the obviously hostile intention of these strange creatures, he wheeled to his companion.


  “Good Lord, Phil!” he gasped. “Those guns. Lugers. Nazi pop-toys! On this god-forsaken little asteroid—


  are Germans!”


  But Phil had noted the weapons also, and his eyes were round with incredulity. He opened his mouth to answer, but couldn’t find words to express his amazement.


  “Phil—realize what that means!” Jim choked. “On this asteroid in space are Nazis—the lousy swine are ahead of us; they’ve beaten the Allied Nations to the punch I Somehow, they’ve conquered space!”


  Phil Roberts finally found voice.


  “They can’t have!” he groaned. “Maybe there’s some other explanation to this. These squatty little devils are speaking English, remember that. Hell, they might have gotten those guns—”


  Jim cut him off.


  “English with a Nazi accent, brother. English as Axis as a concentration camp. Explain away that!”


  The creature who had stepped forward, obviously the leader of the small group, now interrupted his captives angrily.


  “Do not talk,” he said. “You will come with us. If you attempt to resist you will be shot instantly. You see, we have learned some things from you.”


  Jim pointed at the gun in the creature’s hand.


  “Where did you get that gun?”


  A fleeting expression touched the broad blank face of the small creature. It might have been a smile or it might have been a frown; it was impossible to tell.


  “Those who once used these weapons have no further use for them,” the creature said.


  “Who are you?” Jim asked. He knew he was taking a chance in questioning this creature; he might be answered by a blast from that grim Luger; but there were things he must know.


  “My name is Dexlon,” the creature answered. “And I find that you are talking too much. There is nothing more to say. Advance, and keep your hands away from your sides.”


  Jim shrugged. “Come on,” he said to Phil, from the side of his mouth, “they’ve got all the aces.”


  WITH Phil at his side he walked slowly toward the three strange creatures. When they were within four feet of them, Dexlon held up his hand.


  “That will be enough.” He motioned to the creatures beside him and they stepped forward quickly and removed the gun belts from Jim’s and Phil’s waists.


  One of the creatures stepped behind them and pointed a Luger at their backs.


  “You will follow me,” Dexlon said. “You will die instantly if you attempt to resist.”


  “Okay,” Jim shrugged, “you’re calling ’em. But something is as screwy as the very devil about this set-up.”


  “You said it, chum,” Phil muttered, as they set out across the vast, gleaming wastes, following Dexlon and his companions.


  They were unpleasantly aware of the creature who strode behind them, Luger in hand.


  CHAPTER IV


  Hostages!


  FOR approximately half a mile across the gleaming, barren wastes, Dexlon led the two American flyers. Phil and Jim said nothing during this trek; there was nothing to say. They could only await whatever developments were in store for them.


  Finally Dexlon stopped and raised his hand. The party came to a halt. Jim saw that they were at the mouth of what appeared to be a narrow tunnel leading into the ground. The aperture was so cleverly camouflaged, however, that a person could pass within a few feet and be unaware of its existence.


  The creature who had marched beside Dexlon disappeared down this tunnel. In a few minutes he was back. He gestured to Dexlon. Dexlon turned to them.


  “You will follow me again,” he said, and started down the narrow tunnel-way.


  The creature at their back motioned them down the tunnel with the Luger and there was nothing they could do but obey. At the first turn of the descending corridor, the brilliant light from above faded and was replaced by a softer illumination that seemed to radiate from the smoothly hewn walls.


  For several hundred yards they followed Dexlon’s small figure, as it turned and twisted, criss-crossed and back-tracked through an interminable maze of labyrinthine corridors.


  Eventually the small leader of the strange creatures stopped and opened a smoothly fitting door. He stepped aside.


  “You will enter,” he said. “You will be confined here until I talk with your people and learn what they are willing to offer for your release.”


  “Now just a minute,” Jim said, “you’ve been doing all the talking and it’s about my turn now.” He stepped forward, disregarding the gun in Dexlon’s hands. “Who are these ‘people’ you’re going to see about us? What kind of game are you trying to run? We don’t know a soul on this God-forsaken place, and you know it. We’re from America; we landed here by accident and we’d like to get away as soon as possible. I don’t know who or what you are, but,” his glance flicked to the German Luger in Dexlon’s hands, “I know darn well you’ve been in some pretty rotten company.”


  “Your pretense of ignorance will gain you nothing,” Dexlon said. “Your people came to our land three years ago and they have made slaves of the free people of Radion. We who have managed to escape their domination are fighting you with every weapon at our command. We surprise your kind when they are travelling in small groups, take their weapons and kill them without mercy. We would have done the same to you, but I have a different plan in mind.”


  JIM felt a strange excitement coursing through him. All the answers to this mad situation seemed very near at hand.


  “These people you speak of,” he said, “is it from them you got those guns? Is it from them you learned to speak English?”


  “Yes,” Dexlon said. “They forced certain of us to learn their own language and the tongue you speak now. But you know well of these things. We waste time talking of them.”


  “These people call themselves Germans, don’t they?” Jim demanded.


  “Yes, that is their name,” Dexlon said. “And you are of the same mold. Your people have enslaved us and killed and tortured those who would resist.”


  “You’ve got us all wrong,” Jim cried. “For God’s sake, you’ve got to listen to me. We are from America, from the same planet that these Germans came from, but we are not their friends, we are their sworn enemies, even as you are. On Earth we are fighting them with every weapon at our hand, just as you are. There, they have enslaved great masses of people and are forcing them to labor as slaves, even as they enslaved your people. They must be destroyed; they must be absolutely wiped from the universe. You must let us help you in your fight against them. We have learned many things about their tactics; we—”


  “Enough!” Dexlon cried. “Do you think we believe your lies after what we have learned of you? You would swear to anything to save your miserable lives. We know that you are without honor, without truth, without scruples or conscience.”


  The gun in his small hand waved grimly toward the open door.


  “Enter, before I forget my plans and destroy you now.”


  “But you’ve got to listen to me,” Jim blazed. “Can’t you see I’m telling you the truth?”


  “He’s on the level, mister,” Phil put in. “You’ve just got to give us a chance to fight these Nazis here. Why—”


  “Silence!” Dexlon said quietly. “I am losing my patience. I have given you your orders. I believe not your lies. If you do not enter your cell immediately I shall give the signal to my men to shoot you down like dogs.”


  Jim Hawkins stared into Dexlon’s startlingly clear eyes and he knew the strange creature meant precisely what he said.


  “There’s no use arguing,” he muttered to Phil. “They hold the whip hand now.”


  With a shrug he turned and entered the small cell. Phil followed him, grumbling under his breath. The door closed quietly, inexorably, behind them.


  The cell was hardly six feet square. There were two bunks, one on either wall and ventilation was furnished by a small barred aperture in the ceiling. From the walls emanated the soft mellow illumination they had noticed in the corridors and it cast a lambent glow over the rude furnishings of the tiny cubicle.


  “WELL, if this isn’t a pretty mess,” Phil muttered, seating himself on one of the bunks. “These queer little nuts think we’re Germans. That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.”


  “It may not be so funny,” Jim said soberly. “The Germans are not here to play parlor games, that’s for sure. When they learn that two American fliers are poaching on their reserves, you can guess what their reaction will be.”


  “But what are the Germans doing here in the first place?” Phil asked. “And how’d they find this asteroid? And where do these little fellows fit in? It’s the darndest muddle I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen plenty of ’em.”


  “I think I can answer some of your questions,” Jim said thoughtfully. “There are still a lot of things I don’t understand but the general outline is becoming pretty clear.”


  “All right, then,” Phil said, leaning back in the bunk, “What are the Germans doing here?”


  “This is just a guess, but I think that this asteroid, which our little friend called Radion, is a tremendously fertile source of free radium. And that answers your question. The Germans are here plundering that store of radium.”


  Phil leaped to his feet at the words spoken so softly by his companion.


  “My God, Jim, you don’t mean that you think this spot, this tiny blob in space is the mysterious source of the Axis radium supply!”


  “Yes,” said Hawkins quietly. “I’d stake my life on it, even though said life isn’t worth a Nazi nickel at this instant. The Boche swine must have stumbled on this source almost two years ago! Maybe they stumbled onto it from their experiments in space flight, I don’t know. But the fact is, that once they’d done so, they lost no time in realizing what they had their hands on. The first crude radium weapons must have been hurled against our troops in less than six months after their taking over this radium planet!”


  “Then this place must be lousy with Nazi rats!” Phil exclaimed.


  Jim Hawkins shrugged. “Perhaps so. Perhaps not. I have a hunch that damned few of the Huns on Earth themselves know where their highly incredible supply of radium is coming from. Can’t you appreciate how vital it would be for them to keep the truth about their radium source from falling into the hands of the United Nations?” Roberts nodded.


  “Damned right I can. Why, if any of our own scientists even imagined that the source was here, in proximate space to our own universe, they’d take their attention from all their present experiments and concentrate on spaceflight experimentation.”


  “Right,” Jim said excitedly. “And that’s why I have a hunch that there are damned few Boche on this asteroid. Maybe no more than enough to control the mining of the radium deposits and keep what’s left of the native guerillas under control. Can’t you see that if more than a few handsful of Axis snakes knew their own radium secret that United Nations spies and operatives behind their lines would sooner or later pick up that very vital information?”


  PHIL ROBERTS bit hard on his underlip.


  “I didn’t think of that angle, Jim. But it sure as hell sounds logical.”


  “They can risk garrisoning this tremendously vital discovery of theirs with such a relatively slight protection force,” Jim went on, as if assuring himself of the solidity of each step in his logic. “They can risk it simply because they figure United Nations scientists, as busy as they are with efforts to crack the radium nut from research into all natural matter on Earth, would never waste time in experimentation with space flight now.”


  “But Baldwin did!” Phil Roberts explained. “At least he went to work developing the space fringe fighter, the X-80 that brought us here. And sheer chance took the X-80 out of the space fringes and whipped us into space proper, crashing us on this asteroid. Good God, Jim, could you feature the colonel’s face if he knew what in the hell had happened to us, and where we are now?”


  “The United Nations must know what happened to us, and what we’ve learned, Phil,” Jim said desperately. “Even if we never return to Earth ourselves. And we’ve got to figure out how we can get this dope back to Earth. This is the radium source of the Axis—I’m positive!”


  Phil suddenly frowned, as if stricken by a sudden doubt which had not previously occurred to him.


  “Yet, if it is, didn’t you tell me that humans couldn’t stand the barrage of emanations from free radium?” the radioman demanded.


  Jim frowned and stared thoughtfully at the softly glowing purple light radiating from the walls.


  “Ordinarily it would be impossible for any human being to stand such a concentration of radium rays, but I think the Germans have treated the atmosphere in some way to nullify the normally toxic effects of the radium.”


  “Granting that,” Phil said, “but how’d they get here? And how do they get the radium back to Earth?”


  Jim stood up and jammed his hands into the pockets of his breeches. A dark frown settled over his features.


  “Those are things we’re going to find out,” he said quietly.


  “How?” Phil asked.


  “There’s got to be a way,” Jim snapped. He began pacing nervously, his jaw grim. “There’s got to be a way,” he repeated desperately. “The Germans’ use of radium in the war on Earth for a couple of years has brought the United Nations to the brink of defeat, and only a revelation of this tremendous secret will avert that defeat We can’t fail, Phil. We can’t! Since their source of supply is here, on Radion, they must have a way of getting it back to Earth. Dexlon confirmed the fact that they have been here for several years. I’m almost convinced they discovered this planet, as we did, by accident. But how they’ve taken advantage of that accident!”


  HE PACED the floor for several minutes, his features dark with worry.


  “They’ve done the same thing here that they’ve done in every country they’ve conquered,” he went on, “They’ve subjugated the people, made a slave race of them and forced them into bondage as slave labor. Some of the inhabitants of Radion—like Dexlon—haven’t submitted, have gone on fighting, just as the Poles and the Free French and the Yugoslavs have continued the fight. These creatures who captured us are guerilla fighters, doing what they can to break the hold of the Germans over their people.”


  “That all makes sense,” Phil said, “but we’re right behind the eight ball. These little guys think we’re Nazis. How can we do anything to help them, as long as they’ve got that idea in their noggins?”


  “I don’t know what we’re going to do,” Jim Hawkins said determinedly, “but we’ve got to do something!”


  “Another thing,” Phil said, “that little guy made a crack about us being redeemed by the Germans. What do you suppose he meant by that?”


  “I don’t know,” Jim said. “Possibly Dexlon has some plan in mind to strike at the Germans by using us.”


  “That doesn’t sound very healthy for us,” Phil said worriedly. “You know what will happen when the Germans get their hands on us.”


  “I know,” Jim said briefly. “We wouldn’t stand a ghost of a chance. Whatever happens, we can’t let ourselves fall into the clutches of the Germans. But there’s nothing we can do now, so we might as well try and get some sleep. We’re going to need all our strength when our chance comes.”


  “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep,” Phil said. He yawned and lay back on the cot. “I’ve got too much on my mind.” He closed his eyes. In a moment he was snoring.


  Jim smiled down at the recumbent figure, then he stretched out himself and relaxed. Despite his weariness, he wasn’t sure that he could sleep. He closed his eyes. . .


  THEY were awakened by the opening of the door. Jim opened his eyes first and sat up. Dexlon was standing in the doorway regarding them inscrutably. He held a gun in his small hand.


  “Everything has been arranged,” he said, in his soft precise voice. “You will follow me.”


  Phil sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.


  “What’s been arranged?” he demanded. “What’s going to happen to us now?”


  “You shall not be kept long in suspense,” Dexlon said. “The leader of our tribe, the noble Aton, has been imprisoned by your people since they arrived. His imprisonment has broken the spirit of resistance in our people. They are afraid that their actions might cause him more suffering, and so they are afraid to strike back at their captors. But I have just come from the central camp of your people. And through an intermediary I have made them a proposition which they have been happy to accept.”


  “What proposition was that?” Jim asked.


  “An even exchange,” Dexlon said, “Aton, our leader, for you two. Your people were most interested in you. When they learned of the markings on your craft they became very excited. And they agreed to our terms without the slightest hesitation. They seemed very happy.”


  Jim’s thoughts raged bitterly, sickly, impotently. Of course the Nazis in charge here would be delighted to get the two American airmen who had stumbled on their source of radium.


  “You fool,” he blazed despairingly at Dexlon, “you don’t know the truth when you hear it. And what makes you think the Nazis will keep their promises? You’ve been taken in for a sucker, that’s all.”


  Dexlon moved the gun slightly toward the door.


  “I am not interested in discussion,” he murmured. “You will please follow me at once.”


  THE exchange place which Dexlon had selected was in the middle of a sloping valley. There was only one entrance to this valley and the approaches to this passage had been thoroughly scouted by his men before his small party entered the valley.


  At the exact center of the low incline, two German officers were waiting, and with them was a small, bent figure a creature of Radion, with a calm tranquil face and eyes as blue and clear as the sky in May. Obviously this was Aton, the exchange hostage.


  Jim Hawkins and Phil Roberts were led forward to this meeting place. The German officers smiled slowly when they saw the American fliers.


  “Welcome,” the ranking German officer said with soft sarcasm. “Permit me to introduce myself, Oberleutnant Herr Bruno Schiller, and my invaluable aid, Leutnant Mueller.”


  The two German officers bowed mockingly.


  “And tell me,” Oberleutnant Schiller murmured, “whom do we have the honor of receiving?”


  Jim Hawkins stared savagely at the tall, thick-shouldered Nazi.


  “Just two Americans,” he said flatly, “who’d sell their chance at Heaven to get their hands on your neck for twenty seconds.”


  “Such ferocity,” the German officer said softly. “We have ways and means to temper such—er—high spirits at our camp.”


  Jim glanced about the brooding quietness of the valley with sudden suspicion. The brilliant reflections from the crystalline ground sparkled in the murky atmosphere, but there was an unnatural stillness in the air that roused the hackles on the back of his neck.


  “Just a fair and even exchange,” he murmured, as the small, bent form of the leader, Aton, was transferred to the group of Radion creatures. “Somehow,” he said, glancing sharply at the German officers, “it doesn’t seem quite in keeping with the Nazi tradition.”


  “What do you mean?” Oberleutnant Schiller demanded sharply.


  “I’m not quite sure,” Jim said quietly. He looked in silent pity at the small figure of Aton, the leader of these people, and then his gaze swung to Dexlon.


  “Watch yourself, chum,” he said. “There’s something about this deal that stinks.”


  “Schweinhund!” the German officer roared. “Hold your tongue!”


  He drew his Luger and levelled it at Jim.


  “You come with us,” he ordered. “You are going to answer a few questions, and then I think you will be soon meeting your ancestors in Valhalla.”


  His aide prodded Phil Roberts in the back with his gun and ordered him to march. The two Americans were herded across the flat barren wastes of the valley, in a direction opposite to that the small group of Radion creatures had taken.


  Jim looked over his shoulder just as the last of the small group of strange creatures filed out of sight into the single passageway that led from the valley.


  He turned and plodded on, but he had not covered a dozen steps when a sudden volley of gunfire broke the silence, ringing clearly in the brooding atmosphere of the valley.


  The Oberleutnant smiled thoughtfully.


  “Well, well,” he murmured, as another burst of fire sounded; “perhaps the little creatures of Radion have run into one of our scouting patrols. A pity, isn’t it, that the patrol probably wouldn’t know anything about the terms of our little parley?”


  “You damn murderer!” Jim blazed. “You had no intention of keeping your word.”


  “Does that surprise you?” Oberleutnant Schiller said cynically. “You should know us better, Herr Schzoeinhund!”


  CHAPTER V


  Aton’s Sacrifice


  JIM HAWKINS glared at the mockingly twisted features of the German officer, and he moved instinctively forward, his hands balled into hard fists.


  The German raised his gun.


  “I wouldn’t advise you to make any rash gestures,” he murmured.


  Jim fought back the rage that was sweeping over him. There was no point, he knew, in committing suicide, and that would be the inevitable result of an attack on the armed German officers.


  The echoes of gunfire had faded away and the vast stretching wastes of sparkling crystal were once again quiet and still. He thought bitterly of Dexlon, probably lying dead now, and Aton, the strangely pathetic leader of these enslaved creatures of the radium planet; and he made a grim resolve that if he died unable to send warning to Earth he would at least make an effort to avenge the deaths of these creatures.


  Oberleutnant Schiller motioned them onward with his Luger.


  “I know you are in a hurry to reach your ultimate destination,” he said mockingly.


  Jim and Phil Roberts marched ahead of the German officers and their eyes were as bleak as the desolate wastes they traveled. They crossed the wide valley and, at its far end, came to another exit, cunningly camouflaged. This passageway led them through a narrow gulley that broadened into a wide, low valley, in which the German camp had been erected.


  Jim’s first view of the sprawling German encampment left him with a feeling of stunned helplessness. With typical Nazi thoroughness the camp was complete in every detail. Barracks were constructed along one side of the settlement, and opposite these were giant hangars and catapult apparatus for launching planes. Radio towers spiralled into the air from one low, squat building, and this structure was guarded by patrolling soldiers.


  There were not many German soldiers in evidence, but from the size of the barracks and camp Jim knew that there must be at least several hundred of them on the asteroid.


  Schiller smiled gloatingly at the expression that flitted across Jim’s lean face.


  “You are surprised?” he asked, baring his teeth even wider. “Your stupid comrades on Earth will also be surprised in a few months when we throw the full strength of our radium equipment at them. What they’ve tasted to now is but a preliminary of what’s to come. The war will be over in a matter of months, and the foolish Americans will then be made to pay for their resistance to our new order.”


  THEY had been marching down the wide street that cut between the barracks and hangars, and now Schiller ordered them to halt before a small structure, built completely of metal and circled with heavily insulated wires.


  The door of this building was open and Schiller motioned them inside.


  “For the time being, these are your quarters,” he said. He paused before turning away, and added, as if in amused afterthought, “I can imagine your surprise in being addressed in English by the Radion creatures. They were extremely adept at learning your stupid tongue, as you no doubt noticed. We taught it to many of them as a jest, in our anticipation of the day all English-speaking peoples will be as enslaved as they are on this asteroid right now.”


  It was Phil who snarled an answer to this.


  “Your sense of humor is gonna kill you, Boche boy. Mark this American’s word on it!”


  Schiller’s lips went tight in a smirk. He waved the pistol in his hand menacingly.


  “Inside, both of you, before my sense of humor prompts me to kill you!”


  Phil’s face was flushed with rage, and his head was cocked beliggerently knots of anger. Jim put a hand on his to one side, while his fists were tight shoulder quickly, restrainingly.


  “Don’t be a damned fool, Phil!” he snapped. “He’s holding the tricks in this hand. Come on!”


  Jim swung his companion toward the door that was obviously the entrance to quarters which would be their cell. The unpleasant laughter of Schiller sounded harshly behind them.


  Jim and Phil stepped into the small cell-room and the door closed behind them. The room was lighted with electricity and there were bunks against the wall and a wash basin in the corner. The windows were heavily barred and wired.


  Jim studied the interior of the cell thoughtfully, noticing particularly the heavy steel mesh that lined the walls. Heavy, insulated wires twined through this mesh and a faint crackling of released energy sounded from the places where these conduits made a contact with the steel mesh.


  “I’d keep away from the walls,” he said to Phil. “They look as if they’re wired with some kind of a charge. I’m not sure what it is.”


  Phil stretched himself out on a cot.


  “Well, I’m not going to play guinea pig and find out for you,” he promised. He was silent for several seconds, bitterly regarding the ceiling. “It looks as if we traded one cell for another,” he muttered.


  “I liked our other captors better,” Jim said dryly.


  “Me, too,” Phil said. “I wonder what happened to Dexlon.”


  “He was probably killed in that ambush, along with Aton. For their sakes I’d like to take a crack at these rats before they rub us out for good.”


  Phil glanced helplessly about the heavily barred and wired room.


  “No chance of cracking out of here,” he said. “What do you suppose Schiller meant about the war being over in a matter of months, when they really begin to perfect their radium equipment? Was that just a typical Nazi bluff, or do you think there was something to it?”


  “What do you think?” Jim said bitterly. He shrugged helplessly and moved away.


  They were silent then for a while, while Jim paced nervously up and down the narrow room. Finally he glanced out the barred window and turned to Phil.


  “It seems to be getting darker outside,” he said.


  THE brightness of the crystalline reflections was fading as the sun set in a dull blaze of glory on the far horizon. Soon its last rays had vanished and darkness, swift and complete, settled over the sparkling planet.


  “I wonder how long ‘night’ lasts here?” Jim said thoughtfully. He frowned and turned to Phil. “Our only chance for a break would be in this darkness. In the daylight we wouldn’t have a ghost of a chance.”


  “Sure, so all we have to do is find a can opener and cut our way through these wired walls,” Phil said.


  There was a sudden tramp of feet outside and then the cell door swung open. Two Nazi troopers appeared in the doorway, holding a small, frail figure between them.


  “Company for you swine,” one of them growled at Jim.


  The two soldiers shoved the small figure into the cell, then stepped back and slammed the heavy door.


  Jim started in surprise as he recognized the small form, mild features and soft blue eyes of Aton, the leader of the creatures of Radion. The small creature stood in the center of the room, regarding Jim and Phil with a strangely helpless and pitiful expression.


  “I am Aton,” he said. His voice was soft, but it had the same stilted, precise accent as had Dexlon’s.


  “We thought you were dead by this time,” Jim said. He introduced himself and Phil to the leader of the Radion creatures. “Where is Dexlon and the others who are fighting the Germans?”


  “Dexlon was killed in the ambush,” Aton said in his soft, sad voice. “I was not killed because I am worth more to them alive. They know that by holding me they can force my people to obey them more readily.”


  “I tried to talk sense to Dexlon,” Jim said bitterly, “but he refused to believe me. I told him that the Nazis would never keep their end of the agreement.”


  “I knew that, too,” Aton said softly, “but there was nothing that I could do.” He glanced slowly about the small room. “This has been my home for the last three years. Now it seems I shall be here until I die. I have tried to keep hope alive, but I now see that I have been fooling myself. My people will never be able to throw off the yoke of their oppressors.” He regarded Jim steadily and there was deep puzzlement in his eyes. “But why are you imprisoned here with me? Are you not the same as they?”


  “Thank God, no!” Jim snapped. Briefly, he told Aton of the struggle on Earth and how he and Phil had come to the strange planet of radium.


  Then he asked, “How many of your people are still free and willing to fight the Germans?”


  “Free or enslaved, they are all willing and anxious to fight the Germans,” Aton answered with pride in his voice. “But the great majority of them are chained in the mines of the fields and forced to produce the radium the Germans seem to want so badly. Hiding in the hills are possibly a hundred and fifty or two hundred of my people, who have not yet been caught by the German scouting parties. When they hear of Dexlon’s death I fear that they will storm this camp in a foolish attempt to liberate me.”


  JIM began pacing restlessly.


  “If there was some way we could get out of here,” he said explosively, “we might have a chance. With your people behind us, we could—” He broke off and stared with sudden intent at the mesh sheathing that covered the walls. “What kind of a set-up is this wired inner wall?” he asked Aton. “We assumed the sheathing was charged with electric current. Is that right?” Aton shook his head. “This cell was designed by the Germans especially for me. You see, we natives of Radion have developed an immunity to radium rays. Our bodies are completely saturated with them and we are able to resist the effects they have on cellular organisms, such as you from Earth possess. So the very clever Schiller devised this energy shield which short-circuits the radium which is absorbed by our bodies. It is not an electrical ray; you would not be affected by it; but to us it is fatal. It severs the double purpose of making me an absolute prisoner, and of making a rescue by my people impossible.”


  Jim nodded thoughtfully. The information that the power shield which lined the interior of the cell would not affect him or Phil was interesting; but it didn’t make their escape any easier, for there were still the barred windows and door to consider.


  Aton said, as if reading his thoughts, “The doors and windows are operated by the same source of energy which powers the ray shield in the cell. Unless the entire unit could be short-circuited some way, there is no possibility of opening the door from the inside.”


  Phil sat up, a sudden interest on his rugged face.


  “Well, is there any way of shorting this ray shield?”


  Aton shook his head slowly.


  “I do not believe there is,” he said. Jim shrugged helplessly and seated himself wearily on the other cot. He didn’t mind dying, but he hated the realization that he was unable to strike a blow at the enemy before his final blackout.


  “There must be a way,” he muttered. “There must!”


  “How long does this darkness last?” Phil asked Aton.


  “Only for a few hours. Light will be breaking in a very little—”


  He didn’t finish the sentence. His head cocked to one side in a listening attitude.


  “What is it?” Jim asked tensely. From the darkness outside drifted faint, far-away cries and then the silence was shattered by a rapid burst of pistol fire.


  “It is an attack by my people,” Aton cried. “Oh, the poor blind fools!”


  Jim sprang to his feet, his pulses pounding with excitement. The sound of the conflict was drifting closer.


  Harsh guttural voices were shouting orders; gunfire sounded in rattling, sporadic bursts; and these furious salvos were answered by single shots.


  ATON stood in the center of the room, an expression of anguish distorting his seamed face. His deep, calm eyes were clouded with an inexpressible misery.


  “Oh, the fools,” he moaned. “Their loyalty will cost them their lives.”


  Jim paced nervously up and down the room.


  “We’ve got to get out and help them,” he spoke through tight, hard jaws.


  Phil said bitterly, “There’s no chance. We’re caught here like rats—”


  “Listen!” Aton said sharply. “There is a way for you two to make an escape. At least you can get out of this cell.”


  “How?” demanded Jim.


  Aton regarded them for an instant and a faint smile touched his lips. He backed slowly toward the wall.


  “I didn’t think of this a moment ago,” he murmured. “The only thing that will short this power shield is a radium conductor like—myself.”


  “What do you mean?” Phil cried.


  Aton took another step backward. He was only inches from the charged metal sheathing.


  “It is the only thing I can do,” he said softly. “My people are sacrificing their lives against the enemy; I cannot do less. My death is nothing. Strike hard, soldiers of America, for Aton and for free men everywhere.”


  His smile faded and a resolute line hardened his jaw. He stepped backward another step and his small, frail body touched the metal sheathing.


  A sputtering, cracking sound roared through the room. The metal guard glowed a vivid, cherry red and blinding flashes of energized light forked out from its gleaming surface.


  Aton’s body stiffened convulsively as the blasting power coursed through him with shattering force. For an instant he was impaled on the glowing screen and then, with a convulsive twitch, his charred, lifeless form fell forward to the floor.


  The raging red glow of the screen faded; the leaping lights disappeared and the electric illumination of the cell seemed lifeless and pale.


  Jim Hawkins stared in shocked horror at Aton’s crumpled form. He was so dazed that he didn’t notice the door of the cell swinging slowly open.


  Phil clutched his arm.


  “Look,” he said tensely. “The door! We’ve got our chance.”


  Jim was still staring hard-eyed at Aton’s body.


  “We’re going to take that chance,” he said. And added harshly, “For you Aton, and the millions of poor devils like you on Earth!”


  WITH Phil at his side he headed for the door. The darkness that cloaked the small planet of Radion was complete, and as they stepped from the cell they were instantly swallowed in its stygian, engulfing blackness.


  From the sporadic sounds of the fighting Jim knew that the unequal battle was raging in the main avenue of the camp, about two hundred yards from where they stood.


  “We need weapons,” he snapped to Phil. “We’ll try to make our way to the German ammunition storeroom. I spotted it when we arrived. It’s on the other side of the barracks.”


  They wheeled and started down the dark street, but before they had taken a dozen steps, Jim jerked Phil to a stop. Directly before them, vaguely discernible in the darkness, were two German sentries, babbling at each other excitedly, uncertainly.


  The sound of the firing had covered the approach of the two American flyers.


  “Come on,” Jim whispered savagely.


  He rose from his crouch and hurled himself at the first sentry. His forearm closed over the man’s neck like a bar of steel. There was a hoarse bleat of fear from the man before Jim’s powerful arm cut across his windpipe, silencing him.


  His knee dug into the German’s back. With his forearm locked under the man’s chin, he leaned back sharply, straining with all the whipcord strength of his powerful body.


  There was a sharp, cracking snap that was like the breaking of a rotten limb; and the German’s body was suddenly limp in his arms.


  He hurled the man aside and wheeled about; but Phil was already climbing from the still form of the second sentry.


  “One, two; just like that,” Phil said.


  “Get his gun,” Jim snapped. “We’re just starting.”


  He retrieved the gun from the man lying at his feet. The feel of its heavy bulk in his hand was comforting. His fingers closed over the butt with savage anticipation.


  “Let’s go!” he said.


  They ran now, side by side, along the darkened street, toward the sound of the fighting. When they passed the looming bulk of the barracks, Jim grabbed Phil’s arm and pulled him to a stop.


  They turned at the corner of the barracks and crouched in the darkness, pressed flat against the wall of the building. Ahead of them was the ammunition storeroom, a darker shadow against the blackness of the night.


  The door was open and an oblong of light fell from the doorway against the night. There were two sentries guarding the door, but both of them were standing with their backs to the Americans, staring in the direction of the street fighting.


  Jim and Phil moved toward them cautiously; but within six feet of the sentries, Phil’s foot scraped against a discarded metal container, and the sound seemed loud as an artillery barrage in the comparative stillness.


  Both sentries wheeled toward the sound.


  “Who goes?” one cried in guttural German.


  The second wasted no time in conversation. His gun coughed and a livid orange streak blasted from the muzzle.


  JIM felt the bullet fan past his cheek. He threw himself to the ground as the second sentry opened fire. He heard Phil smother a cry of pain as the two Germans blasted a quick round of shots at them.


  He raised the gun he had taken from the sentry and fired deliberately and methodically at the two Germans. They were both outlined against the light streaming from the munitions storeroom; and at six feet he couldn’t miss.


  He didn’t. One of the sentries fell forward, cursing chokingly; the other slumped backward against the storeroom, a neat, blue hole drilled cleanly between his eyes.


  Jim crawled quickly to Phil’s side.


  “Where’d they get you?”


  “It’s all right,” Phil said, through set lips. “Just my left arm. Let’s go.”


  They covered the remaining distance to the lighted door in a plunging dash. The interior of the large storeroom was deserted. Jim’s eyes ranged quickly over the stocked bins and shelves until he sighted the round, gleaming, masherheaded grenades.


  “That’s what we want,” he said grimly.


  The two Americans were moving toward the bin of grenades when a voice behind them said quietly,


  “Please turn around!”


  Jim froze at the words. For an instant he debated wheeling and firing, but he turned slowly and helplessly toward the sound of the voice.


  One of the strange creatures of Radion stood in the doorway, a gun in his hand. And behind him were others.


  Jim felt a surge of hope.


  “Don’t shoot,” he cried. “We’re fighting with you.”


  The face of the creature of the radium planet was blankly impassive. Its still eyes studied the two Americans without expression. For an instant there was a dead silence in the room; and then the gun in the small hand lowered.


  “We know of you,” the creature said. “We will fight together.”


  Jim grinned exultantly. “You bet we will.”


  “We need guns and explosives,” the small creature said. “We slipped through the German lines to reach here. Our comrades are waiting for us to return.”


  “How many of you are fighting?” Jim demanded.


  “Every man of Radion has joined the revolt,” the creature answered. “We will die as free men rather than live as slaves. The laborers in the mines and the free fighters of the hills have joined; and we shall never stop until we are free—or dead.”


  “We must work fast,” Jim said crisply. “Take what supplies you need, but post guards here to hold this storeroom. Some of you attack the German rear with grenades; the rest get back to your comrades with the munitions they need. My friend and I will strike at the radio center. We must stop them from radioing to Earth for assistance.”


  “There are two radio towers,” the creature answered. “One is here in camp. The other is several miles from here in the direction of due west.”


  “We’ll have to take care of them both,” Jim snapped. “But the one here in camp is first on the schedule.” He grabbed up a sack of grenades as the small group of Radion creatures streamed into the room and moved swiftly toward the stocked bins of munitions and explosives.


  “Come on,” Jim snapped to Phil, “we’ve got our work cut out for us. If we can get word to Earth, possibly we can get reinforcements. But we’ve got to stop the Germans from doing that themselves.”


  THEY left the munitions storeroom on the run, cutting diagonally across the street toward the German radio station. There were no soldiers in that section of the street and the low, squat radio room was unguarded by sentries. Obviously the surprise attack of the Radion creatures in force had drawn all of the Germans away.


  But the door of the radio room was closed tightly and locked. There was no time to waste, every precious second counted now.


  Jim stepped back a pace and fired three shots into the lock. Then he raised his booted foot and kicked the door open.


  A shot whizzed past his head as he charged into the room.


  The radio operator was on his feet, a flaming gun in his hand. Jim took a bullet in his shoulder that slammed him halfway about. On one knee he whipped up his gun and fired twice at the operator.


  The first bullet missed; but the second caught the German just below the heart. He staggered back, his face tightening with pain.


  “Dog!” he sobbed, grinding the word between his teeth.


  He raised his arm with painful slowness. His breath was catching raggedly in his throat and blood was flecking his slack lips. But he did not fire at the Americans.


  With a horrible smile of triumph, he turned and fired four deliberate shots into the gleaming radio panel, shattering it completely. Still smiling, he slumped forward to the floor.


  Jim closed the door of the room and locked it. His shoulder was on fire; but he forgot his injury as he stared helplessly at the shattered radio equipment.


  “He won,” he said bitterly.


  Phil moved slowly toward the smashed transmitter. His left arm hung limply at his side and blood dripped from his fingertips.


  “Little chance of fixing it,” he said. He reached out a hand to steady himself. His face was a tight, white mask of pain. “We’re licked.”


  “Like hell we are,” Jim said harshly. “There’s another transmitter on this planet, isn’t there?”


  “That’s right,” Phil said. He looked at Jim speculatively. “You’re wounded,” he said. “You wouldn’t have a chance of making it.” His grin was weak. “This is a job for me.”


  Jim shook his head slowly.


  “Not this time, tough guy,” he said softly. “You hold down the fort here.”


  “But Jim—”


  “It’s an order,” Jim said softly. “I’m in better shape than you are, fella.”


  He gripped Phil’s good arm tightly for an instant.


  “If—anything happens,” he grinned fleetingly, “keep ’em flyin’.”


  He turned then and opened the door. With his gun held tightly in his unimpaired hand, he faded into the darkness of Radion’s night.


  CHAPTER VI


  Fight to the Finish


  FOR fully a minute, Phil Roberts stared at the door that had closed behind his buddy. Then, a curious expression coming into his eyes, the radioman shifted his gaze to the ruins of the Nazi short-wave apparatus.


  His jaw tightened grimly as he stepped across the body of the dead German operator. Then, painfully, he was bending over the shattered wreckage of the radio, turning the fragments appraisingly with his uninjured arm.


  For another five minutes, squatting first on one side, then another, of the damaged equipment, Phil Roberts continued his appraisal of the wreckage.


  “It should be hopeless,” he muttered sickly to himself. And then a hard gleam frosted his eyes and his jaw went even tighter. “But by Judas Priest—it has to be licked!”


  He rose then, unsteadily. His face was white, his eyes growing glazed.


  Quickly, violently, Phil shook his head to clear the gray mists that were wrapping insidiously around his mind. He thrust his right hand forward swiftly to save himself from falling.


  The edge of the radio table was blurred before his eyes. His hand couldn’t reach it, couldn’t quite locate it. The gray mists were around him.


  Phil Roberts crashed face forward to the floor and lay there inertly. Consciousness had fled. The loss of blood had been too much . . .


  TN the shadows of the barracks to the west of the Nazi encampment,


  Jim Hawkins moved swiftly along at a half trot. Ahead of him, silhouetted perhaps a hundred yards away in the darkness, loomed the hangars and space craft catapults of the Nazis.


  To the east the sounds of the delaying battle of the Radion infiltration patrols still crackled through the night. The brief, changing, sporadic fire, Jim knew, came from the little bands of Radion creatures; the heavy fire of tommy guns and automatic rifle squads, came from the surprised Nazi garrison.


  As Jim drew closer to the hangars and catapults, his jaw tightened. What he was about to do might well amount to a suicidal burning of all bridges behind himself and Phil—but it had to be accomplished.


  He slowed his trot to a walk now, crouching lower in the shadows of the barracks buildings. The first hangars and catapults were less than twenty yards away; the remainder not more than forty yards distant.


  There would be sentries out there, sticking by their posts on orders in spite of the attack of the Radion creatures. But their presence had to be risked. He was alone, with small chance of dispatching them one by one


  Now Jim was at the corner of the last barracks building, and he bent even lower in a crouch that resembled the racing start of a century dash man in a track meet.


  He filled his lungs with air, steeled himself in one last instant, and sprang forth from the shadows of the building, heading straight for the first group of hangars and catapults.


  His dash was straight into the open sections before the hangars, and he buried his head against his chest, driving hard to cover the distance with all the speed at his command.


  “Halt!” The alarmed cry, shouted in German, rang forth in the darkness, to be immediately followed by four similar cries along the hangar lines.


  But Jim didn’t halt. Instead he was fishing into the grenade bag slung from his shoulder, pulling forth a Nazi masher-type hand grenade and jerking the pin from it with his teeth.


  A shot blasted through the darkness—an orange flame spitting from directly before the first hangar line.


  Jim dropped to one knee, counting as he did so. Then he let fly with the masher grenade, hurling it with all his strength in the direction of the first hangar line.


  He dropped flat to his face, scant seconds before a jarring explosion rocked the grounds and the hangar line burst into a crimson ball of smoke and flame.


  But Jim didn’t pause. He was back on one knee, now, scrambling to one side a bit to throw the sentry fire off range again, pulling another masher grenade from the sack and jerking the pin free with his teeth.


  Again Jim hurled a masher grenade through the darkness, this time toward the second hangar line. And again, as he threw himself flat on the ground, another section of hangars and catapults went up in the resultant explosion.


  Now he was on his feet, dashing forward. The grounds were eeriely, waveringly illuminated now by the fires the grenades had started. The cries of the sentries were wild with near hysteria, and their rifles blazed forth blindly in an effort to bring down the unseen creator of this devastation.


  ANOTHER line of catapults and hangars, and two more grenades hurled unerringly at them, while Jim Hawkins’ lips flattened savagely against his teeth in a mirthless grin of satisfaction. For in those hangars, and in many of the catapults, were the now smoldering wrecks of what had once been Nazi space flight ships. Ships that would not be used in any Nazi dash to the Vaterland for assistance.


  Three more hangar lines, and three more explosions splitting the darkness with noise and flame and smoke. Jim hesitated only a moment as he looked across the grounds at the chaos he’d created single-handed. There wasn’t a ship left on this asteroid, to his knowledge, in which the Nazi swine could make a run for assistance from their Earth forces.


  It was dog eat dog, now. No one was leaving this asteroid—including himself and Phil.


  “Now,” Jim said tightly, “for that other radio transmitter outfit!”


  It was necessary for Jim to make his way around the outskirts of the German encampment until he was clear of the immediate zone of hostilities between Nazi squads and Radion patrols. Mentally, Jim thanked his Maker that the Nazis were still treating the Radion attack as a foolhardy skirmish on the part of the natives. But he knew that this would not be the case much longer. Even now the word was probably being carried to Schiller’s quarters that the space flight hangars and catapults had been decimated.


  “The moment the Nazi, Schiller, realizes that,” Jim told himself, “this fracas is going to be all out for sure!”


  For an instant Jim thought of Phil back in the first radio transmission shack. That arm wound had been far worse than his own. But yet, Phil seemed able to carry on. He had weapons, and he’d know enough to clear out of there before Hun soldiers stormed into the place. Jim pushed that worry from his mind and hurried onward.


  It was difficult establishing his location and the probable location of the other transmission shack map-like in his mind. But with the factors Jim already knew about the terrain of the little asteroid, plus a strong sense of reckoning found only in born pilots and navigators, Jim was able to continue in what he felt certain to be the approximate direction of the transmission shack without too much delay and hesitation.


  He was scarcely five minutes beyond the Nazi encampment when the sound of exploding grenades joined the incessant gunfire of the many skirmishes around the camp. Mentally, Jim prayed that the grenades he heard exploding were those of the Radion creatures—seized from the munitions supply house—rather than the Nazi defenders.


  IT WAS later, a brief three minutes later, that Jim heard the sound of gunfire dead ahead of him and perhaps half a mile off. He frowned worriedly. Gunfire, dead ahead. There couldn’t be! The only gunfire he should be hearing should be behind him, around the Nazi encampment he’d left.


  Cold fear seized Jim’s heart. Had he doubled in his tracks unconsciously? Was he somehow confused, lost in the none too familiar terrain of the asteroid? Had he become so badly mixed in his calculations as to now be approaching the German encampment again?


  For just an instant, Jim hesitated. Then, setting his lips tightly, he resumed his trot toward the sound of that gunfire. Jim had come to count on his directional reflexes far too long to allow himself to lose confidence for more than an instant. He had to be right. That had to be the transmission shack up ahead. And as for the gunfire, which sounded as if it came from that location—Jim could only guess.


  Lungs burning, legs weary and almost lifeless, Jim forced himself into greater speed as he hurried toward the gunfire ahead. And with the passing of the first minute, as he sought for any sort of landmarks in the darkness of the crystalline asteroid wastes, Jim felt more and more certain that he was right. The transmission shack of the Nazis had to be ahead up there.


  Already Jim was reorganizing plans he’d conceived to meet any possibilities. It had been his intention to take the shack by strategic maneuver, so that he wouldn’t run the risk of having the operator destroy the transmission apparatus as the first one had done. Then, his course of action was clear cut. He had to radio Earth. Had to get word to the United Nations forces, and to Colonel Mollison in particular—before additional Nazi forces arrived on Radion, or before the radio silence from Radion was interpreted by the Nazis to mean trouble. Jim had a hunch that this so-called native skirmish against the German garrison would not be reported by Schiller to his superiors on Earth. Not, at least, until it gained proportions of serious trouble.


  That was a chance he was counting heavily on. That, and the chance that Colonel Mollison and Baldwin could make that swift, one-hour conversion job on enough strata interceptor ships—turning them into crude equivalents of the X-80—to dispatch to Radion as swiftly as possible.


  The terrain was sloping upward, now, into what seemed to be a high knoll of crystalline asteroid crust. The sound of firing ahead was much louder, and Jim knew that just beyond the peak of this knoll would be the transmission shack.


  Slipping, sliding, falling twice, Jim scrambled up the sloping surface of the knoll, the din of gunfire now less than a hundred yards away. Almost at the top of the knoll, Jim dropped to his stomach. Now he began a painful snake-wiggle along the jagged asteroid crust toward the peak.


  Half a minute, then a minute, and Jim was on the peak of the knoll, looking down into a small valley, in the center of which he saw the transmission shack. Orange spurts of flame flashed sporadically from the windows of the shack into the darkness around it. And from the other three approaches to it, answering flashes of gunfire streaked the darkness.


  A patrol of Radion creatures had surrounded the transmission shack, had the Nazi operator—or operators—cornered inside, and were now determinedly taking their time in cutting them down!


  INWARDLY, Jim cursed. The well-meaning natives had almost completely destroyed his chance to gain the transmission shack. There was obviously no longer an opportunity to carry out the strategic maneuver he’d planned for its capture. And in addition to that, the time that would be wasted before the Radion creatures were able to cut down the Nazis in the shack was infinitely vital in Jim’s calculations.


  Sickly, Jim watched the siege display, fully aware of what each passing second was costing his chances of success. There had to be some salvation to his plans. He had to gain that transmission shack quickly and at all costs. But how?


  Minutes passed, precious minutes, while Jim desperately hit upon and discarded at least a dozen revisions in his plans. There didn’t seem to be anything that would end that long siege unless—unless, Jim frowned, he could get to the leader of this Radion band and persuade him to call off the siege.


  Jim started to scramble down the knoll with this in mind, when a deafening explosion shattered the night.


  The transmission shack—a bursting geyser of flame and smoke—blown sky-high by a well-placed grenade from one of the Radion besiegers!


  Cold horror gripped Jim’s heart in crushing fingers. He stared unbelievingly at the blazing ruins of the transmission shack. One of the Radion besiegers, impatient with the progress of their attack, had taken a swift, sure method of eliminating the hated oppressors.


  But with that grenade’s explosion had also been blown sky-high every last chance of success that Jim had hoped for. With the destruction of the shack by the unwitting besiegers, went the last fragment of Jim’s chance to send to Earth for aid. That grenade had destroyed the last fighting chance for the free peoples of a planet miles away in space. With its explosion went every hope of the United Nations ever learning the secret of the Axis radium sources which would enslave Earth!


  Jim buried his head in his hands, heedless of the stabbing agony that lanced his wounded arm. It was over, all over. He was licked, clean through. Licked, ironically enough, by the unwitting action of the oppressed people he’d hoped to save.


  What now lay in store for them was horribly clear. With both transmission shacks destroyed, the Nazi receiving stations on Earth would become alarmed at the sudden cessation of contact with their radium asteroid. That alarm would result in a swift dispatch of Nazi space flight ships and troops to Radion. And those troops and ships would regain control of their invaluable asteroid with incredible ease.


  It was all over. Through, finished. He was beaten.


  Suddenly Jim rose, his fists clenching and unclenching at his side, the hot, searing pain in his wounded arm driving furious needles of protest into his agonized mind.


  And it was then that the wild, red, engulfing wave of rage swept over him. A rage born of pain, bitter anguish, stark despair.


  “Damn them!” Jim snarled. “There won’t be one of them alive to greet their rescuers when they come!”


  He started down the treacherous slope of the knoll at a heedless, breakneck run. Down there around the wreckage of the transmission shack were enough creatures of Radion to form the first small fragment of a hell-defying band.


  Jim shouted as he stumbled down the slope. Shouted wildly, with every remaining gasp of breath in his lungs—shouted a savage rallying cry of hate.


  THE Radion creatures, several dozens of them, swarmed around him as he reached the level of the valley. Their faces in the darkness, touched only by the crackling fire that was once the radio transmission shack, were wide with wonder at the blazing words from the wounded young Earth creature who commanded them to follow him. There was no hesitation among them as they swarmed behind him back up the ragged surface of the knoll. For he was leading them to the encampment of their oppressors, and they needed no more urging to follow the strange, mad-eyed young self-appointed leader.


  Scattered groups of Radion guerillas joined them along the route, and now their band numbered more than eighty. The young American was still at their fore.


  And half a mile from the Nazi encampment, he turned and shouted to his followers.


  “We’ll die. We’re bound to die. But by whatever Gods you worship, I swear that not one of those dogs will live when we are done!”


  The hoarse, blood-lusting roar that was answer to these words sprang fiercely from every throat. They swept on once more, until, a quarter mile from the Nazi garrisons, they met the ragged, retreating remnants of the first attackers.


  “Our parties are still inside the camp,” the leader of these retreating Radion creatures gasped. “How many of them, I do not know. But they are cut off from aid, and are being slain like animals!”


  “You are afraid to die?” Jim blazed at the speaker.


  The other’s eyes flashed. “Never!” he said.


  “Then turn back. Join us. Fill our ranks, for we’re going into that camp. We’re going to fight until we die or they die!”


  Over a hundred of them followed Jim, now. A wave of more than a hundred howling, fanatical madmen who cared not at the thought of death. Men sworn to kill and die killing.


  The small Nazi patrol which had set out to follow the fleeing remainder of the original attackers encountered this wave. They fought but briefly before the wave rushed over them, leaving nothing but bodies of the Nazi swine in their wake.


  Their entry into the camp—a group of fanatically inspired demons swarming back from what should have been their retreat—took the Nazi defenders utterly by surprise.


  Twenty-five creatures of Radion gave their lives to smash through the first defense line of the camp. And twice that number of Nazis were left lifeless as the unarmed members of Jim’s horde tore from their dead fingers the weapons which had failed to save the German troopers.


  The wave swept on, shrieking, howling, cursing above the din of battle and the chatter of leaden death.


  At the center of the camp, Jim sent them off into two groups to cover either flank, while with a squad of ten he led a headlong rush on the central barracks.


  It was Jim who picked the tommy gun from the death grasp of a slain


  Nazi trooper. It was Jim who smashed in the door of the strongest redoubt at the corner of the central barracks.


  He blazed leaden death at the occupants of that redoubt as he rushed into the room, and had the deep satisfaction of seeing the pain twisted features of the Nazi Schiller freeze into a grimace of death as he sprawled to the floor with a dozen bullets from the tommy gun in his chest.


  IT WAS later, almost half an hour later, that they relieved the besieged camp radio transmission shack. The occupants of that shack, creatures of Radion, had been gallantly standing off a Nazi machine gun cross-fire. The Boche gunners, taken by surprise in an assault from behind them, had scarcely time to cry out.


  And it was then, as Jim stumbled into that shack, that he stopped strickenly, open-mouthed, numbed with amazement and a sudden impossible hope.


  For Phil Roberts was there. A white-faced, fever-eyed, delirious Phil Roberts who sat before the radio transmitter flashing an endlessly repeated message out into space.


  He looked up at Jim Hawkins, grinned grotesquely, and through thick lips mumbled one sentence before he pitched from his chair to the floor.


  “You sure as hell took your time!”


  Unbelievingly, Jim stared at the weird, absolutely incredible hodgepodge of twisted materials with which Phil Roberts had somehow repaired that radio transmitter.


  Then he leaped into action, barking a command to two of the Radion creatures, ordering them to take care of Phil, as he slipped into the chair from which his buddy had fallen.


  The transmitter was alive, juiced, sparking. And over the receiving apparatus there flashed an incessant message which failed at first to register on Jim Hawkins’ stunned consciousness.


  “Hang on,” the message begged. “Help will come. Hang on. Help will come. Instructions clear. Hang on. Colonel Mollison.”


  Jim’s hand went to the transmitter key. He grinned madly and began to flash an answer to those wonderful, wonderful words.


  “Having . . . a . . . hell . . . of . . . a . . . fine . . . time,” Jim flashed in code. “Wish . . . you . . . were . . . here. Signed: Hawkins.”


  JIM HAWKINS, one arm suspended in a white medical sling, clean shaven, dressed in his best uniform, tiptoed grinningly up to the hospital bed in which Phil Roberts lay white faced and slumbering.


  For an instant, standing over his buddy, Jim’s grin grew broader. Then he turned to the nurse, an attractive brunette.


  “The big bum doesn’t look so bad, considering everything.”


  “He’s doing fine,” the nurse whispered in answer. “Rest is all he needs.”


  “Great guy,” Jim whispered. “But don’t ever tell him I said so.”


  The nurse smiled, a very enchanting smile, and nodded.


  “Ah, incidentally,” Jim said, forgetting to whisper, “haven’t I seen you somewhere before, Miss, ah—”


  The lovely brunette nurse smiled even more sweetly.


  “I really don’t believe so, Lieutenant.”


  “Well, we’ll certainly have to do something about that,” Jim declared.


  A sudden voice made both of them turn to the bed. Phil Roberts, eyes wide open, had lifted himself up on one elbow and was glaring at Hawkins. A very baleful glare it was.


  “Listen, you big baboon,” Phil grunted. “You get those smart ideas outta your head. I have a date with Miss Selwin the minute they let me outta here—see? I have a date. Not you.”


  Jim Hawkins grinned from ear to ear.


  “Well, well, chum,” he said happily. “I think you’ll live after all.” He turned to the nurse. “Don’t you, Miss Selwin?”


  Nurse Selwin smiled at the two of them.


  “I think he will,” she agreed. “If only to spite you, Lieutenant.”


  [*] In the final months of 1943, after the successful establishment of a second front in Europe by the United Nations, a concentrated combined offensive, in the eastern theater of operations, on the Japs in Burma, Malaya, and the Philippines (which move was foretold by the initial recapture of Gona in the Solomons in December of 1942) and an overwhelming drive through Tripolitania and other Nazi-Italian held African territory, the Axis powers seemed to be on the verge of military collapse.


  The tremendous American-British air offensive over Germany, which resulted in the collapse of the German attack on Russia just two months after the Japanese ill-timed thrust into Siberia, left the Red armies free to press in through Poland and drive deeply into Manchuko and other Jap-held territories in China.


  The bloody uprisings against the Nazi government by the people of half-starved, downtrodden France, enabled them, in overthrowing the betrayers among them, to aid greatly in the Allied drive which liberated more than eighty-percent of their native soil from Axis control.


  And in these final months of 1943 the Axis powers pressed into a last ditch fight for survival, suddenly brought to the battlefields the crude but effective weapons of radium warfare. These weapons, still in an experimental stage, were nevertheless so deadly that the tide of Allied victory was stemmed, then pushed inexorably backward as the supposedly beaten Axis hordes began a steady reconquering of territories previously seized by them.


  Allied scientists, in possession of some of the captured radium weapons, knew well the secrets of their use and make, but this knowledge was of little use, inasmuch as the radium supply on Earth seemed impossibly scanty to supply even a fraction of the radium being used by the Axis. The United Nations were faced with the grim fact that somehow, from some unknown source, the Axis had tapped a seemingly inexhaustible fount of radium.


  And even more grim was the realization that each passing day brought improvements in the now less and less crude version of radium weapons being sent to their fronts by the Axis. In spite of the fact that the greatest scientific minds on the side of the Allies were pooled in exhaustive research of every known natural element from which radium might be tapped, nothing had yet been accomplished in the frantic search.


  Because of this, the Allied Nations—who had but a few months before considered themselves nearing inevitable victory—now faced the seemingly unshakable fact that chaotic defeat would soon engulf them.


  ENCHANTED BOOKSHELF


  First published in the March 1943 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Phillip Poincare liberated more than a dust-encrusted novel when he discovered the original Alexander Dumas manuscript hidden in his precious French bookshelf.


  CHAPTER I


  PHILLIP POINCARE was a small undistinguished man with pale sensitive features and hair that was graying slightly at the temples.


  However, on this particular morning, as he hurried along Michigan Boulevard, there was an unusual flush of excitement on his face and his small neatly gloved hands were clenching and unclenching nervously.


  “Mon Dieu, if I am too late!” he murmured to himself for the dozenth time.


  At this thought his hurrying steps quickened perceptibly. Panting slightly from his exertions he turned off the Boulevard and continued rapidly down a narrow, twisting side-street that was lined with taverns and small shops.


  He did not stop until he reached a used furniture shop, the windows of which were so grime-crusted that it was practically impossible to see the various goods on display.


  With nervous apprehension Phillip Poincare peered through the grimy glass and, as his gaze focused, the worried expression on his face faded away and was replaced by a relieved smile.


  “Ah!” he murmured softly. “My beauty is still waiting for me.”


  The object of his attention was a small, dusty book repository of the period Louis Quatorze. There were innumerable pigeon-holes and drawers in the little cabinet and a flat wide extension for writing. It was supported by four fragile legs, hardly thicker than pencils.


  Phillip Poincare let out his breath in one final rapturous sigh and entered the shop.


  The proprietor, a fat genial man in a dirty leather apron put aside his morning newspaper and heaved himself to his feet.


  “Good morning,” he said, smiling. “I wondered when you was going to break down and come in. I’ve noticed you looking in every morning now for the past month.”


  “It has been thirty-four days,” Phillip Poincare said gravely. “The bookcase in the window I desire very much to buy. What is your price?”


  The proprietor glanced speculatively at his customer’s neat but inexpensive suit and noticed his slightly frayed gloves. He frowned and began to scratch his chin thoughtfully.


  “Well, it’s a mighty nice piece of furniture,” he said. People lately seem to be interested in that kind of stuff.”


  An expression of worry flitted across Phillip Poincare’s features.


  “But you have not sold it, yes?”


  “No, it’s still for sale,” the proprietor said. “For one hundred bucks.”


  “One hundred dollars,” Phillip Poincare repeated softly. He looked helplessly at the bookcase and he blinked his eyes nervously. “I see, sir. Thank you very much. I will return when I have a hundred dollars. I did not expect it to be quite that much.”


  He walked slowly toward the door.


  “Now just a minute,” the proprietor said. “I might throw off a little on that price. How much was you figuring on paying?”


  “I have only sixty-four dollars. It has taken me thirty-four days to save that much. You see, I began saving the day I noticed the bookcase in your window.”


  “Sixty-four dollars, eh?” the proprietor said musingly. “Are you sure that’s all you’ve got?”


  Phillip Poincare smiled wanly. “I am quite sure,” he said.


  The proprietor shrugged.


  “I’ll never make a dime this way, but it’s a deal. Take it for sixty-four dollars.”


  The proprietor was being ambiguously truthful. He would not make a dime. He would make approximately five hundred dimes.


  BUT Phillip Poincare turned from the door, his face shining.


  “That is extremely good of you,” he said. He drew a thin well-worn wallet from his inner coat pocket and carefully removed the entire contents, exactly sixty-four dollars.


  The proprietor of the shop took the money eagerly.


  “Where do you want it delivered?” he asked.


  Phillip Poincare gave him the address of a rooming house on the Near North Side.


  “I have informed my landlady to expect an article of furniture,” he said. “She will let your men into my room.”


  “Fine. We’ll have it over before noon.”


  “Thank you,” Phillip Poincare said. “Now I must be going.”


  The proprietor walked with him to the door.


  “Not that it’s any of my business,” he said, “but why are you so interested in that particular piece of furniture?” Phillip Poincare shrugged his slight square shoulders and a faint smile curved his lips.


  “It is hard to explain, even to myself,” he murmured. “Perhaps because at one time it was a part of France.”


  “Are you a Frenchie?”


  Phillip Poincare nodded. His sensitive features were clouded.


  “Like that bookcase I too was once a part of France. But it has the happier memories. If it can dream it dreams of the Musketeers and King Louis and the days of France’s glory. My dreams are bitter reminders of Laval and Darlan and their minions. But—” He stopped suddenly and passed his hand over his brow, shaking his head from side to side. “Forgive me,” he said quietly. “I am not often a bother such as this. Good day.” When Phillip Poincare left the furniture shop he glanced at his watch. It was almost 8:45. He was due at his desk in fifteen minutes and he had a long walk ahead of him. He set off, walking swiftly toward Michigan Boulevard.


  Phillip Poincare was at his desk in the large offices of the Bartlett Brokerage Company by 8:56. It took him only a moment to change his coat for the neat gray smock, which was practically the uniform of Bartlett employees, and when the nine o’clock buzzer sounded, he was busily at work, totalling figures and checking accounts as he had done every day for the past twelve years.


  PHILLIP POINCARE had come to America in 1930, because economic conditions in France had become so bad that making a living was practically an impossibility. He had applied for his citizenship papers, because he thought it only fair that he should pay his taxes and give his allegiance to the country whose arms had welcomed him when he was in desperate need. But a part of his affections had ever remained with his own beautiful France, which he had known and loved so well. Because of this sentimental attachment he had collected in his small room books and paintings and articles of furniture that expressed the quiet charm of his native land. It was something of a hobby with him, his only avocation, for he was a shy retiring man, and he had never learned the knack of making friends quickly and easily.


  As sometimes happens to men who are unable to mix smoothly and normally with their fellow man, Phillip Poincare found another existence, another life in books of fiction, and in these romantic chronicles of swashbuckling heroes of other times, he enjoyed a thrilling escape from reality. Sometimes, when he was lost in the adventures of some romantic hero, he found it difficult to be sure which was his real existence, so completely did he live and share the vicissitudes of the character he happened to be following.


  The day passed quickly, because part of his thoughts were busy with the bookshelf and desk he had acquired that morning. When he had spent a few evenings cleaning and polishing its fine old wood there would be a wonderful difference in its appearance. Although the sixty-four dollars it had cost him had been saved from his lunch money and by scrimping on everything else, he didn’t in the least regret the expenditure.


  When he had completed his work the five o’clock buzzer sounded. He cleared up a few last details, dusted off the top of his desk and was about to slip into his suit coat when the office manager, an unsmiling, sharp-tongued man named Harker, came up behind him.


  “I hope you’re not in a hurry, Poincare,” he said. “I’ve got a little job I’d like you to finish before you leave.”


  Phillip turned slowly, trying to keep the disappointment out of his face. The other clerks were already jamming their way through the door, laughing and talking animatedly. Harker never asked any of them to put in extra time. It was always he who was assigned such chores.


  “I didn’t have anything in particular to do, Mr. Harker,” he said. “What is it you want?”


  “You don’t sound very happy about staying,” Harker said. He was a big man with a round red face and straight black hair. For some reason he took a peculiar pleasure in tormenting and humiliating his subordinate, Phillip Poincare.


  “I do not mind staying,” Phillip said quietly. There were times when he longed for the courage to tell Harker precisely what he thought of him, but he was desperately afraid of what might happen if he lost his job. He had known hunger and the gnawing fear of insecurity the better part of his life, and those privations had left a mark on his soul. Any dim spark of revolt that might have kindled in his breast, had long since been stamped out.


  “I don’t see why you should mind staying,” Harker said sarcastically. “You don’t do anything with your spare time but read those wild books of fiction all the time. What do you get out of that anyway? Take that yarn about the three musketeers that De Maupassant wrote, for instance. What sane man would waste his time reading such an impossible collection of bilge?”


  “De Maupassant did not write the Three Musketeers,” Phillip said mildly. “Dumas, the Elder, wrote it. And it is generally conceded to be a classic.”


  HARKER’S ironic smile faded. His cheeks flushed with anger. Although he didn’t realize it his dislike of Phillip Poincare resulted from the fact that the man’s air of quiet culture and dignity made him feel inferior.


  “Dumas or De Maupassant,” he snapped. “What difference does it make? It’s still a lot of bilge. Frenchmen just don’t have that kind of guts. Look at ’em today! Bowing and scraping like beggars before the Nazis. If they had any guts would they have quit fighting when the going got tough?”


  “The French people fought until their ammunition was exhausted,” Phillip said. He was conscious of a hot flame of anger running through his veins. “Only then did they lay down their arms. And they are fighting now with the underground movement, hindering the Nazi machine in every way they can.”


  “Bah!” Harker said scornfully. “They’re glad to have someone shout orders at ’em. That’s the kind of people they are.”


  “The French People,” Phillip said, his voice trembling, “have had the misfortune to be duped by their unscrupulous leaders. But they hate Nazism as bitterly as we do here in America. And when the time is ripe they will prove that to the satisfaction of the world.”


  “The time is now,” Harker said loudly. “What are they waiting for? If they hate the Nazis, why don’t they revolt?”


  “It is not easy when a bayonet is at one’s throat,” Phillip said simply.


  “That proves my point!” Harker said triumphantly. “They’re just gutless and afraid, that’s all. And the frogs always have been. That’s why those adventure books you read are such a waste of time. The only place you’ll ever find a brave Frenchman is right where you look for them—in a book of fiction.”


  “But—”


  “I haven’t any more time to waste,” Harker said rudely. “If you’re smart you’ll think about what I said. You’ve got the wrong slant on a lot of things, Poincare. Now get busy. You’ll find the work I’ve laid out for you on my desk. It shouldn’t take you more than an hour or so.”


  He turned on his heel and strode away. The arrogant swing of his walk and the cocky angle of his beefy shoulders indicated more clearly than could any words his complete satisfaction with his handling of the discussion.


  Phillip waited until he had left the office, then he slumped into his chair, staring unseeingly ahead of him. While he hated Harker, he realized with sickening clarity that at the moment he hated himself still more.


  Finally he roused himself from his black reverie and began walking. Although he worked steadily and swiftly, it was two hours later before he left the office and started homeward.


  CHAPTER II


  WHEN PHILLIP Poincare had finished his frugal evening meal, he caught a street car and rode northward to his boarding house.


  His landlady met him in the hall.


  “There were some furniture men here today,” she announced. “I let them into your room. They delivered another one of them antiques you’re so interested in.”


  “Thank you,” Phillip said.


  With anticipation quickening his steps he ascended the carpeted stairs to his room. The annoying worries of the day slipped from his shoulders and a cheery whistle was on his lips as he entered his room and snapped on the lights.


  The first object that met his eyes was the bookshelf that he had acquired that morning. The delivery men had left it in the middle of the floor.


  Phillip surveyed it lovingly. Somehow it seemed even more beautiful and perfect here in his room than it had in the furniture store. His room was furnished with graceful, early French furniture and the walls were lined with books and softly tinted tapestries. Against this background his newly acquired bookshelf seemed perfectly in place.


  He got a cloth from the closet and set about polishing its fine, close grained surface. On his knees he dusted the under sides of the book shelf and burnished its slender, curving legs.


  The job took him almost an hour, but when he was finished the bookshelf’s surface gleamed with a new, beautiful luster.


  Phillip studied the results of his labors with satisfaction. As a final measure he pulled out the tiny drawers, dusted their insides and shoved them back into place. With the cloth wrapped about his index finger he probed into the tiny pigeonholes, scraping out the dust and the tiny filaments of spider webs.


  Just as he was about to climb to his feet his hand ran against a sharp splinter on the underside of the lowest shelf. With a worried frown he bent low to examine it. He saw that the thin wood had warped slightly and cracked. A slim jagged splinter protruded from the otherwise smooth surface.


  Carefully Phillip peeled off the thin splinter. A touch of varnish should completely hide the faint scar, he thought. He lit a match and bent down again to examine the damage.


  The patch where the splinter had been removed gleamed whitely against the dark mahogany of the shelf. And on this white scar Phillip saw faint scratches that looked like writing.


  Excited, he bent closer and struck another match. In the bright illumination he saw clearly that the scratches spelled a name. And when he read that name, he felt his heart beginning to beat faster.


  For the signature scratched in small crude strokes on the underside of the shelf was that of Alexander Dumas. The “Alexander” wasn’t spelled out of course, but who else could A. Dumas be, but France’s immortal writer of romances?


  Phillip sat back on his heels and the match in his hand burned down to his fingers. Absent-mindedly he dropped the match to the carpet, for his thoughts were hundreds of years away.


  Supposing this was the bookshelf and desk of Alexander Dumas? The thought sent tingling shivers through his body.


  With trembling fingers he began a systematic exploration of the desk. If it had been the property of Alexander Dumas there might be other identifying marks which he had overlooked. But although he did not miss an inch of the desk’s surface he found nothing else to indicate that it had once been owned by the creator of the Three Musketeers.


  HE RETURNED again to the crudely scratched signature. For a few seconds he studied it carefully, then he ran his fingers over the faint scratches. When he did this he felt the wood give slightly beneath the tips of his fingers.


  He tipped the desk on its side, a strange excitement flooding through his veins. Again his fingers moved over the signature, but this time he pressed gently but firmly against the wood. A section of the underside of the shelf gave way and Phillip heard a faint creaking sound from the side of the desk.


  Moving quickly around to the side of the desk he saw that a small drawer had slid out from the apparently solid side of the desk. So cleverly was this secret compartment fitted into the desk that Phillip’s minute examination had failed to reveal its presence.


  Experimentally he slowly closed the drawer. Then he again pressed the section of the shelf on which the name of A. Dumas was scratched; and again the secret drawer swung slowly open.


  Phillip dug his hand into the drawer, felt crackling paper under his fingers. Hurriedly he removed the object his fingers had touched, a long flat bundle of papers, covered with a close fine scroll.


  He flipped through the pages, and as occasional phrases caught his eye, his heart began to hammer with suppressed excitement. This carelessly wrapped bundle of sheets was a French manuscript of Dumas’ immortal romance.


  The Three Musketeers.


  Phillip knew the novel by heart almost, and he could not be mistaken. This might even be the original manuscript, in Dumas’ own handwriting!


  Hardly able to believe his good fortune, Phillip raptly turned the pages of the manuscript, caught again by the spell of Dumas’ magic. The thrilling character of D’Artagnan and the three musketeers, Athos, Porthos, and Aramis, strode again across the pages, somehow more real and alive in this dust-encrusted manuscript than they had ever been in the neat pages of a book.


  As Phillip turned the pages of the manuscript dust puffed up from the yellowed, cracked sheets, and swirled about his head in a dense, suffocating fog.


  He coughed and waved away the little clouds of dust with his hand. From the open drawer in which he had discovered the manuscript more dust drifted up, until the entire room was hazy with the musty fog.


  Phillip blew his nose and wiped the dust from his smarting eyes, but these measures helped but little, for the dust continued to swirl up from the drawer and manuscript like smoke rising from a banked fire.


  Alarmed, Phillip laid aside the manuscript and climbed to his feet. But something seemed to be wrong with him. His legs were unsteady and there was a vast roaring sound between his ears. He knew that he needed air. But he was too dizzy to walk to the window.


  The room was now so filled with the swirling fog of smoke that he was unable to see a foot in front of him, and he realized that he must get out or he would suffocate.


  Stumbling blindly, he turned and staggered toward the door, but before he had moved a yard, his knees gave way and he fell forward to his knees and then to his face.


  There was a cloudy film of blackness obscuring his vision and his muscles refused to respond to the instinctive urgings of his brain.


  He wondered fleetingly if he were dying. If so, it was not exactly unpleasant. Everything was foggy and hazy, but the floor seemed soft and comfortable and he felt that if he closed his eyes he would drift quietly into a peaceful slumber. As his last conscious thoughts faded he imagined he heard voices behind him and as blackness claimed him, he fancied he felt a strong hand on his shoulder, shaking him urgently.


  CHAPTER III


  “MON DIEU. I fear our little liberator will never open his eyes again!”


  “A pity. He looks so pale, comrades. A flask of good Burgundy wine would put the glow of good spirits into those cheeks again, I’d wager.”


  These voices drifted faintly through the fogs of darkness which shrouded Phillip Poincare and he stirred uneasily.


  “Ah!”


  “He is moving!”


  “Excellent!”


  Phillip shook his head side to side and a white light began to gleam through the blackness that enveloped him. The voices seemed far away. As consciousness gradually returned he realized that he was seated in a chair and that a pillow had been propped behind his head. He pressed his hands to his face as memory suddenly returned to him. What had happened?


  He had been working on the bookshelf, polishing and cleaning it, when he had discovered the little secret drawer. And in the secret drawer he had found the manuscript, yellow and cracked and aged. Then had come the smothering, suffocating dust . . .


  He shuddered and opened his eyes.


  For an instant he stared in growing incredulity at the four, strangely clad men who looked down at him, with friendly concern in their faces, then he closed his eyes tightly and pressed his hands to face.


  “Delirium tremens!” he gasped. “And I haven’t taken a drink in years!”


  He opened his eyes again, slowly, hesitantly, expecting that the apparitions would have vanished, but they were still there, regarding him with frankly puzzled expressions.


  They looked from one to another and shrugged their shoulders significantly as Phillip continued to stare at them in pop-eyed astonishment.


  Phillip pinched himself to make sure that he was awake.


  “Who are you?” he gasped. “What are you doing in my room?”


  As he spoke his gaze swung from figure to figure, automatically drinking in the details of their dress and person. All four were better than average in height and they were all dressed in cloaks, blazing baldrics and gleaming leather boots that came up to the middle of their thighs. Sweeping plumed hats were set rakishly on their dark hair, but the comic-opera effect was not carried out in the long, flashing swords that grazed the floor, or the heavy pistols that were jammed into their gaudy waistbands. These weapons looked grimly business-like and there was something in the eyes and manner of the men regarding him that indicated they would know how to use those weapons with skill and relish.


  PHILLIP swallowed. Although he had an average degree of courage, there was something in the weirdness of this situation that unnerved him.


  He clenched his hands nervously.


  “Who are you?” he asked again. This time his voice was a bare whisper.


  The young man standing directly in front of him removed his sweeping hat with a flourish and bowed. Phillip saw that his hair was curling and brown, almost the same shade as his eyes. The face of this young man was lean and handsome and now it wore an expression of whimsical friendliness. But


  Phillip had the indefinable feeling th?.t that expression could change; that those jaws could harden; and that those warm brown eyes would glint as coldly as ice if the sword at his side was unsheathed.


  “With a thousand pardons,” the young man said, smiling. “We have completely forgotten our manners. With your permission I will introduce ourselves.”


  He waved negligently to the largest of his companions, a veritable giant of a man, with heavy powerful shoulders and mighty, steel-thewed hands.


  “This ox-like creature,” he murmured, “we call Porthos.”


  Turning from Porthos he patted the shoulder of the fair-haired, plump man who stood beside him.


  “This noble soul is Aramis,” the young man said. “And last we come to Athos, the pride of the ladies of the court, the fond friend of the perfumers and lace makers, and the coolest blade in France.”


  With a slight flourish he bowed to the last of the strange company, a tall, serious faced young man. with firm mobile lips and soft, warmly colored eyes.


  Phillip stared dazedly at the four costumed men. His heart was hammering with a deafening sound in his ears. Those names . . .


  Athos! Porthos! Aramis!


  What did this mean? Was it all some colossal hoax?


  He turned beseechingly to the dashing young man who had made the introductions.


  “Who are you? Where did you come from?”


  The tall young man with the lean face and smiling eyes, whipped out his gleaming blade and raised it in a salute. He laughed and a ringlet of brown hair fell over his forehead.


  “My name is Gascon,” he answered. “Gascon D’Artagnan at your service.


  Although the good Cardinal has called me many other uncomplimentary things, men know me simply as D’Artagnan.”


  “D’Artagnan!” Phillip breathed the word slowly.


  “Yes,” the young man said. He smiled and sheathed his sword. “Now if there is aught we can do to repay you for your great service I insist that you name it. Do you have enemies? Porthos will wring their necks and Athos will run them through for you. Aramis will pray for their souls and I will drink to their everlasting poor health. Come, name your wish, and by the honor of the King’s guard it shall be our command.”


  Phillip’s bewildered confusion increased. There was an undeniable ring of sincerity in the young man’s voice and expression, but the entire thing was so preposterous . . .


  “I appreciate your offer,” he said, haltingly, “but I don’t have any enemies.”


  “That is unfortunate,” the young man who called himself D’Artagnan said reprovingly. “If you have no enemies, with whom do you fight?”


  “I do not fight anyone,” Phillip answered.


  D’Artagnan regarded him incredulously.


  “A Frenchman who does not fight! It is unbelievable. Tell me, don’t you find life dull? My poor good father gave me nothing but advice, but some of it was beyond measure. Fight, Gascon! Fight always! I can hear his old voice again, repeating these words over and over. And, being of course a dutiful son, I have tried faithfully to follow his instructions.”


  Porthos and Althos exchanged amused grins.


  “And it is only in respect to your dear dead father that you fight, eh?” Porthos said gravely.


  PHILLIP found the situation growing more and more bewildering. There was something weird and hysterical about the entire scene, as if it were something rehearsed in a madhouse.


  “Gentlemen, please!” He stood up, an imploring note in his voice. “I appreciate your offers of help, but I do not need your assistance. I would be obliged if you would tell me who you are and why you are here. I have had a severe shock tonight and I am not in the mood for practical jokes.”


  D’Artagnan looked slightly puzzled. “Mon ami,” he said, “I have told you who we are. How we come to be here is a long story, and I think you have a right to hear it. Do you not agree, comrades?” he asked, turning to his three companions.


  The huge Porthos nodded.


  “But, of course,” said Aramis and Athos in one voice.


  D’Artagnan strolled up and down the room for a few moments in silence, his lean features thoughtful and a curious mellow glint of reminiscence in his dark expressive eyes.


  “It is a simple story,” he said at last. “My friends and I for many years enjoyed a stimulating conflict with His Eminence, the Cardinal Duke de Richelieu. And you may be sure that the Red Duke was a worthy adversary, clever, resourceful and as captivated by a good hard fight as were we.” D’Artagnan paused and chuckled. “But in spite of our many disagreements, His Eminence could never bring himself to be really angry with us. Sometimes I think he was secretly glad when we routed his precious guardsmen, for it amused him to see their pomposity deflated. However, many of our enemies were not as tolerant as His Eminence. I fear they lacked his sense of humor, for they decided one night to put an end to our fun-loving pranks by the simple expedient of hanging us by our necks until we lost interest in the procedure. His Eminence saved us, for he enjoyed too much our little feud to see us dispatched, but he was forced to resort to drastic measures.


  “And so,” D’Artagnan said, spreading his hands expressively, “with the aid of his immense powers he entombed us in the manuscript of the great man whose fertile pen had transmitted our adventures to paper, the Dumas Pere.


  “The entombment,” he said wryly, “was supposed to be only a temporary sojourn, but several events beyond even the almost miraculous ken of His Eminence miscarried. Among these was the death of His Eminence. Since then we have waited long for our liberation, and it is to you we owe thanks for that happy event. Now do you understand how and why we are here?”


  Phillip swallowed and sank back weakly in his chair. His brain was wheeling in dizzy, spiralling circles. Nothing seemed to make sense, least of all himself. For despite his common sense, he found himself believing the incredible story of this slim assured young man. Why, he couldn’t say.


  “Now,” D’Artagnan said briskly, “you must tell us where we are and what year this is. And how far are we from Paris?”


  “You are in America,” Phillip said weakly. “A century and a half have passed since the period you speak of.”


  “America!” D’Artagnan frowned. “That is inconvenient. But,” he shrugged philosophically, “I suppose it can’t be helped. Anyway, I shall be glad to inspect the colonies of the good King.”


  The mighty Porthos shook his head worriedly.


  “This I do not like,” he said ponderously. “This is a new, strange world. I wish to return to my France as soon as possible.”


  PHILLLIP POINCARE looked at these sons and heroes of France and there was a sadness in his eyes. They didn’t know.


  “That is not possible now,” he said gently. “France has been at war with Germany for the past three years. It would be impossible for you to return there now.”


  “War!” D’Artagnan cried. His strong brown hand closed over the hilt of his sword. “Our France at war and we stand here idle!”


  “All the more reason for returning immediately,” Porthos said.


  “But you don’t understand,” Phillip said desperately. “France lost the war over two years ago. They are now a subject nation.”


  D’Artagnan’s blade leaped from its sheath. Its gleaming point swung to a stop, inches from Phillip’s heart.


  “Take care,” D’Artagnan said tensely, “or I will forget the debt I owe you.” Phillip looked at the glinting point of the sword and he saw the grimness in D’Artagnan’s eyes, but he felt no fear. Only a vast pity for these courageous adventurers from another time.


  “Gentlemen,” he said. “I am only telling the truth. France has been defeated.”


  “She will rise!” Athos said. His eyes were no longer warm and his full lips had flattened into a thin hard line.


  “‘Who was her enemy?” D’Artagnan demanded.


  “The Germans,” Phillip answered. “Ah!” D’Artagnan made a gesture of disgust. “To lose to those beer swilling swine is an insult to injury.” He wheeled about, flinging his cape over his shoulder. “Well, comrades, what shall we do?”


  “We return to France,” Athos said simply. “What else could we do?”


  Aramis nodded slowly and Porthos grunted in assent.


  “There is no way to return to France,” Phillip cried. “The sea lanes are no longer open. The entire world is at war.”


  D’Artagnan’s eyes danced with pleased excitement.


  “Excellent!” he cried. “My greatest fear has been that I would arise from my entombment in a world of dullness and peace. Comrades, we are in luck. From what our friend tells us we can step out this door and find enemies lurking in every street and alley.”


  “You will not find enemies here,” Phillip said, shaking his head. “The people of America are now at war with the Germans. Their sympathies are and have been always with France.”


  “This,” said D’Artagnan, “is becoming more complicated each minute.” He frowned thoughtfully. “Perhaps you had better explain everything in detail to us.”


  Phillip Poincare spent that night and the better part of the next morning attempting to bring the Musketeers up to date and to interpret to them the international situation with all of its various ramifications. Whether he succeeded he couldn’t tell.


  Athos and Aramis dropped off to sleep in the middle of the narrative and Porthos was nodding wearily before it was completed. Only D’Artagnan listened eagerly to the entire recital, and when Phillip had finished his account of the modern world, he had but one question to ask.


  “Where can we find this man De Gaulle?” D’Artagnan said softly as his hand closed about the hilt of his sword.


  CHAPTER IV


  THE rays of the morning sun awoke Phillip Poincare on the following day. With a start he sprang to his feet. He was still fully clothed and he realized that he had fallen asleep in his chair. For a dazed instant his mind flickered back over the preceding night and his first thought was that he had suffered a weird nightmare.


  But a glance about the room convinced him that the previous night had not been a figment of his imagination. For stretched out on the floor, in various attitudes of slumber, were Athos, Porthos, Aramis and the dashing D’Artagnan, looking like an innocent child with his wavy brown hair falling over one eye and a peaceful smile curving his lips.


  Quietly Phillip prepared himself for work. He would have to leave them here during the day, and the thought of what possibly might happen caused a nervous perspiration to break out on his forehead.


  But he reckoned without his guests.


  He was tiptoeing toward the door, hat in hand, when D’Artagnan stretched and opened one eye.


  “Ah!” he cried. “The greetings of the day, my friend.”


  With a lithe movement he sprang to his feet, stretched his arms over his head and then drummed his fists against his chest. The three slumbering Musketeers awoke and sat up. Greetings were exchanged and Aramis called down the wrath of the Heavens on D’Artagnan for arousing them at such an unearthly hour.


  Phillip fidgeted uncomfortably. His eyes strayed to the clock.


  “I must leave you now,” he said hastily-


  “But no!” D’Artagnan cried. “We shall accompany you, Comrade. We need you to act as guide and interpreter in our wanderings. Come, you lazy dogs, on your feet. Our comrade waits impatiently.”


  “But you can’t come with me,” Phillip protested. “I have to go to work.”


  “Very well,” D’Artagnan said. “We shall go with you and help. After all, it is only fair.”


  Aramis and Athos climbed eagerly to their feet but Porthos shook his head, frowning.


  “Leave me here,” he said. “Things have happened too quickly for my poor tired brain to understand. I must think and I need solitude for that.”


  “Also,” D’Artagnan grinned, “you need something with which to think, my ox-like friend. But if you wish to remain behind, so be it.”


  “I must,” said Porthos. “I am puzzled.”


  “Then let us be off,” D’Artagnan cried.


  And in spite of Phillip’s feeble protests, the musketeers hurried him out the door, down the steps and into the street. His explanations of the night before had prepared them for the sights that met their eyes, but still they were highly amazed by the cars shooting by and the paved streets and brick houses.


  D’Artagnan stretched his arms in the sunshine.


  “But it is glorious,” he cried. He breathed deeply. “At least the sun and the wind and the birds and trees have not changed. They are familiar old friends.”


  “Come,” Phillip said nervously. “We must hurry.”


  “Lead on!” D’Artagnan cried. “Through hell’s fire we follow.”


  PHILLIP led them down the street to the street car line where he caught the car to work. With nervous apprehension he noticed the curious glances of pedestrians as they saw the cloaked and booted figures of the Musketeers.


  A fat, well-dressed man who was also waiting for a car studied the three musketeers for an incredulous moment and then broke into a roar of laughter.


  He turned and nudged his companion.


  “Look,” he chortled, pointing a fat finger at the objects of his mirth. “I wonder what election bet they lost.”


  D’Artagnan’s lean face flushed angrily. His hand flashed to the hilt of his sword, but Phillip stayed his arm.


  “He meant no harm,” he whispered.


  The color faded from D’Artagnan’s face and his fingers slowly loosened their grip on his sword hilt. But his eyes were still as cold and hard as dagger points.


  “It would give me great satisfaction to spit him like a roasting hen,” he said softly.


  Fortunately at that moment the street car arrived. Phillip climbed aboard and the Musketeers followed his action, greatly excited with their new adventure. Phillip paid the fares and led his charges into the body of the car.


  The fat man who had been waiting managed to squeeze ahead of Phillip and settle himself in the last available seat with a smug pleased expression on his round, pompous face. Not only had he outmaneuvered Phillip, but he had reached the seat an instant ahead of a slim, red-haired young girl who had gotten on at the opposite end of the car. The girl was almost knocked off her feet by his bull-like dash to the seat and she grabbed a strap just in time to save herself from falling.


  The street car started with a lurch.


  Phillip, with dexterity born of long experience, clutched at a strap in the nick of time, but D’Artagnan and his two companions almost fell to the floor as they lost their balance.


  “Mon Dieu!” D’Artagnan cried, as he staggered back, “this is worse than that wild steed of mine.”


  Heads turned from one end of the car to the other and amazed glances were fixed on the three picturesquely clad musketeers, with the swinging swords and flopping hats. A running fire of whispered comment spread from person to person. Phillip felt acutely nervous for a while, but his worry abated slightly as he realized that most of the passengers regarded his companions as masquerading college youths. He breathed a sigh of relief.


  D’Artagnan tapped him on the shoulder.


  “Yes?” Phillip whispered.


  D’Artagnan nodded toward the red-haired girl who was hanging uncomfortably by one hand to the strap. As the car lurched and swayed she had difficulty keeping her balance. Phillip drew a nervous breath as he noticed the angry spots of color in D’Artagnan’s lean face.


  “Why is the girl left to stand?” D’Artagnan asked coldly. “What kind of gentlemen do you breed in this land? His eyes raked contemptuously over the men, seated comfortably, reading their morning newspapers.


  “Quietly,” Phillip whispered. “This is no concern of yours. Please, do not cause a scene here.”


  THE florid faced fat man and others had heard D’Artagnan’s remarks. They were looking at him with hostile glances and Phillip could hear mutterings from some of the men.


  “What’s it to you, buddy?” the fat man snapped. He settled himself more comfortably in his seat and glared angrily at the three Musketeers.


  D’Artagnan looked down at the man and a slow humorless smile curved his lips.


  “My fat friend,” he said gently, “your manners are exceeded in repulsiveness by your appearance, but only to a slight degree. While your legs are still able to carry your chubby body, I would advise you to leave. You have ceased to amuse me.”


  Phillip gripped D’Artagnan’s arm. “Please,” he whispered frantically. “You are only going to cause trouble for yourself.”


  The red-haired girl turned to D’Artagnan and her cool green eyes widened in amazement. She was tall and slender, with fine square shoulders tapering to a slim graceful waist. Her light, arched eyebrows were drawn together in a worried frown.


  She laid a gloved hand on D’Artagnan’s forearm.


  “Don’t trouble yourself on my account,” she said softly. “I am accustomed to standing.”


  “Trouble?” D’Artagnan said with mock incredulity. “I assure you, gracious lady, I consider service in your behalf the highest privilege.”


  Aramis moved forward, smiling ingratiatingly. His eyes moved over the girl’s lovely face and form in a slow admiring appraisal.


  “My companion,” he said smoothly, “is guilty only of an unpardonable understatement. Service for you would be Earth’s highest reward.” He waved his arm down the length of the crowded car. “Choose the location your heart desires and I, Aramis, assure you it will be yours within a very few seconds.”


  “College punks!” the fat man said loudly to the man next to him. “That’s all they are.”


  D’Artagnan raised one eyebrow and studied the man thoughtfully.


  “It was my impression,” he said quietly, “that I told you to leave some time ago. What is the delay, my obese friend?”


  “You ain’t bluffing me. I know my rights.”


  D’Artagnan sighed and slowly drew his sword.


  “Will you run him through?” asked Aramis, with polite interest.


  “I dislike doing it in public,” D’Artagnan said regretfully.


  “I see your point,” Athos said, entering the conversation for the first time. “He needs to be killed of course, but it should be done in a quiet secluded vale where he would not be able to boast of his death.”


  With a flick of his wrist D’Artagnan twirled his sword in the air and its gleaming point was suddenly grazing the fat man’s gullet.


  “Now, my fat one, are you still anxious to stay?” he asked.


  The fat man dropped his paper and strained against the back of the seat, his breath suddenly rattling in his throat. His distended eyes stared downward in horror at the point of the sword.


  “Watch what you’re doing,” he cried shrilly. “That thing is touching me. You’re liable to hurt somebody!”


  “Somebody?” mused D’Artagnan. “No, my corpulent one, it will be you who are hurt.”


  The fat man stared in horror at the calm icy depths of D’Artagnan’s eyes and suddenly he began to tremble like a bowl of quivering jelly.


  “I was only kidding, Mister,” he croaked. “The lady can have the seat, honest she can. Just take that sticker out of my adam’s apple.”


  D’Artagnan smiled gracefully.


  “I knew you would do the gentlemanly thing, my friend. You only needed a slight—er—prodding in the right direction. But you must remember to be more prompt in the future.”


  THE point of the sword withdrew from the man’s neck. With a grin D’Artagnan flicked his wrist and the flashing blade slashed through the man’s bright silk tie, cutting it completely in two.


  “Hey!” the man cried. “That was a new tie.”


  “Consider yourself fortunate,” Athos said. “A tie can be replaced but a jugular vein presents a more difficult problem.”


  D’Artagnan sheathed his sword. The fat man scrambled from the seat and ducked down the aisle, perspiration streaming down his neck.


  D’Artagnan bowed to the young girl with a flourish.


  “Our friend had a pressing appointment and was forced to leave,” he smiled. “I am sure he would be happy if you would take the seat he has vacated.”


  “Thank you,” the girl said uncertainly. “But you might have gotten yourself ino trouble on my account and it wouldn’t have been worth it.” She sat down and looked up at D’Artagnan’s tall figure with a peculiar expression in her eyes.


  “The days when a man’s sword defended a woman are gone,” she murmured. “But sometimes—”


  She dropped her eyes and D’Artagnan saw that her small shoulders were shaking softly.


  “What is it?” he asked gently. “Is there anything I can do?”


  “No, nothing,” the girl said in a small muffled voice. She raised her eyes and he saw that their cool green depths were misted with tears. “Thank you. I am grateful. Please leave me now.”


  Phillip took D’Artagnan by the arm. “Come,” he said. “This is our stop. We must get off here.”


  “But—” D’Artagnan looked down at the girl with the troubled eyes. “We can’t leave just now. I—”


  “Come,” Phillip said urgently. Unwillingly D’Artagnan followed Phillip down the aisle of the car, but he stopped at the door for one last look at the girl’s small figure. Then with a sigh he stepped off the car. When it rattled past them and disappeared around a bend in the street, he shrugged his shoulders.


  “I shouldn’t have left her,” he said gravely. “She was in trouble.”


  “She was also very beautiful,” Aramis said. “That would be sufficient reason for staying.”


  “We must hurry,” Phillip said, with an anxious glance at his watch. “I can’t afford to be late.”


  With the Musketeers at his heels he crossed the street toward the huge stone building that housed the offices of the Bartlett Brokerage Company.


  CHAPTER V


  WHEN Phillip reached the glass doors that led to the main offices of the Bartlett Brokerage Company, he paused. For the first time he began to wonder if what he was doing was wise.


  He swallowed nervously and glanced at the three musketeers. Their faces were beaming expectantly. Phillip thought of Mr. Harker and his probable reaction to an invasion of the office by three cloaked, be-plumed, swaggering young men and he winced. The thought of Mr. Harker’s reaction was not pleasant.


  He mopped his damp brow.


  “What is it?” D’Artagnan asked. You seem worried and nervous. Let us proceed.”


  “Of course,” Phillip said feebly. “It’s just that your presence here might not be understood.”


  “Then you will explain our presence,” D’Artagnan said, slapping him on the back. “That is all there is to it.”


  “Follow me,” Phillip said resignedly. He led the three musketeers into the office and to his own desk. He noticed with apprehension that the entrance of his companions did not go unnoticed. His fellow clerks dropped their pencils practically in unison and then their jaws dropped open as if they were synchronized.


  D’Artagnan glanced about the large, desk-filled room.


  “What kind of work is done here?” he asked. He was obviously not impressed with the surroundings.


  “We add figures,” Phillip explained apologetically.


  “All day?” D’Artagnan demanded. “Do you mean that grown men spend their days in this airless coop doing nothing but adding figures. It is incredible.”


  Phillip Poincare had always known subconsciously that his work was dull and unimportant, but somehow hearing it from D’Artagnan’s lips brought it home with vivid force.


  But he didn’t have time to think of that any longer for, from the corner of his eye, he saw the portly, red-faced form of Mr. Harker steaming across the floor toward his desk.


  “This is my superior,” he explained nervously to the musketeers. “W—we musn’t do anything to anger him.”


  “Reminds me of an innkeeper I knew in Gascony,” Athos observed thoughtfully. “I remember very well the day they hung him. Horse thieving, I think.”


  Mr. Harker came to an impressive stop before Phillip’s desk.


  “Good morning, Mr. Harker,” Phillip said. “I’m sorry I was late.”


  Mr. Harker ignored the apology. His outraged gaze raked over the nonchalant musketeers and swung hotly back to Phillip.


  “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. His voice was cold and angry. “This is a business office, not a minstrel show. Who are these men?”


  “—er—friends of mine,” Phillip answered. “I—I just wanted to show them the office. They’re from—out-of town.”


  “They look like they’re from an asylum,” Harker said witheringly. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his trousers and his abdomen protruded belligerently. “Get them out of here at once,” he snapped. “I’ll talk to you about this later.”


  Athos tapped Mr. Harker on the shoulder.


  “Have you ever been in Gascony?” he asked.


  “What? No, of course not.”


  “Uncommon resemblance,” Athos muttered. He shook his head thoughtfully.


  “Resemblance to whom?” Harker demanded. He seemed slightly confused by the sudden twist in the conversation.


  “You have an amazing likeness to a horse thief I saw hung there recently,” Athos said. He peered closely, suspiciously at Harker. “Are you sure you’ve never been in Gascony?” he persisted.


  Harker’s face reddened in rage. The veins at his temples throbbed visibly.


  “A wise guy, eh?” he shouted.


  Aramis had quietly drawn his sword while Athos was talking to Harker. There was a puckish, mischievous twinkle in his eyes as he gently laid the flat of the blade against Harker’s protruding stomach. Harker was so convulsed with apopletic rage that he was unaware of the sword’s pressure against his vest.


  “You’ll suffer for this, Poincare,” he shouted. “It might cost you your job. This is no laughing matter.”


  AS HE finished speaking Aramis flicked his sword downward and two buttons from Harker’s vest dropped to the floor.


  His vest spread open and a tuft of white shirt emerged.


  Harker glared angrily at his exposed shirt and then hastily shoved it back into place.


  “You—you young whippersnapper!” he cried. “I’ll have the law on you for this.”


  D’Artagnan chuckled and leaned back against Phillip’s desk, while Athos slapped a hand against his thigh and smilingly regarded Harker’s outburst.


  “It is only a prank,” D’Artagnan said grinning.


  “You aren’t going to beg off that easily,” Harker fumed. “I’ll have the whole lot of you locked up.” He glared contemptuously at their costumes and a sarcastic smile touched his full lips. “It’s about the sort of thing one would expect from wearers of those uniforms. The Frenchmen were too busy with schoolboy pranks to fight the Nazis. They’re fine for wearing uniforms and swords but they leave the fighting to men. Well, I think I’ll make an example of you. This prank won’t seem so funny when you’re behind bars.”


  Aramis smiled at D’Artagnan and Athos.


  “Methinks I see the shadow of the Bastille in the distance,” he murmured


  D’Artagnan’s face was white with anger.


  “Methinks I hear the braying of an ass,” he said, looking at Harker.


  Harker wheeled on Phillip.


  “If you want your job Poincare you’d better have a plausible explanation ready for this when I talk to you tonight. I’ve been altogether too decent with you. I can see now that I am going to have to take disciplinary measures.”


  Phillip had done a little thinking since Harker had started railing at the musketeers. He had thought of himself and his job and the mental humiliation he endured in keeping it. And he felt suddenly sick of himself.


  “I have no explanation, Mr. Harker,” he said. “Not for you at least. These men are my friends, and that is sufficient explanation for their actions as far as I’m concerned.”


  “That’s dangerous talk, Poincare,” Harker said warningly.


  Phillip studied Harker for a moment and he seemed to see him for the first time as he was—a fat, bullying coward with his heel on the neck of those who couldn’t fight back. Phillip smiled. For some reason he felt a wonderful sense of release and elation. He realized, with a touch of wonder, that slavery was not only a thing of chains and fetters and that freedom meant more than mere physical freedom. Mental and spiritual freedom were the important things to any man who was worthy of that title.


  His smiling silence brought a flush of blood to Harker’s cheeks.


  “Wipe that smile off your face,” he snarled. He advanced threateningly toward Phillip; his meaty fists clenched.


  Phillip’s first reaction was to retreat. He took a step backward, not through fear but rather uncertainty. At that instant his eyes met D’Artagnan’s and he saw the musketeer was regarding him sadly, pityingly.


  Phillip stopped and squared his shoulders. He knew what he had to do and he realized he should have done it years ago.


  Harker took another step forward and Phillip doubled up his fist and drove it squarely into his soft, protruding midriff.


  Harker gasped. His face turned a sickly white, then a dull, spotted green. He staggered back and doubled up, his hands clutching at his stomach.


  D’Artagnan slapped Phillip on the back. “Well done,” he said.


  Harker collapsed into a chair and his flabby face was damp with perspiration. “You’re through, Poincare,” he said in a strangling voice. “You’re fired. Do you hear? Get out!”


  “You’re a little late,” Phillip said. “I quit ten seconds ago!”


  Outside in the street a few minutes later Phillip found his new-found confidence waning. After all, a man had to do something to keep body and soul together.


  “Well, what now?” D’Artagnan asked.


  “That’s just what I was wondering.” Phillip answered, frowning. He glanced at the musketeer’s picturesque uniforms. “The first thing we have to do is to get you some less conspicuous clothes. Then we’ll go back to the apartment and talk this thing over.”


  CHAPTER VI


  WHEN they reached Phillip’s apartment a few hours later, the musketeers carried bulky packages containing their uniforms under their arms and they were attired in the more conventional, but less picturesque attire of the twentieth century.


  D’Artagnan had chosen a soft tweed and it fitted his lean supple figure with careless ease. Except for his long, curling brown hair he could have passed for a successful advertising executive. Athos wore a classic pin stripe in black, but Aramis, for some reason, had selected a gaudy plaid that fitted his round body without a wrinkle.


  Phillip opened the door and stepped into his room. The first thing he noticed was that the radio was on full blast, but the second fact that struck him almost took his breath away.


  The room was empty.


  Porthos was gone!


  “Well,” he said, weakly.


  D’Artagnan glanced about the room worriedly. He looked into the closets and bathroom but there was no sign of the huge musketeer whom they had left a few hours before.


  “Where could he have gone?” D’Artagnan asked.


  “Just a minute,” Phillip said. He picked up the phone and dialed Central station. When the desk sergeant’s voice came over the wire, Phillip cleared his throat nervously.


  “I want to report a missing person,” he explained. “He’s a—er—stranger in the city and I’m afraid he might be lost. He’s a big fellow and he’s wearing a rather strange costume.”


  “Go on!” the sergeant’s voice was suddenly interested. “What kind of a costume?”


  “An early French outfit,” Phillip said. “Cloak and sword, high boots and baldric. You won’t be able to miss him.”


  “HI say we won’t,” the sergeant’s voice sounded grim. “He’s behind bars this minute, where he belongs.”


  “What!” gasped Phillip. “What’s the charge?”


  “Disorderly conduct, disturbing the peace, intoxication, resisting arrest—shall I go on?”


  “No,” Phillip said weakly. “I get the general idea.”


  “If you say you know him,” the sergeant said, “You’d better get down here right away.”


  “I’ll be right down,” Phillip said. He hung up the phone slowly. He was stunned.


  “What is the trouble?” demanded D’Artagnan.


  “Porthos has managed to get himself in trouble with the police,” Phillip explained worriedly.


  “Ah! the gendarmes!” Athos cried. “Comrades, we will need our swords for this task. We must rescue Porthos.”


  “No,” Phillip said. “Swords won’t help. I’ll get him out. You wait here. I’ll be back in half an hour.”


  “I had better come, too,” D’Artagnan said. “Maybe I can be of help.”


  “All right,” Phillip said. “Come along.” He turned to Athos and Aramis. “Don’t leave here until we return.”


  With D’Artagnan at his heels he hurried down the steps.


  At the Central Police station they found the desk-sergeant grim-faced and unpleasant.


  “So you’re the friends of that big nut, are you?” the sergeant snapped, glaring from D’Artagnan to Phillip. “He put six of our men on the sick list for the next two weeks when they tried to bring him in. It took two riot squads to calm him down. What the hell is the matter with him anyway?”


  Phillip mopped his brow and glanced fleetingly at D’Artagnan.


  “I’m not quite sure, sergeant,” he said. “Can we see him and talk to him for a moment?”


  “O.K. He’s quieted down now.”


  “Where did you pick him up?” Phillip asked.


  “At the main studio of the Federated Broadcasting Company.”


  “Federated Broad—” Phillips’ voice trailed off weakly. “What was he doing there?”


  “Trying to tear the place down,” the sergeant answered, laconically. “I tell you he’s nuttier than a fruit cake.”


  PHILLIP swallowed and glanced nervously at D’Artagnan. What had gotten into the huge Porthos he couldn’t even imagine, but there didn’t seem to be any point to asking more questions of the sergeant.


  A turnkey led them to the lockup. Porthos was standing at the door of a cell, his huge hands gripping the bars and there was a bewildered, confused expression on his broad, homely face. One of his eyes was a gorgeous purple and his lower lip was split. His baldric and cloak were ripped in a number of places. The sword that hung at his waist was gone.


  “You got about ten minutes,” the turnkey said, leaving.


  D’Artagnan stepped close to the barred door.


  “Don’t worry, Comrade,” he whispered. “We’ll get you out of here if we have to tear the building down.” Porthos looked at D’Artagnan and Phillip with sad, mournful eyes, but he said nothing.


  Phillip asked the question he had been dreading.


  “What happened, Porthos?”


  Porthos shrugged his massive shoulders and his eyes were downcast. “I am not quite sure,” he answered, rubbing one hand over his forehead. He looked up suddenly and his eyes were flashing. “But I only did what any gentleman of honor would have done under the circumstances. And for that the gendarmes come in swarms and swarms and drag me off here in a screeching tumbrill. Mon Dieu, I have never seen so many gendarmes.”


  “But what did you do?” Phillip persisted.


  “It was not my fault,” Porthos said stiffly. “I have learned that I acted hastily, that I acted, perhaps, foolishly, but how was I to know?”


  “How were you to know what?” Phillip asked.


  “That it was all make-believe,” Porthos said moodily.


  “Start at the beginning,” Phillip said. He wished frantically that Porthos would tell his story and tell it quickly, so that he could start figuring on how to get him out of jail, if that were at all possible.


  “When you left I turned on the little box that makes music,” Porthos said.


  “You mean after we left the apartment this morning you turned on the radio?” Phillip asked. He was bewildered by Porthos’ irrelevant digression. He had demonstrated the radio to the musketeers the previous evening, but . . .


  “I turned on the little box that makes the music,” Porthos repeated, glowering.


  “Yes, go on,” Phillip said helplessly. He realized that Porthos was grimly determined to tell his story in his own way.


  “But I do not hear the music,” Porthos said. “Instead I hear voices. I listen carefully. One voice is that of a woman and the other is that of a man. They are arguing. The woman has jewels and the man wants her to give them to him. He is a scoundrel. I could tell it from his voice.” Porthos’ eyes were stormy as his mind flashed back to the villainy of that voice from the ether. “I shouted at her not to give him the jewels,” he continued, “but she could not hear me. Anyway, she did not need my advice. She knew the man for the scoundrel he was and ordered him away. But he would not leave. They were alone. She was helpless.” Porthos’ voice trembled with rage. “He took them from her by force and left her bound and helpless in a closet. And the river waters were rising,” Porthos cried darkly, his voice breaking with the heat of his emotion.


  “What river?” Phillip asked.


  “I don’t know,” Porthos shrugged. “They didn’t say. But the water was rising on the bamboo foundations of the little hut and this poor girl was helpless. The scoundrel had taken leave with the jewels.”


  D’Artagnan had followed Porthos’ narrative with tense interest.


  “What happened then, Comrade?” he demanded.


  “Another voice came from the little box,” Porthos said, frowning.


  “And what did this new voice say?”


  “I didn’t understand. It was all about soap,” Porthos said.


  “Soap?”


  “Yes,” Porthos nodded. “This new voice talked interminably about a soap he called sleezy-suds, that’s all I could make out.”


  “But the girl!” D’Artagnan cried. “She will be dead by this time.”


  PHILLIP put a hand to his forehead wearily. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He suspected that he might do both.


  “Go on with your story, Porthos,” he said quietly.


  “While this man talks about soap,” Porthos continued, “I buckle on my sword. My blood is stirred. I cannot stand idle while villainy goes unpunished and damsels need the protection of my blade.”


  “Well spoken!” D’Artagnan cried. “Go on,” said Phillip.


  “The voice suddenly stops talking about soap.” Porthos said excitedly. “The voice exclaims, ‘who will save Mary Malloy?’ I draw my sword,” Porthos cried, gripping the bars in his excitement. “I say, ‘I will. Where can I find this villain?’ ”


  “Yes?” D’Artagnan breathed.


  “The voice,” Porthos said, “answers me. It says, ‘This adventure took place in the central studios of the Federated Broadcasting Co., the corners of Lake and Michigan.’ ”


  “I think I know the rest,” Phillip said. “You went down to the Federated studios to rescue Mary Malloy, didn’t you?”


  “But of course,” Porthos said. “It was what any red-blooded son of France would have done.”


  “And things didn’t turn out so well, did they?”


  “No,” Porthos said, shaking his big head sadly, “things did not turn out well at all. No one seemed to understand what I was talking about. A man laughed at me. I drew my sword. And then the gendarmes came, by the dozens.” Porthos sighed. “I have learned since that the whole thing was a make-believe play.”


  Phillip patted his shoulder gently. “I’ll talk to the sergeant,” he said. “I’ll do what I can.”


  “It is all so confusing,” Porthos said wearily. “I wish I were back in my quiet France.”


  Phillip went to look for the sergeant. He didn’t know what he was going to say, but he knew he couldn’t tell the truth of the matter. If he tried to explain that Porthos, a musketeer from the eighteenth century, had gone berserk listening to the fictional tribulations of a heroine in a radio soap drama, he would wind up behind bars himself.


  He found the sergeant at his desk, grimly studying his reports.


  “Well,” he said, looking up, “you’ve seen your friend now. Maybe you’d be good enough to tell me what’s wrong with him.”


  “Er—he’s very sorry about the trouble he caused,” Phillip said.


  “Well that’s fine,” the sergeant said sarcastically. “He’s sorry so we’ll just open the doors and let him go, we will not!”


  “He lost his head. You see,” Phillip said, thinking desperately, “he’s a radio actor.”


  “I thought there was something wrong with him,” the sergeant muttered.


  “And he forgot himself. Actors are like that sometimes. They become so absorbed in their parts that they just aren’t themselves at all.”


  “That’s no excuse for a man behaving like Tarzan of the Apes,” the sergeant said. “But as long as it wasn’t anything criminal he did, we can set bail for him. Are you willing to take him into your custody until his case comes up?”


  “Yes,” Phillip sighed. “I’ll take care of him.”


  The details were arranged and in an hour Porthos stood outside the jail with Phillip and D’Artagnan, a free man.


  “Well,” D’Artagnan said, “that is over. And now I am hungry and thirsty. Let us forget our troubles with a bottle of wine. Mon Dieu, it seems ages since my palate has welcomed a cooling draught of burgundy.” Porthos shook his head sadly.


  “My appetite and thirst are gone forever, I think,” he said. “I want to get away from all this strange civilization and think.”


  Phillip realized that he too was hungry. And if ever a man needed a drink he was that person.


  He hailed a cab and gave the driver the address of his boarding house. Turning to Porthos, he said, “This cab will take you home. Aramis and Athos are there and they are worried about you. Tell them D’Artagnan and I will be along soon.”


  Porthos nodded and climbed into the cab. When it had pulled away from the curb, Phillip turned to D’Artagnan.


  “Now for that drink,” he said.


  CHAPTER VII


  PHILLIP led D’Artagnan to a swanky bar in one of the downtown hotels. For some reason he felt like celebrating. He knew that the next day he would have to start thinking seriously about finding another job, but today he refused to let that worry him.


  They had barely given their order to a waiter when D’Artagnan grabbed his arm excitedly.


  “Look!” he said. “At the table on the other side of the room.”


  Phillip looked and saw a beautiful, young red-haired girl sitting with an impeccably clad, middle-aged man who wore a gleaming monocle over one eye.


  “What about them?” Phillip asked blankly.


  “It is the girl,” D’Artagnan said excitedly. “The girl I saw on the street car this morning. She was in trouble. How could you forget that face?”


  Phillip looked again and saw that D’Artagnan was right. The man with whom she was seated was tall and lean, with cold blue eyes and slightly graying hair. There was a saber scar on his cheek that pulled his mouth into a faint, perpetual sneer.


  “What luck!” D’Artagnan cried, springing to his feet.


  “Wait a minute,” Phillip said; “you can’t go over there.”


  “Why not?’


  “She is with a man. Such things just aren’t done.”


  “Bah! It is about time they were, then,” D’Artagnan said, grinning. “Excuse me.” He bowed and strode across the floor to the girl’s table. Nervously, Phillip followed, thinking he might be able to smooth over the situation.


  D’Artagnan bowed to the girl with a flourish.


  “This is such a great and unexpected pleasure that I am overwhelmed. I feared this morning that I might never see you again, but the gods are kind.” He pulled up a chair and sat down.


  The red haired girl looked at him and there was relief in her eyes.


  “It is nice to see you again,” she said warmly. “I hardly had time to thank you this morning. I see you have changed your costume.”


  D’Artagnan glanced down at his tweeds and smiled.


  “Yes, I was becoming somewhat conspicuous.”


  The girl turned to her companion. “Major Lanser, this is the young man I told you about.”


  Major Lanser inclined his head briefly toward D’Artagnan and then turned to the girl. A humorless smile touched his thin lips and the saber scar on his cheek twisted.


  “How interesting,” he murmured. “Will you be good enough to tell him we are busy?”


  “Oh, but we aren’t too busy to talk to gallant young rescuers,” the girl said, laughing. But there was a strange, odd note to her laughter, as if it were close to hysteria.


  “How kind of you,” D’Artagnan said. His eyes were watching Major Lanser with quiet speculation. There was a tension at the table that was smoulderingly tangible.


  D’Artagnan suddenly grinned disarmingly and pulled up another chair to the table and waved to Phillip to sit down.


  “My friend,” he explained, “I hope you won’t mind.” He smiled at the girl. “It will be someone for the Major to talk to.”


  The Major’s lean, bard face flushed red as Phillip settle himself cautiously at the table. Phillip felt the peculiar tension that seemed to crack across the table, and when he looked into the Major’s ice-blue, slate-hard eyes he felt a strange prickling of fear.


  The Major put his hand on the girl’s arm.


  “I think you must bid your friends good-bye,” he said quietly. “It is time for us to leave.”


  “No,” the girl said. Her eyes met D’Artagnan’s in a mute appeal. “I’m—I’m not ready to leave yet.”


  “I think you are, my dear,” the Major said. His fingers closed over the girl’s arm and the knuckles of his hand suddenly whitened. “You wouldn’t want to cause your friends any—er—inconvenience, would you?”


  THE girl’s eyes closed and her face was gray.


  “No, you mustn’t—” she said. “I’ll come with you.” The last words were a bare whisper.


  D’Artagnan’s keen eyes flashed like the glinting blade of a rapier, as he studied Major Lanser’s coldly expresssionless face.


  “Major Lanser,” he said softly, “the young lady obviously would rather stay and finish her drink. But you mustn’t let that keep you.” He emphasized the last word carefully.


  The Major looked at him for an instant and the silence was tense and charged. Then he shrugged and his hand released the girl’s arm. He stood up and smiled down at the girl.


  “You will find my way would have been wiser,” he murmured. He turned slightly to face D’Artagnan and the smile was gone from his lips. “I hope we meet again,” he said.


  When he had gone, D’Artagnan turned impulsively to the girl.


  “Forgive me, but I do not like your friend,” he said. “Can’t you tell me what is troubling you? It would make me very happy to be able to help you.”


  “You mustn’t see me again,” the girl said. “I have already allowed you to place yourself in a very dangerous position. If you ever see Major Lanser again, keep well out of his way.” She smiled and stood up. “You have done me a great service and I will always be grateful. Good-bye.”


  Before D’Artagnan could speak the girl moved swiftly away from the table. D’Artagnan sprang to his feet, but the girl, by that time, had disappeared through a door that led to the lobby of the hotel.


  “This time I shall not stand like a stupid clod,” D’Artagnan said. “Hurry, there is still time for us to catch her. She needs our help.”


  Phillip paid the waiter. His thoughts were wheeling nervously.


  “You’ve got to be careful,” he said worriedly to D’Artagnan; “that Major Lanser is dangerous. I could tell that from his eyes. They were as cold as the eyes of a snake.”


  “But that girl needs help,” D’Artagnan said impatiently. “Come along. If the Major proves troublesome it will be most unfortunate—for the Major.” With Phillip pattering at his heels he strode across the floor to the lobby. Except for a few men reading newspapers, the room was deserted.


  “Possibly she took a cab,” Phillip suggested.


  Grimly, D’Artagnan shoved through the revolving door to the street. He grabbed the doorman by the arm.


  “Did you see a young lady leave here a moment ago? A tall, red-haired girl?”


  “I called a cab for her,” the doorman answered.


  “Was she alone?”


  “Yes, she was alone when she got into the cab, but a man stepped in after her before the cab started. They left together.”


  “What did the man look like?” D’Artagnan demanded.


  The doorman frowned. “I didn’t get a good look, but I noticed he seemed pretty well dressed. And, let me see, he wore a monocle. I think he had a scar on his face, but I’m not sure.”


  “Did you hear the address they gave the driver?” Phillip asked.


  “I think he said Mannerly Towers,” the doorman answered.


  “Call us a cab,” D’Artagnan said. “What do you intend to do?” Phillip asked nervously.


  “Follow them, of course. We may already be too late.”


  “But if this girl is in trouble,” Phillip said, “it’s a matter for the police. You don’t know what you might be sticking your neck into. Let me call the station and have a squad of men sent over to the Mannerly Towers.”


  D’Artagnan shook his head. “The gendarmes have an unhappy faculty of making a supreme mess of anything that requires tact and diplomacy. We must handle this ourselves. But you are right in one respect. We may need help. Call your room and tell Aramis. Porthos and Athos that I need them and give them the address of Mannerly Towers. Tell them to come there as quickly as possible. I would rather have them at my side than all the gendarmes in the city.”


  Phillip did as he was directed and when he returned to the sidewalk a cab was waiting and D’Artagnan was waiting impatiently.


  Phillip crawled into the cab beside D’Artagnan and sank back against the cushions as it pulled away from the curb with a roar.


  “Mannerly Towers!” D’Artagnan snapped. “Quickly!”


  CHAPTER VIII


  D’ ARTAGNAN and Phillip stepped from the cab before the imposing facade of the Mannerly Towers. The building was located at the near North side and it had only taken them a few minutes to reach it, but D’Artagnan had fidgeted all the way.


  When Phillip paid the driver he strode toward the main entrance.


  “Don’t you think we’d better go around the back way?” Phillip said. “There’s no point in advertising our entry.”


  “There is no time for such maneuvering,” D’Artagnan said. “We must depend on the surprise value of a frontal attack.”


  The desk clerk looked inquiringly at them.


  “We wish to see Major Lanser,” Phillip said. “What is his suite number?”


  “Thirteen-forty,” the clerk answered, “but is the Major expecting you?”


  “Yes!” D’Artagnan snapped.


  Phillip led the way to the elevators. The elevator operator shot them up to the thirteenth floor, deposited them and started back down.


  The corridor was carpeted with a luxurious gray rug that muffled their footsteps as they moved along the hall to a gleaming white door bearing the number 1340.


  “This is it,” Phillip said in a whisper, “but don’t you think we’d better wait until Athos and the others get here?”


  “I don’t know,” D’Artagnan frowned.


  He stopped speaking as the door in front of them opened and the tall figure of Major Lanser appeared in the doorway.


  “A pleasant surprise,” the Major said quietly. “Did you forget that the desk clerk would inform me that you were on your way up?”


  Looking over the Major’s shoulder, Phillip saw a long, empty room, furnished in quiet good taste.


  “What is it you wanted?” the Major asked. His face was set in hard, expressionless lines, but his eyes were as dull and cold as death.


  “The girl,” D’Artagnan said, meeting his gaze squarely. “We know that she accompanied you here and it is to be our pleasure to relieve her of your unpleasant company.”


  “So?” the Major smiled. “You are still playing the role of gallant rescuer, are you? I am sorry to disappoint you. The girl is not here. You are welcome to look, if that will ease your mind.”


  He stepped aside and bowed mockingly.


  D’Artagnan regarded him coolly for an instant, then stepped past him into the long room. Phillip followed hesitantly. The Major closed the door and strolled to the center of the room, his thin face cynically amused.


  “Are you satisfied?” he said softly.


  “No,” D’Artagnan said. He glanced about the room with narrowed eyes. He noted a set of fencing foils above the mantle, a picture of the Major in uniform, but nothing to indicate the presence of the red-haired girl.


  “There are other rooms, are there not?” he asked.


  The Major smiled. “I was hoping you would have enough sense to be satisfied, but obviously you haven’t.” He raised his hand in a signal and a door at the end of the room opened. A squat man with a gun in his hand stepped into the room and moved to the side wall, where his gun covered D’Artagnan and Phillip.


  Phillip swallowed nervously and he could hear the terrified thudding of his heart in the sudden stillness of the room.


  Another man stepped through the doorway, but he was not alone. At his side was the red-haired girl. Her eyes were enormous pools in the whiteness of her face. Phillip saw that her wrists were taped together behind her.


  “Oh, you shouldn’t have followed me,” she said, her voice breaking. She glanced swiftly, imploringly at Major


  Lanser. “Please don’t hurt them. Let them go. They don’t know a thing. I give you my word.”


  “Your solicitude is very touching,” Major Lanser said. “But, unfortunately, I can’t do as you suggest. It would be very foolish of me to let them go now. They have already seen too much. No, I am sorry, but they must be disposed of as soon as possible.”


  PHILLIP was standing beside a table on which a heavy metal ashtray rested. He was about six feet from the man who held the gun. Almost of its own volition his hand moved slowly to the ashtray and closed over it. His heart was hammering frantically. All of his cautious, common sense instincts were demanding that he put his hand back to his side and forget the wild idea in his head. But instead he lifted the ashtray slowly from the table. No one was watching him. No one saw him move until he turned and threw the heavy weight squarely at the closely cropped head of the squat little man with the gun.


  And then it was too late for anyone to do anything about it. For the ashtray caught the man directly between the eyes and he fell forward on his face without a whimper.


  But then everybody in the room seemed to galvanize into action.


  The man beside the girl lunged forward, but she tripped him with her foot as he passed, sending him sprawling to the floor. Major Lanser wheeled and leaped toward the mantle. His hand closed over a slim, deadly fencing foil and, with an oath, he whirled to face D’Artagnan.


  But the musketeer had moved, too. With a lithe sidestep he evaded the Major’s savage lunge and leaped for the other foil. With it gleaming in his hand, he swung to meet Major Lanser, a grim smile on his face.


  Major Lanser moved forward, catlike, the sword in his hand twitching like a snake about to strike.


  “This will be interesting,” he murmured. Over his shoulder he snapped to the man who had tripped over the girl’s foot, “Watch the others. I will handle our collegiate Don Quixote.”


  “No!” the girl cried. “It isn’t fair. He hasn’t a chance against you.”


  “I will be gentle with him,” Major Lanser smiled. He moved forward in a lithe deadly fencer’s crouch. “I will not kill him quickly.”


  “You fiend!” the girl cried. She tried vainly to jerk loose from the man who held her. “Don’t duel him!” she cried, struggling to face D’Artagnan. “Don’t you see, he’s planning to cut you to ribbons?”


  D’Artagnan was leaning against the mantle, almost lazily, but his narrowed eyes watched Lanser’s every move.


  “Save your sympathy for the Major,” he murmured. “He is more likely to have need of it. I am not exactly unaccustomed to the sport of fencing.”


  “This is not going to be a sporting contest,” the Major said grimly. With a sudden feint he lunged to the right, then crossed back to the left and his sword flashed at D’Artagnan.


  Philip cried out involuntarily, but D’Artagnan’s sword had somehow sprung magically to meet the Major’s, and steel crashed unavailingly against steel.


  “A good defense,” the Major said, breathing through stiff lips.


  “Let us test yours,” D’Artagnan said cooly.


  His sword seemed to flash with the speed of light. His lean body shifted forward.


  A hoarse shuddering gasp broke from the Major’s throat.


  The point of D’Artagnan’s blade was touching his shirt and D’Artagnan was poised to lunge, a grim, merciless smile hovering about his lips.


  The Major’s sword was at his side. He had been caught completely off guard by the speed and skill of D’Artagnan’s thrust.


  His breathing was ragged as he waited for the cold steel to drive forward into his body. But D’Artagnan stepped back and raised his sword.


  “En guarde!” he cried. “You wanted time to kill me slowly and I shall give you all the time you need.”


  Major Lanser raised his sword and stepped back, watching D’Artagnan with nervously flickering eyes. The stiff hard lines of his face were dissolving into a mask of fear. He wet his thin, lips with his tongue as D’Artagnan moved slowly toward him.


  “It is not really fair for me to use my right arm,” D’Artagnan murmured, almost to himself. “Athos, himself, has trouble with my right arm.”


  With a smile he shifted the foil to his left hand. “This should give you a better chance, Major Lanser.”


  MAJOR LANSER lunged forward savagely, his face twisted with an insane rage. There was a blazing light of anticipated triumph in his eyes.


  “No man alive can stand against me with his left hand,” he cried.


  D’Artagnan parried the thrust with a turn of his wrist, without shifting the position of his body.


  “There is always the first time for such things,” he said.


  Lanser lunged forward again, his breath coming raggedly, and D’Artagnan slipped to one side with the ease of a shadow moving against a wall. His blade flashed down in a spinning arc. Steel rang against steel as Lanser’s blade flew from his hand and fell to the floor a dozen feet from where he stood.


  “You seem to have lost something, Major,” D’Artagnan murmured. His blade was resting lightly in his hand and the Major stared at it as if it were something bewitched.


  “You—you devil!” he cried hoarsely. “Who are you?” His face was flushed and there was a flicker of foam on his lips. With a sudden movement he sprang back and shouted to the man who was holding the red haired girl.


  “Cover him. Drop him if he takes a step toward me.”


  Phillip cried, “Watch out.”


  Major Lanser’s henchman shifted around and covered D’Artagnan with his gun.


  “All right, buddy,” he snapped. “Take one move and I’ll let you have it.”


  D’Artagnan looked at the man and shrugged.


  “You seem to be in the saddle,” he said. He bowed ironically to Major Lanser and tossed his foil to the floor.


  The Major’s breathing gradually returned to normal.


  “You will pay for that little exhibition, my friend,” he said to D’Artagnan.


  Philip watched the scene tensely. The man with the gun, a heavy-set, florid individual who looked like a movie gangster, was standing with his back to the open door-, about twelve feet from where he stood. There was nothing within reach which he could throw at the man and he was too far away to tackle. There was nothing he or anyone else could do.


  “You have a silencer on that gun,” the Major snapped to his gunman, “let our young friend have it-.”


  The man raised his gun slowly and took aim.


  At that very instant a huge shape appeared in the doorway behind him, and a deep voice said, “Mon Dieu, we are barely in time!”


  The gunman wheeled about, his face a mask of incredulous surprise. Phillip screamed, “Be careful!” but his admonition was unnecessary.


  Porthos’ huge fist crashed into the gunman’s face. The man hit the floor in a sprawling crash and the gun slipped from his nervous fingers.


  Porthos stepped over the thug’s body and Athos and Aramis followed him into the room.


  Athos shook his head slowly.


  “My dear boy,” he murmured to D’Artagnan, “won’t you ever learn to keep out of trouble.”


  D’Artagnan smiled, turning to his companions, and the Major seized that opportunity to make a break. Ducking swiftly he scooped up the foil that D’Artagnan had dropped and bolted for the door.


  Athos was the only person who stood between him and freedom.


  “Out of my way!” Lanser snarled.


  Athos was still wearing his pin-stripe suit, but his sword was buckled at this waist. He dropped back a step and his blade flashed into his hand.


  “I’m afraid I don’t like your tone,” he said quietly.


  Lanser lunged forward, his blade driving for Athos’ heart, but Athos slipped aside easily. Lanser, his eyes glaring with mad frustration, grabbed the red-haired girl by the waist and swung her around in front of him as a shield.


  “Now,” he grated. “Stand aside!”


  With his sword extended he lunged forward again, shielding his body with the girl’s.


  Athos murmured, “You are making my task a bit more difficult.”


  HIS smile was like the flicker of light on a rapier as he feinted to the left, drawing the Major in that direction.


  His move back to the right was quicker than an eye could follow. The sword in his hand—the coolest, most daring hand in all France—leaped forward like a bolt of flashing light and Major Lanser stiffened involuntarily, a cry breaking from his lips. For an instant his side had been exposed, and in that instant the blade of Athos had found its mark.


  With a strangled curse the Major released the girl and stepped back. He tried desperately to raise his sword arm but it was a vain effort. His tall spare frame broke at the middle and he fell to the floor and lay still.


  D’Artagnan sprang to the girl’s side and removed the tape from her wrists. She swayed against him and he held her close.


  “My compliments, Athos,” he said, looking over the girl’s head at his friend. “Your hand has lost none if its skill.”


  Athos saluted with his sword, “Thank you.”


  The girl glanced down at the Major’s still form and a slight shudder passed over her slender body.


  “Can’t you tell us now what this is all about?” D’Artagnan asked gently


  “I can now,” the girl said. “I am an agent for the Free French forces of General De Gaulle. My mission here was to pass along vital information to a British agent. When I arrived I was met by Major Lanser, whose credentials indicated that he was the British agent I was seeking. But for some reason I didn’t trust him. I stalled him off, hoping to find something in the meantime to confirm or alleviate my suspicions. He became more and more insistent that I pass over my information. I couldn’t go to the police or the F.B.I. because of the confidential nature of my work.” She looked at D’Artagnan. “That is when you arrived on the scene. Obviously the Major could afford to wait no longer for he decided to get the information from me by force, if necessary.”


  “You say you are an agent for the Free French?” Athos asked.


  “Yes. Sometimes we are called the Fighting French.”


  “There in none other,” Aramis said. D’Artagnan looked down at the girl and his lean face was serious.


  “Couldn’t we help you in some way?” he asked. “I would be happy to place my sword under the command of this General De Gaulle.”


  “And I think he would be equally happy to have you,” the girl said. “There is work to do all over the world. In Tunis, in Africa, in London, everywhere there is a need for men of resourcefulness and courage.”


  D’Artagnan swung about to the three musketeers.


  “What say, comrades? Here is the opportunity of a fighting man’s life. The enemy is everywhere; the arena is the world; and the prize is our beloved France!”


  Athos looked down at the floor, his face grave.


  “Aramis, Porthos and I have been talking this over,” he said. “We are going to fight for France—but we are going to fight for France in France, on the soil of own country.”


  “But that is not possible,” the girl said. “There is no way to get there.” Athos glanced fleetingly at Aramis and Porthos and then he smiled faintly. “We shall find a way,” he said.


  The girl looked at the three men for an instant and there was a strange wonder in her eyes.


  “I believe you will,” she murmured softly.


  PHILLIP watched the scene and there was a strange constriction in his throat.


  He cleared his throat apologetically.


  He said to Athos, “Could I go with you? I know many things about the customs of today that would be valuable. And I am sure now of not only what I want to live for, but also of what I want to die for.”


  Athos smiled at him and threw an arm over his shoulder.


  “Why we couldn’t get along without you!” he said.


  Phillip felt that something inside his chest might burst with his happiness.


  Athos turned to D’Artagnan and his smile was sad and gentle.


  “This is farewell, comrade,” he said.


  “Perhaps,” D’Artagnan said. “But we have parted in the past comrades, but a strange fate has always brought us together again.”


  Porthos and Aramis joined arms with Athos and, with Phillip between them, they backed toward the door.


  “Remember,” Athos smiled, “One for all—”


  D’Artagnan’s arm tightened about the girl’s shoulder and he looked down into her shining face. “And all for one,” he murmured.


  When he looked up the doorway was empty.


  FLIGHT OF THE SIRIUS


  First published in the June 1943 issue of Amazing Stories.


  How can you beat an intelligence corps which fights like hell even to get decoy papers through?


  “OF COURSE you realize the necessity of getting this report to Mars.”


  The speaker, Commander Dexter of the Fifth Space Intelligence Corps, was a slightly built, middle-aged man with impassive features and cool, deceptively mild eyes. He was seated at his desk and le did not raise his eyes as he spoke.


  The man to whom his statement had been addressed nodded slowly. He was lean and tall, neatly dressed n civilian clothes, and everything about him, from his neat shoes to his sparse hair, seemed to reflect a cautious, methodical nature.


  “Yes, I understand,” he said. His voice was grey and quiet.


  “I knew you would, Martin,” Commander Dexter said. He glanced down at two identical sheafs of paper on the surface of his desk.


  “You will leave tonight for Mars with this report. You will deliver it to the head of our provisional government there, Commander Forsythe. He is expecting you.”


  He picked one of the sheafs of paper, inspected it carefully and handed it across the desk to Martin. Martin glanced at it briefly and placed it in a black portfolio which he balanced on his knee.


  “Is that all, sir?”


  “Not quite,” Commander Dexter said. “Undoubtedly there will be certain parties most anxious to make sure that you don’t reach Mars with that report. For that reason I am sending a decoy to draw their attention from you.” He picked up the second sheaf of papers from his desk and tapped it meaningfully. “This report is apparently similar to the one you have, but it is shot full of inaccuracies and falsifications. It won’t hurt a bit if it should happen to fall into the wrong hands. In fact it might help; but that’s beside the point. The important thing is that you get through with the correct report.”


  “I understand perfectly,” Martin said.


  “Good.” Commander Dexter smiled faintly as he placed the bogus report in a leather portfolio that was similar to Martin’s.


  “Who is going to be the decoy?” Martin asked.


  Commander Dexter leaned forward and pressed a buzzer on his desk.


  “I don’t believe you know the man,” he said. With a frown he settled back in his chair and thoughtfully rubbed the side of his nose with his index finger. “His name is Blake, John Blake. Everybody calls him Johnny, however. He’s that type. He was assigned to me about two months ago, fresh from a training base. I’m convinced he’s got a lot of good stuff in him, but he’s done nothing so far but get into trouble with his superior officers. He’s brash and cocky and conceited; too much so for his own good. He needs a little something to take the starch out of him and I have a hunch that this job might do the trick. He’s sure to tangle with Martian Intelligence and that experience may have a sobering effect on him. At least I’m hoping so.”


  “Isn’t it rather dangerous to send a green man on a job like that?” Martin asked.


  “I don’t think so. The papers he will carry are absolutely without value. When the Martians realize that, as they will soon enough, they’ll release young Blake with all sorts of apologies. After all we aren’t at war with them yet. In the meantime you’ll get through with the necessary papers to Commander Forsythe.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Martin said.


  “I know. When I give Blake his instructions I want you to take him down to an embarkation tower and personally see that he leaves for Mars. Then you’ll return to your quarters and apparently turn in for the night. Sometime after midnight you will be picked up by another member of the staff and taken to a private tower where a fighter ship will be waiting. You will leave then on an uncharted course that will take considerably longer than the regulation commercial routes. But you will gain in secrecy what you may lose in speed. Blake on the obvious course will attract the attention of the highly vigilant Martian agents; allowing you to slip through undetected. That, at least, is the theory. God help us if it doesn’t work.”


  Commander Dexter leaned forward and jabbed the button on his desk with an irritable finger.


  “He should be here now,” he said. “I gave my aide instructions to send him in immediately.” His jaw line tightened. “The young fool needs a taste of danger to settle him down. He seems to think Intelligence is some sort of a parlor picnic.”


  THE reception room of the commander’s office was furnished with economical efficiency. The gleaming dur-alloy walls were unadorned except for a large chronometer and two bulletin boards, on whose blazed surfaces coded messages from Central Intelligence flashed with unvarying regularity.


  At a desk a junior officer worked silently over a report sheet. Occasionally he glanced with a nervous frown at the electrical buzzer which connected to the commander’s inner office; the buzzer that had sounded twice in the last five minutes.


  He glanced at the single door that led into the reception room and then studied the chronometer on the wall with a worried eye. Finally he shrugged and went back to work.


  He had barely focused his eyes on the sheet before him when the door swung open and a tall, uniformed young man strode into the room. The new arrival carried his cap in his hand and his bright red hair stuck up like an unruly halo. There was an amiable grin on his face and his grey eyes were lighted with an impish sparkle.


  “Greetings, slave,” he said good naturedly. “Break the good news to the old man that his brightest young genius awaits without.”


  The officer at the desk looked coldly at Johnny Blake.


  “You are ten minutes late,” he said frigidly. “The commander’s time is valuable.”


  “Well, let’s don’t waste any more of it in idle recriminations,” Johnny Blake said, taking a seat on the edge of the desk. “Anyway he probably only wants to give me another dressing down for not saluting some brass hat or other.”


  There was nothing about Johnny Blake that would distinguish him from any of hundreds of Earth officers, unless it was the grin that hovered continually about his lips and the slightly mocking look that seemed always to flicker in the depths of his eyes. But there was a business-like look to his wide, well-muscled shoulders and his hands were big and capable.


  The officer at the desk, with another frown at him, plugged in a connection on the communication panel and, after a pause, said:


  “Commander Dexter wishes you to come in immediately.”


  “Thanks, my little man,” Johnny said. He stood up and straightened his crimson tunic. “Now don’t work too hard and get writer’s cramp,” he said with mock seriousness. “We need every man tip-top in times like these.”


  With a grin he slapped the young man on the shoulder and strode across the room and into the office of Commander Dexter.


  “Lieutenant John Blake reporting, sir,” he said as he came to attention at the commander’s desk and saluted.


  “Reporting ten minutes late,” Commander Dexter said drily. He nodded to Martin. “I don’t believe you know Mr. Martin. He’s going to see you off tonight.”


  Johnny shook hands with Martin and then regarded the commander with puzzled eyes.


  “See me off, sir? Am I going someplace?”


  “Yes. I have a very important job I want you to do. I’m sending you to Mars with a report to Commander Forsythe.”


  “Is that all, sir?” Johnny said.


  Commander Dexter didn’t miss the note of disappointment in Blake’s voice.


  “Yes,” he said drily, “that is all. But it happens to be an extremely vital mission. Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” Johnny said doubtfully.


  COMMANDER DEXTER leaned back in his chair and fixed his mild eyes on Johnny with a peculiarly intent stare.


  “You are probably aware,” he said, “of the extreme delicacy of relations between Mars and Earth at the present time. This message you are taking to Commander Forsythe contains his orders in the event of a crisis. Naturally our government is hoping that such a crisis will not materialize; but if it does we intend to be prepared for immediate action. These papers must be gotten safely to Mars. I can’t overemphasize the importance of this assignment, Lieutenant Blake.”


  He glanced at his watch. “You will leave immediately. Martin will accompany you to Embarkation Tower 14 where you leave on flight 24:07. Your accommodations have been arranged.”


  H« picked up the black leather portfolio from his desk and handed it to Blake.


  “You will deliver this personally to Commander Forsythe.”


  Johnny took the portfolio and put it under his arm.


  “Yes sir,” he said.


  Martin stood up and shook hands with Commander Dexter. His own portfolio was held carefully in his left hand.


  “Good bye, sir,” he said. “You’ll be hearing from me soon.”


  “Good luck. And good luck to you, Blake. You’re likely to need it.”


  “Thank you, sir.” He hesitated a minute, then said. “If something pops, just how far can I go?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well,” Johnny grinned, “if I tangle with any Martian agents do I have to be discreet? Or can I be—er—impolite, if necessary?”


  “You have your orders,” Commander Dexter said. “Get through to Mars. That should answer your question.”


  “That’s a load off my mind,” Johnny said, “If I have to slap any wrists I want to do it with a clear conscience.” Commander Dexter regarded him evenly.


  “While I admire your cheerful informality,” he said, “I would appreciate it if you add ‘sir’ when you have something to say to me. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” Johnny said emphatically. But he was grinning as he left the commander’s presence with Martin . . .


  THE long hull of the Earth-Mars liner, Sirius, stretched for hundreds of feet beyond the rim of its huge propulsion tower, pointing it? flared tip toward the vast immensity of space. From the depths of the tower could be heard the rhythmic throbbing of the ship’s mighty atomic rocket motors chanting a muffled song of tremendous power. The ship’s officers stood at central valve doors awaiting the blast-off signal.


  The Sirius was ready to leave. Johnny Blake stood with Martin on the passenger ramp that paralleled the gleaming side of the ship.


  “Everything seems set,” Martin said. “You’d better go aboard. You have your identification, tickets, everything?”


  “Sure thing,” Johnny said. He patted a sheaf of papers in his left breast pocket. “Like a good little messenger boy I’m ready for anything. And thanks for getting my accommodations.”


  “Not at all,” Martin said. He shook Johnny’s hand. “Take care of yourself, my boy. And be careful of that portfolio you’re carrying. Wouldn’t do to lose it, you know.”


  Johnny grinned and took a firm grip on the leather bag.


  “It won’t leave my hands,” he promised.


  “Good,” Martin said. “Best of luck.”


  “Thanks,” Johnny said. “And by the way,” he added, as Martin started away, “take care of the portfolio you’re carrying. Wouldn’t do to lose it, you know.”


  Martin glanced at Johnny with enigmatic eyes but his hands instinctively tightened on the case under his arm.


  “Yes,” he said quietly, “I shall be careful.”


  He smiled and walked away; but there was a puzzled uncertain look on his normally impassive face.


  Johnny turned and entered the wide doors of the ship. A steward glanced at his ticket and directed him forward to a comfortable compartment that was furnished for six passengers. It was empty when Johnny arrived and he settled himself in a chair beside the port window.


  He glanced about the compartment. There were six deep lounge chairs, three on each side of the room. A steel door separated the compartment from the aisle that led forward to the ship’s dining- and game-room. Everything looked serene and comfortable.


  He tossed his hat onto a rack above his head and lit a cigarette and settled down for the four hour trip to Mars. The black leather portfolio he placed beside him on the chair.


  He had been waiting only about five minutes when the door of the compartment opened and two small, smiling Martians entered and seated themselves in two of the lounge chairs opposite him. They were typical specimens of their race; small, effeminate men with a slightly green coloring and pale weird eyes that were constructed without pupils and appeared as opaque discs of gray glass set in the green framework of their faces. These eyes were completely and permanently devoid of any expression; and it was practically impossible to tell at precisely what they were looking.


  ONE of the Martians seemed older and stockier than his companion; and that was the only difference that Johnny could notice.


  They were both smiling pleasantly at him, displaying small sharp, even teeth. Johnny smiled back with exaggerated friendliness.


  The smiles of the Martians broadened.


  “I am Arnua,” the older one said, bowing deferentially. He indicated his companion with a slight gesture. “My colleague, Zyn-Tor. As we will be traveling together for the next few hours it is only right that we should know one another. It will help to pass the time.”


  There was a silence in the small compartment following the Martians introduction. They both were looking expectantly at him, polite little smiles on their faces, as they waited for him to introduce himself. But Johnny had no intention of gratifying their curiosity. Also he felt that an introduction would be superfluous. Unless he was completely wrong they knew quite well who he was.


  “Nice to know you both,” he said smiling affably. “How’re things on Mars these days? I haven’t been there in quite a while.”


  An expressionless glance passed between the two Martians. Then Arnua, the stocky one, turned to Johnny with polite interest on his face.


  “You have been to our planet then?” he asked softly. “Did you find it pleasant?”


  “Oh, very,” Johnny said quickly. “Wonderful place, Mars.”


  “I am so glad you think so,” Arnua murmured. “Was your trip one of pleasure or business?”


  “Strictly pleasure,” Johnny said. “And your present trip?” Arnua persisted. “Is it also one of pleasure?” Johnny couldn’t control an impulse to grin at the little Martian’s lack of subtlety. His questions were so apparent that it was amusing. These two Martians were obviously on his trail and they seemed determined to advertise the fact.


  “Pleasure?” Johnny smiled. “I don’t know—yes. But I’ve got a hunch it’s going to have its pleasant aspects before I’m finished.”


  “Pardon,” Arnua said, “but you are in Army Intelligence?”


  Johnny’s grin chilled at the edges of his mouth.


  He matched the Martian’s bluntness. “What’s it to you?”


  Arnua smiled apologetically and spread his thin hands in a placating gesture.


  “I mean no offense,” he said. “It is simply that you seem to possess qualities necessary for Intelligence and there is keenness in your face and bearing; my assumption was a natural one, and I am sorry if it disturbed you.”


  Johnny relaxed. He had been a fool to show annoyance at the Martian’s question; but this whole set-up was gradually becoming more irritating. All the pussy-footing and conniving that was necessary in these routine assignments disgusted him. He was essentially a man of action. He would have liked to jerk both these little fawning Martians to their feet and pitch them out of the compartment; but that would never do.


  HE PUT the brief case under his arm and stood up. He noticed that a flicker of expression under the Martian’s fixed, flat gaze as they stared at the leather portfolio which he held next to his body.


  “I’m going up front for a drink,” he said.


  Aruna laughed softly and his little teeth gleamed under his thin lips.


  “You must have important papers in your portfolio.”


  Johnny paused in the doorway.


  “Nothing vital,” he said. “Just a few mash notes from a little blonde back on Earth.”


  “I see,” Aruna said, laughing again.


  “Glad you do,” Johnny said. “I’m a sort of sentimental person, I guess. I’d feel simply terrible if anything happened to those letters. I’d probably forget myself and act pretty nasty if anyone tried to walk off with them. But there’s not much chance of anything like that happening on a nice quiet trip like this.”


  He smiled good-naturedly at the bland little Martians and stepped out of the compartment into the aisle that led to the spacious accommodations in the fore sections of the ship.


  As he walked down the gleaming metal-walled aisle there was a tiny frown gathering about his eyes. He was in a rather peculiar spot. He felt quite sure that the two Martians were on his trail; in fact he would have bet his last dollar on it. But he was completely in the dark as to how they were going to proceed. They’d hardly try anything aboard ship, because the Sirius was staffed with officers of the Earth Merchant Marine Corps. They couldn’t risk anything violent until they reached Mars. Even then they would be forced to work rather carefully because Mars and Earth were still technically at peace and both planets were anxious to avoid anything in the nature of an overt act; at least until they were ready.


  When he reached the main salon he sat down and ordered a drink of mild liquor from one of the hovering stewards. From the seat he had taken he had a view through the vast side windows of the salon into the infinite pressing blackness of the void. Occasionally asteroids flashed past and they appeared as vivid streaks of gleaming brightness before they flashed out of range to continue their trackless, uncharted circuits.


  He had hardly noticed the girl who was seated in the next chair, until she leaned forward and said impulsively to him:


  “Isn’t it absolutely thrilling!”


  There was such sincere eagerness in her voice that he was surprised. He glanced at her curiously. She was watching the asteroid-streaked immensity of space with wide-eyed eagerness. Her lips were parted slightly and there was a flush of color in her cheeks.


  Johnny noticed then that she was an extremely attractive girl. Her hair was lustrous and dark and in her bright eyes and clear skin there was the imprint of eager, buoyant health.


  She was wearing a close-fitting tunic and short skirt that revealed slim lines that were as lithe as a young boy’s. But there was complete femininity in the soft column of her throat and roundness of her shoulders.


  Johnny experienced a definite quickening of interest.


  “Is this your first trip?” he asked as casually as he could.


  SHE seemed surprised at his question.


  She glanced at him and then seemed to realize for the first time that she had spoken impulsively to him. She blushed slightly.


  “Yes, it is,” she said. “I’m afraid I can’t be calm and sophisticated. Everything is so exciting I can hardly believe it.”


  “You’ll get used to it,” Johnny grinned. He asked, “What part of Mars are you traveling to?”


  “My uncle is in the importing business in Oolano,” the girl answered. “That will be my first stop. I’m going to work for him as a secretary. He travels extensively, so I probably won’t be permanently settled anywhere.”


  “Sounds like an interesting job,” Johnny said. “Oolano is the first stop on this trip. It happens to be my destination also. With a little luck we might run into each other there.”


  They talked for the rest of the trip; and Johnny never recalled three hours flitting by so rapidly and pleasantly. Her name he discovered was Nada Thomas and she was twenty-four and had dimples in both cheeks when she smiled. Johnny Blake had not developed his powers of observation for nothing.


  When the speed of the Sirius was checked by the thundering charges of the fore repulsion rockets Johnny helped Nada to her feet.


  “I’m going back to my compartment for a minute,” he said, “I’ll meet you outside on our loading ramp. We can have a bite to eat before you meet your uncle.”


  “Sounds wonderful,” Nada said. “Don’t keep me waiting.”


  When Johnny reached his compartment he saw that the two Martians had disappeared; but he had the feeling that he would see them both again.


  His hands automatically tightened on the portfolio under his arm. He mustn’t let himself forget the job he had to do. He wondered if he were making a mistake in not reporting directly to Commander Forsythe, the head of Intelligence headquarters and delivering the brief case to him.


  There was a worried frown on his face as he stood in the center of the compartment considering this. One thing persuaded him not to change his plans. He realized that the Martians would make their play before he got to Intelligence Headquarters, and if he proceeded directly there he would be playing into their hands. If he could shake them now, spend a few hours with Nada in an obscure cafe, his chance of getting to Headquarters would probably be better.


  NADA was waiting for him when he reached the loading ramp. A few minutes later, they had passed under the great archway of the vast Space terminal and were walking on one of the upper levels of the Martian metropolis, Oolano.


  Oolano was a city of mighty architecture. Buildings soared to immense heights and the transportation of the city streamed through dozens of levels that intersected these structures in even squares. Pneumatic elatubes connected the mile heights between levels, and these tiny cars that carried the human freight of Mars were visible through their transparent tubes, shooting up and down like small bugs on the trellis work of Oolano’s architecture.


  Johnny squeezed Nada’s hand as they stood on a balcony that gave them a panoramic view of the vast sprawling city.


  “Does it come up to expectations?” he asked.


  Nada sighed. “It’s like something from a dream,” she whispered.


  “Dreams are fine,” Johnny said, “but let’s try something a little more substantial. Dinner, to be exact.”


  As he led the girl toward an elatube car he glanced casually over his shoulder. There were several loitering Martians on the level, but none of them seemed particularly interested in him.


  The elatube car dropped swiftly with a plummeting motion that caught at their throats. In five seconds it slid to gentle cushioned stop on a level a quarter mile below the one from which they had started.


  This level was in the middle of the metropolitan district and was thronged with hurrying crowds. Shops, cafes and theaters cast their lighted advertisements across the translucent sidewalks; and separated from the walks by a thin wire railing was a broad avenue that accommodated the swift atomic runabouts of the Martian leisure classes.


  Johnny led Nada into the first small cafe they encountered and found a seat in a dark corner. He sat so that his back was protected by the angle of the walls. He put the brief case on the floor and rested both feet on it.


  The cafe was dimly lighted and smoke-filled. From a space radio in a corner soft music from Earth floated into the tiny room.


  Johnny ordered food and drink from a bland waiter and lighted Nada’s cigarette. Everything seemed perfectly safe and calm.


  He was quite sure that he hadn’t been followed to this place.


  “Like it?” he asked Nada. “It isn’t the best Mars has to offer but it’s not too bad.”


  “Oh, it’s fine,” Nada said. “I’m terribly excited.”


  Johnny noticed absently that a party of four Martians had come in and had taken a table next to his. But his nerves did not begin to flicker warningly until the table on the other side filled up with four bland, expressionless Martians. None of them so much as glanced at him; and it was this very fact that set him on guard. There was something unnatural in their studied unconcern, their complete absorption in the small menus they held in their hands.


  THE music from Earth had been turned up and its volume completely dominated the murmur of conversation and the clink of glasses. Johnny noticed that while both sides were blocked there was still a narrow avenue leading between the two tables to the main door.


  As carefully as possible he bent and picked up the brief case from the floor. He smiled at Nada.


  “Smile at me,” he said. “Say something, anything at all and laugh.”


  “But—”


  “Please do as I say.”


  “I don’t understand,” she said, smiling, “but the least a girl can do is smile for her dinner.” She laughed softly.


  “Good,” Johnny said. “Listen carefully, Nada. We’re getting out of here. Right now. Don’t ask questions. When I stand up, get to your feet and walk ahead of me to the door leading to the level. Don’t stop or look back. And keep your eyes to the front. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, I’ll do just what you say. But I still don’t know what you—”


  “Never mind that. I’ll explain everything later. Are you ready?”


  “Yes.”


  “Let’s go.”


  Johnny stood up in one lithe motion and stepped around the table. Nada was already on her feet walking about four feet in front of him, head erect and eyes directly front.


  From the corners of his eyes Johnny saw the Martians at the table to either side come to their feet. But the unexpected swiftness of his maneuver had caught them napping. He was between their tables before they gained their feet, heading swiftly for the door, catching up to Nada.


  He was within a dozen feet of the door when the tiny overhanging lights suddenly flickered out, plunging the room into Stygian blackness. Instantly an excited clamor broke out. A waiter’s voice called out questioningly and a woman’s tipsy scream cut through the darkness like a gleaming knife.


  Johnny hugged the brief case to his side and lunged, stretching out one hand to reach Nada. But he collided instead with a babbling. Martian who gasped in drunken terror as Johnny plowed into him. Johnny shoved him aside and plunged through the surging mass of people who were stampeding toward the door.


  “Nada,” he cried out, “where are you?”


  He felt a sudden pressure against his back and a hissing, sibilant voice sounded close to his ear. He tried vainly to turn, but he was too late.


  Something hard and heavy slugged into the base of his skull; and a thousand red-hot, dancing lights exploded in his brain. He felt himself falling helplessly forward. The strength was draining from his arms and legs as he plummeted to the floor.


  A hand tore at the brief case under his arm. He struggled desperately to keep his grip, but the nausea that flooded him robbed his efforts of strength. The case was ripped from his side and a hard fist smashed into the side of his face.


  He fell to the floor, a helpless, limp weight.


  FOR an eternity it seemed he lay there too weak to move a muscle. He didn’t quite lose consciousness. He could hear the clamor of the crowd clearly; but it seemed to come from a great distance.


  Finally he climbed to his knees, then to his feet and lurched through the crowd to the door. As he broke through to the sidewalk level he saw a huge atomic runabout just drawing away from the curb; and through its transparent metal windows he recognized the smooth expressionless features of Arnua, the Martian he’d met on the Sirius.


  There couldn’t be any mistake. And Arnua’s presence could hardly be coincidental. As the runabout flashed away from the curb into the traffic, Johnny’s brain instinctively registered the metal identification disc on the rear of the car.


  For an instant he stood watching the swiftly moving car and a helpless feeling of despair flooded him. He had muffed things beautifully! He rubbed the aching lump at the base of his skull and cursed himself mercilessly. The brief case, with its vital contents, was in the hands of Martian Intelligence and he was just another guy who wasn’t big enough to handle his job. If only he hadn’t come here with Nada. The thought of the girl made him wince. He glanced helplessly about as if expecting to find her standing at his side.


  What could have happened to her? She had vanished like a wisp of smoke. For several precious seconds Johnny stood irresolutely in the center of the sidewalk. The next move was up to him.


  He shook his head and ran both hands through his unruly hair. The fogs of pain were drifting from his head and suddenly he began to feel strength flooding back into his arms and legs. A hard smile that had nothing to do with humor brushed his flat lips; and an unholy light danced fleetingly in the depths of his eyes. Unconsciously his big hands tightened to knuckle-whitened fists.


  “All right, my little men,” he said softly, “you asked for it.”


  He might never recover the brief case; it might be too late for that now. But he was going to make an almighty destructive nuisance out of himself before he stopped trying.


  His first move was to a communications booth where he contacted Earth Intelligence. He identified himself with his private number to the crisp young voice who answered him.


  “Get me the address and name of the party corresponding to this disc,” he said, and gave a description of the disc on Arnua’s car.


  “Yes, sir.”


  The voice returned a moment later with the information.


  “Thanks,” Johnny said. He could feel the excited driving beat of his heart in his ears.


  “One moment, Lieutenant Blake,” the voice continued. “We have been expecting you here for some time. Commander Forsythe wishes to speak to you. Will you wait just a moment please?”


  Johnny broke the connection and stepped out of the booth, a grin on his face. He was in no position to talk to the commander right now. If every thing went well he could talk to him in a few hours. He glanced at the address he had scribbled on the cuff of his tunic. It wouldn’t be long now . . .


  TWENTY minutes later Johnny entered the ground level of a vast building whose superstructure towered a full mile above his head. He wondered fleetingly if the Martian mania for the gigantic was due to their own small statures.


  This building was a combination office, recreation and living center. On its hundreds of floors were the things necessary to supply a man’s every possible need.


  Johnny took an elatube up almost to the top of the building. He stepped from the car into a wide, quiet, deserted corridor. He walked slowly down this corridor, past a row of doors, every sense alert. He shifted his service automatic to his right pocket and there was a reassuring feel in its solid, competent bulk.


  He had walked almost a hundred feet before he came to the door which bore the number that corresponded with the scribbled number on the sleeve of his tunic.


  He stopped then. His breathing was slow and even. He glanced up and down the deserted corridor before stepping forward and rapping sharply on the door with his left hand. His right hand was in his pocket.


  A minute passed slowly. A minute in which he could feel his worry and nervousness growing like a sold tangible thing inside him. He rapped again, sharply.


  There was no feeling of fear, other than the fear that this was a wild-goose chase, that he had plunged blindly off on his own initiative, instead of reporting his failure and letting older heads take over the job he had bungled.


  The door opened then, so quietly on its oiled springs that he heard nothing. But he knew then that this was no wild-goose chase.


  For Arnua stood in the doorway and there was something sick and trapped in the polite smile he forced across his expressionless features.


  “So nice to see you again,” he murmured. Whoever he was expecting, the little Martian hadn’t been expecting Johnny Blake, and he displayed this in the nervous flutter of his hands and the darting, evasive glance he played over him.


  “Yes, it is nice,” Johnny said.


  He put his hand on the Martian’s chest and shoved him back through the doorway; and simultaneously his gun came into view.


  “Be a good boy,” he said gently.


  As Arnua fell back under Johnny’s shove his back struck the door, swinging it open and giving Johnny a complete view of the room.


  There were three people in the room and his gun moved to cover them automatically. He kicked the door shut behind him. Two Martians were standing by a chair in which the third person sat.


  Johnny’s eyes narrowed to smoky slits as he recognized Nada Thomas.


  She stood up uncertainly.


  “Johnny—”


  HER CUT her off with a wave of his hand. Suddenly he seemed to be seeing clearly for the first time in hours. God! What a blind stupid fool he’d been. The girl had been in on the deal. She had struck up an acquaintance with him and then, like a Judas-goat,[*] she had led him to the slaughter. There wasn’t anything clever about the set-up. It should have been obvious to an eight year old. But it hadn’t been to Johnny Blake.


  He turned to Arnua.


  “There has been a mistake,” he said. “By a strange accident a brief case of mine has come into your possession. If you are a smart little boy, you will remember what I told you about my sentimental attachment for the contents of the brief case.” His voice was gentle; but his eyes brought a pallor to the Martian’s cheeks.


  “I’m in a slight hurry,” Johnny said. “Of course,” Arnua murmured. He bowed slightly. “The mistake was unfortunate. The brief case is on the table in the corner.”


  Johnny stepped to the table without taking his gun from the Martian. The brief case was there, its lock unbroken. He’d been in time. He put the case under his arm and backed toward the door. “Thank you so much,” he said. Nada moved impulsively toward him. “Johnny, please take me with you. I don’t understand what’s going on here but I want to be with you.”


  “Sweetly spoken,” he murmured. He shifted the gun enough to cover her and when she saw the motion she stopped as if she’d been struck in the mouth.


  She stared at him with eyes that seemed like great violet pools in the whiteness of her face.


  “Johnny,” she whispered. “I—” Her eyes shifted to a point behind him and an expression of terror flashed over her face. The back of her hand flew to her mouth.


  “Johnny!” she screamed. “Behind you!”


  Johnny smiled wearily.


  “Not very flattering,” he said. “Do you think I’m gullible enough to fall for the oldest gag in the book?”


  “Sorry,” a soft voice said in his ear, “but this is not a gag. Will you kindly drop your gun!”


  A hard round pressure was at the small of his back.


  Johnny lowered his gun slowly. He had been caught completely by surprise. But more surprising than that was the realization that Nada had been telling the truth. She had honestly attempted to warn him.


  Arnua was stepping toward him when Johnny suddenly lunged to one side. A gun behind him belched with an angry roar and Johnny had the satisfaction of seeing Arnua stagger backward clutching his stomach, a victim of the bullet that had been intended for him.


  He hurled himself to the floor, twisting sideways as he did so. Something roared in his ears and his left shoulder felt as if it had been slugged by a blunt hammer.


  The man who had come in behind him was aiming for his second shot when Johnny brought his gun up and shot him squarely in the forehead. When he swung about to cover the two remaining Martians they were standing in statuesque positions of surrender, hands upraised, painfully blank expressions on their faces.


  “Relax,” he said.


  He climbed to his feet with an effort. His left arm was beginning to ache like the devil. Nada came to his side and half-sobbed as she saw the blood on his tunic.


  “Johnny, you’re hurt.”


  “Not bad,” he said. “Let’s go.”


  He picked up the brief case and opened the door.


  “Johnny,” Nada said, “these men brought me here after that mix-up in the cafe. I don’t understand a thing of what’s going on. And for a while you acted like you thought I was one of them.”


  “Did I?” Johnny smiled. He remembered then her attempt to warn him and he stopped smiling. “I’m sorry, honey, I just made a bum guess. Let’s go.”


  WHEN Johnny entered Commander Forsythe’s office twenty minutes later his shoulder had stopped bleeding, but one quarter of his tunic was soaked with blood. His face was paper white and his hair never looked redder.


  “Lieutenant Blake reporting, sir,” he said. He saluted and laid the brief case on the desk. “With the compliments of Commander Dexter of the Fifth Space Intelligence, sir.”


  Commander Forsythe glanced idly at the brief case and then at Johnny.


  “You look like you’ve been in a scrape,” he said.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Line of duty?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You might tell me about it,” Commander Forsythe suggested drily. He was a small, wiry man with bristling dark hair and his eyes were like snapping black buttons. And as Johnny related what had happened those eyes narrowed down to shiny pin-points.


  “You handled yourself well, Blake,” he said. “It’s a pity such energy couldn’t have been used in a more important capacity. You see, my boy, these papers you have brought me are utterly without value. Your mission was simply that of a decoy. An agent by the name of Martin brought the bona fide papers in by private ship an hour or so ago.”


  The communication disc on his desk blazed red as he finished speaking and, with a nod of apology to Johnny, he snapped on the receiver.


  “Yes?”


  He listened for an instant and his fists slowly tightened.


  “Are you sure?” he demanded. His voice was like the flick of a whip.


  When he switched off the set his eyes were blazing; worried lines hacked deep fissures in his face.


  “Is anything wrong, sir?”


  “Everything’s wrong,” the commander snapped. “Martin’s papers have just been checked. They’re completely valueless.”


  “Naturally, sir,” Johnny said.


  He was beginning to feel more nervous than at any time in the previous ten hours. He took a deep breath.


  Commander Forsythe glared at him. “What do you mean ‘naturally’ ? Martin was supposed to have the actual information we need.”


  Johnny shifted uncomfortably.


  “I know that, sir, but he didn’t have it.”


  “I just told you that much,” the commander said impatiently. “I know Martin didn’t bring the papers in. But what I want to know is where those papers are now.”


  “They are on your desk, sir.”


  “What!” Commander Forsythe’s black eyes bored into Johnny like steel drills. He grabbed the brief case and opened it with trembling fingers. He sifted through the reports and then lifted unbelieving eyes to Johnny. “You’re right,” he said hoarsely. “You’re absolutely right. But how did you know?”


  Johnny looked straight ahead; but there was the ghost of a grin at the corner of his lips.


  “I shifted portfolios with Martin on Earth,” he said evenly. “I suspected that I was slated for decoy, sir, and I preferred to carry the mail.”


  COMMANDER FORSYTHE eyed him incredulously.


  “Of all the unmitigated gall,” he sputtered weakly. “Do you think you’re smarter than the directional board of Intelligence? More capable than an agent like Martin who has been in the service sixteen years?”


  “Certainly not more capable,” Johnny said, “but considerably luckier, sir.” Commander Forsythe made strangling sounds in his throat.


  “Lieutenant Blake,” he gasped. “D-dismissed!”


  “Yes sir.” He saluted smartly, about-faced and headed for the door. “Lieutenant Blake!”


  He turned at the door. “Yes sir?”


  “Get that wound taken care of. Put in a request for a ten day furlough. I’ll okay it personally.”


  The commander stood up behind his desk and folded his hands behind his back. “Your conduct has been outrageous, Lieutenant Blake. If we had a dozen men like you on the staff, well,” he shook his head and grinned slowly, “I, for one, would be damned glad. Now get out of here.”


  “Right, sir,” Johnny grinned.


  He opened the door and walked into the reception room where Nada was waiting for him. She came to his side worriedly.


  “Is everything all right?” Johnny Blake smiled down at her. “Everything’s perfect.”


  [*] Judas-goat. A packing house terra for the ram that leads a Sock of sheep to slaughter. Hence, one who betrays another under the guise of friendship.


  GENIE OF BAGDAD


  First published in the June 1943 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  It is a far cry to ancient Bagdad, yet at this Washington Ball it was only a few steps—through an ordinary door . . .!


  CHAPTER I


  DRAKE MASTERSON stood up and smiled with pleasure when Sharon Ward entered the room. Most men did so and he was no exception to the rule.


  Sharon was a tall, stunningly built creature with a mane of bright red hair that fell to her bare shoulders in dramatically effective waves. Her eyes were green in the exciting pallor of her face but when she smiled it was like flashing on a light in a dark room.


  “Hello, Drake,” she said, crossing the long, luxuriously furnished drawing room of her apartment with lithe grace. “Did I keep you waiting?”


  Drake put down his drink and took one of her outstretched hands.


  “Not long.” His eyes went over her appreciatively. She was wearing a strapless evening gown that fitted her slim body like a crimson sheath. “Anyway,” he grinned, “it was worth it.”


  “A pretty speech,” Sharon murmured. She straightened his white tie slightly and flicked an imaginary speck of dust from the shining satin lapels of his dress coat. “It deserves another. You look like the ideal career diplomat, smooth, immaculate and imperturbable. Do you have the blueprints of our latest battleship tucked away in your breast pocket? That’s all you need.”


  “Hardly,” Drake smiled, “since the blueprints of a battleship weigh about two thousand pounds. But I might have a code message or two around somewhere.” His grey eyes crinkled at the corners and his lean, dark face was amused. “Will that do?”


  “Perfectly,” Sharon said. “And maybe we’ll meet a spy in a black net dress at the party tonight who’ll slip you a Micky and vanish with your code messages tucked down the bosom of her dress. That’s still the traditional place of concealment, isn’t it?”


  “You’ve got me there,” Drake said. “You’ve obviously read more spy stories than I have.” He glanced at his watch. “Would you like a cigarette before we leave? We’ve just about got time.”


  Sharon nodded and took a cigarette from the silver case he extended.


  “What kind of an affair is tonight’s going to be?” she asked.


  “Just a routine reception for the Turkish minister,” Drake answered. “There’ll be quite a crowd. Large sprinkling of important gentlemen from the East who are here on lend-lease business; our own representatives and Britain’s. That’s about all.”


  He lit Sharon’s cigarette and his own, returned the lighter to his pocket and smiled at the girl.


  “You look a bit worried. Anything wrong?”


  SHARON made an impatient gesture with her cigarette and strolled to the windows that overlooked the row of vast white government buildings. She cupped her elbow in the palm of her right hand and stared moodily at the scene.


  “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she said at last. “Probably just nerves.” She blew a thick column of blue smoke toward the ceiling and then turned suddenly to face Drake. “It’s just that I feel so damn useless,” she said. “I’d like to be doing something important in this war instead of drifting around with the rest of the Washington butterflies.” Her eyes were bitter and dark against the pallor of her cheeks. “I missed the Air Transport because—”


  “I know,” Drake interrupted with a grin. “You missed because your license was torn up by the civil commission for stunting at five hundred feet and endangering lives and property!”


  “Oh, I know all that,” Sharon said, “but you’d think they’d overlook it in times like these.” She crushed out her cigarette with a vicious gesture. “I’m so bored and disgusted with myself I feel I’m losing my mind.”


  “Well we’re all in the same boat,” Drake said seriously. “I don’t like Washington any more than you do, but my job happens to be here for the time being.”


  Sharon smiled faintly. “You’re just trying to make me feel good by comparing your set-up with mine. You’re in diplomacy and attached to one of the hottest departments in the capitol. Why, you’ve got your finger on the pulse of the East, the most dynamic section of the world today.”


  “Still,” Drake shrugged, “I’d rather be out where the action is. They could get some octogenarian to handle my work and let me get out where I could do something a little more definite.”


  “Now you’re just being silly,” Sharon said impatiently. She put another cigarette in her mouth with a quick, decisive gesture. “You’re one of the foremost authorities in the world on Oriental languages. Why should the government let you go out and get your head blown off?”


  Drake smiled at her vehemence. “You’d think I was absolutely irreplaceable to hear you talk,” he said.


  “Well, you’re good,” Sharon said stubbornly. She grinned suddenly and her entire face kindled. “You must be. You taught me Arabic and that would qualify anyone as an expert.”


  “I guess you’ve got me there,” Drake said. He glanced at his watch again, then put out his cigarette and got to his feet. “It’s about time for us to be on our way. This party tonight may cheer us up a little. Did I mention that it was going to be a costume affair?” Sharon eyed him with indignant surprise.


  “You did not,” she said. “And this is a fine time to be telling me. Won’t I look right in step with this backless evening gown? And what about you?”


  “Oh, it’s all right,” Drake said. “We weren’t expected to be in costume anyway. The State Department has a peculiar antipathy toward any of its members running around in masquerade so I’m excused. And naturally you are too.”


  “Well, that’s better,” Sharon said. “You had me worried for a moment. Excuse me a minute, I’ll get a wrap.” Drake lit another cigarette . . .


  THE reception for the Turkish ambassador was held in a large estate on the outskirts of Washington. Sharon and Drake were ushered into the vast drawing room by an imperturbable butler, dressed for the occasion in a flowing robe and great baggy trousers of white silk that clasped at the ankles a few inches above curling suede slippers.


  Sharon gasped with delight when they entered the splendidly decorated room. Walls and ceilings were hung with luxurious, jewel encrusted drapes and great animal skins were scattered over the gleaming floor.


  Huge divans, covered in gaudy silk and strewn with fluffy pillows had replaced the conventional furniture; braziers of incense were hanging in all corners of the room and from their brass tops a yellow, aromatic smoke was issuing.


  Except for a handful of Americans and Britons in evening clothes, everyone was wearing the flowing silk robes of the ancient East. The men wore turbans around their heads and the women, many of whom were beautiful, were decked with jeweled tiaras.


  “How stunning!” Sharon whispered to Drake. “Everything looks so real it’s amazing!”


  They were taken to their host and after a few polite exchanges Drake murmured an excuse and escaped with Sharon toward the dining-room where refreshments were being served.


  The room was thick with incense and more exotically garbed guests. Food and drink were being dispensed by serving girls in gaily colored silk trousers, tight brassieres and chaste veils.


  Drake garnered two glasses and led Sharon to a divan. They lit cigarettes, sipped their drinks and watched the party.


  “Fortunately,” Drake said, “we can leave early.”


  “Oh, I’m enjoying this,” Sharon said. “But I could do with a little less incense.” She coughed and fanned herself with a handkerchief. “It seems to be a little rich for my taste. Could you open a window?”


  “Sure thing,” Drake said.


  He put down his drink and stepped to a row of draped windows directly behind their divan. He tried unsuccessfully to open them, then returned to Sharon’s side with a shrug.


  “Funny,” he said, “they’re bolted shut.”


  “Well, never mind,” Sharon smiled. “I can put up with it for a while.” Drake frowned at the windows. “Yes, but it’s odd. Supposing there was a fire?”


  “Oh, there you go being practical again,” Sharon laughed. “Please don’t worry about it. I wouldn’t have mentioned it if I thought it was going to worry you.”


  “Well it does,” Drake said.


  “Now you’re being stuffy,” Sharon smiled. “If you started worrying about everything that was irregular you’d have a full time job on your hands.”


  WHILE they were talking a smiling little man waddled across to them with a glass of hot, spiced wine in his plump, pink hand.


  “How do you do?” he said, smiling until his face seemed to be a net-work of soft creases.


  Drake glanced at him in surprise; for the man’s salutation had been delivered in Arabic; not modern Arabic, but a variation of the tongue that was now considered archaic. His astonishment was the same as if he’d been addressed in the English of Chaucer.


  Drake answered him courteously, using the same archaic dialect. The smiling fat man appeared delighted.


  “How nice, how nice,” he said, rubbing his plump hands together. “It is so nice to hear my tongue spoken.” Sharon tugged Drake’s sleeve.


  “What goes on?” she asked in a whisper. “He isn’t using the Arabic you taught me. Although I can make out the general meaning of what he’s saying.”


  “It’s an old dialect,” Drake answered. “I haven’t heard it since I was a post-grad.” He turned to the fat man who was regarding them with genial, twinkling eyes. “My name is Masterson, Drake Masterson. May I present Miss Sharon Ward.”


  “I am charmed,” the little round man murmured, still speaking in ancient Arabic. He bowed extravagantly. He was dressed in loose red trousers and a short jeweled vest. A tassle-topped fez was set at a rakish angle on his pumpkin-shaped head. His face was a soft, pasty white and his little eyes looked like shiny raisins set in a pan of bread dough.


  “My name is Humai,” he said. “I am very, very glad to meet both of you. Could I get you a glass of wine or something to eat?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Drake smiled, “but thanks just the same. As a matter of fact, Miss Ward and I were just thinking about leaving.”


  “Oh, you can’t go yet,” the little man cried. His eyes twinkled merrily. “The party is just beginning. Do you not find everything delightful?”


  “Yes, it’s very nice,” Sharon said politely. She coughed slightly and fanned herself. The thick swirling clouds of incense moved sluggishly from the draft caused by her hand.


  “Do you not like the incense?” the little fat man inquired solicitously.


  “It’s pretty thick,” Sharon said. She coughed again and smiled wanly at Drake. “I think I’ll have to step outside and get a breath of air.”


  “Sure thing,” Drake said. “I’ll go with you. Do you need a wrap?”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  DRAKE helped her to rise. Humai watched with a solicitous expression on his round white face.


  “I am very sorry,” he murmured. “That’s all right,” Drake said. “Miss Ward will be fine after a little air.” Sharon put her hand to her forehead. “Yes, I’ll be all right,” she said. “My knees feel a little weak, that’s all.”


  “It is so unfortunate,” Humai murmured. “The entertainment has not yet started. It is unfortunate that you must miss it.”


  “I think we’ll mange to bear up under the loss,” Drake said drily.


  He put an arm about Sharon’s waist and started across the room. The fumes of incense were swirling about his head in a cloying suffocating cloud.


  “But you do not know what you’re missing,” Humai said, trotting beside them on his short, fat legs. His round, brown face was creased anxiously.


  “Please, Drake,” Sharon murmured weakly against his shoulder. “Let’s hurry.”


  Humai tugged at Drake’s arm. “Look just one instant,” he begged. He waved his hand in the air and suddenly, to the left of the girl, a swirling segment of the smoke began to coalesce into the shadowy outlines of a human figure. Sharon drew away from Drake and stared with amazement at the figure, whose shape and outline were becoming more definite with each second.


  She threw her hands up in an instinctive gesture of astonishment as the figure completed its emergence from the smoke and stood before her—a towering, brown-skinned, turbaned genie, bearing an immense tray of sparkling jewels in his arms.


  “Drake!” Sharon cried. Her voice was a blend of incredulity, astonishment and fear.


  Drake stepped to her side and the heavy, dense smoke billowed in the wake of his passage. He coughed as the spiced fumes seemed to bite into his lungs.


  “It’s some kind of a trick, darling,” he gasped.


  Humai was at his side, grinning.


  “Yes, it is a trick, but such a nice one,” he said. “Would you care to see more?”


  He waved his pudgy hand and the towering apparition vanished slowly into the smoke. “I will show you, now—”


  “We’re getting out of here,” Drake snapped. “Miss Ward needs fresh air.”


  IT WAS getting a little annoyed with this bland, round little man and found it hard to keep the irritation from his voice.


  “Let me help you to the door,” Humai suggested anxiously.


  “We can find it,” Drake said. “Thanks.”


  Humai took his arm gently.


  “Please,” he said, “there is a side door that leads to the garden. It is quicker, I will show you the way.”


  “All right,” Drake said. He felt annoyed with himself for his irritation. After all, the little fellow only wanted to help. “Let’s go,” he said.


  He put an arm around Sharon’s waist.


  “How do you feel?” he asked, concerned.


  “All right, I guess,” she whispered. She put a hand slowly to her forehead. “Everything seems sort of vague and fuzzy. Are all the lights off?”


  “Of course not,” Drake said. He glanced around the room worriedly.


  The place did seem darker. The electric illumination had been replaced by huge candles that guttered splendidly in the bizarre gloom of the tapestried room. “It’s just this damn incense,” he said, coughing.


  Humai took his hand.


  “Just follow me,” he said. “We will be outside in a moment.” He hesitated a moment. “Don’t you think she had better walk without support?” he asked gently. “The exercise would do her good.”


  “No,” Drake said grimly. “She needs help. Please hurry.”


  “Of course,” Humai said.


  He padded toward the center of the room and then turned right down a long corridor that Drake did not remember seeing when they arrived. Drake followed him, supporting Sharon with an arm about her waist.


  The corridor was murky with the same thick incense and he couldn’t make out any details, except that the ceiling seemed to tower hundreds of feet above their heads and that the carpet on which they walked was incredibly thick and soft.


  Humai walked directly ahead of them, waddling slightly from side to side and turning occasionally to smile reassuringly at them.


  “How much longer?” Drake asked anxiously.


  “Not very far,” Humai answered. “It is only a little way from here.”


  Drake tried to peer down the length of the corridor, to pierce the gloomy, incense-laden air, but it was impossible. He could only see a dozen feet ahead, before the visibility was obscured by the thick pall-like curtain of yellow, pungent incense.


  “Just a few more steps,” he whispered to Sharon.


  “I’m all right,” she murmured sleepily. She was almost a dead weight on his arm. Drake attempted to walk more rapidly but he found that his legs were curiously weak. He was practically staggering. There was a peculiar cloudiness before his eyes that was not caused by the dense vapors of the incense.


  HE SHOOK his head and coughed rackingly. Tears were streaming from his eyes and he was on the point of collapse when a sudden strong draft of cool, bracing air blew into his face. It was as reviving as a plunge into a cold mountain lake.


  He breathed deeply, gratefully, and he could feel the cloudiness fading from his brain. Dimly he could see Humai standing at an open door, beckoning to him with a friendly hand.


  “That was not so long, was it?” he asked.


  “Long enough,” Drake said weakly.


  He helped Sharon through the door and Humai followed, closing the door softly behind him.


  Drake wiped his eyes with his handkerchief and took several deep breaths of the cool air before he turned to Sharon.


  “There,” he said, “you’ll feel better in a minute.”


  She leaned against him, breathing slowly. Her eyes were closed and her face was ghostly white in the dim moonlight.


  “I feel better already,” she murmured.


  She smiled and opened her eyes slowly.


  “That’s the girl,” he said cheerfully. “You just had a bit too much of that incense.” He shook his head slightly and took another deep breath. “It almost got me for a moment.”


  Sharon smiled, and then her gaze moved casually from his face and past his shoulder. For an instant her features seemed to be frozen in blankness and then a dazed, stricken, incredulous expression spread over her face. Her eyes grew dark and wide with a terrible fear.


  “Drake,” she gasped, and her voice was a whisper that almost died in her throat. “Drake, I’m losing my mind!”


  Drake patter her shoulder.


  “Ssssh,” he said gently. “You’re a little tired and nervous. You—”


  “No, Drake,” Sharon cried. Her eyes did not come back to his face, but remained fixed on something over his shoulder. “Where are we? What’s happened to us?”


  There was no mistaking the terrible urgency in her voice. Drake turned and the sight that met his eyes left him weak and breathless.


  CHAPTER II


  THEY were standing at the edge of a garden—a garden that stretched hundreds of feet before them; and beyond the garden the towering spires and minarets of a dazzlingly weird city were visible in the pale, ghostly moonlight.


  The familiar scenes of Washington were gone. Capitol dome, Washington monument, all the majestic avenues of great buildings had disappeared completely. In their place, sprawling before Drake’s stunned gaze, was a grotesque city of startling architecture and crazy-quilt design.


  It was incredible!


  Drake shook his head groggily and passed a hand over his eyes. This must be some sort of mirage, some optical illusion or distortion. But when he looked again nothing had changed. The great white city of weird arches, mosques and towers still glistened in the moonlight, sprawling as far as his eyes could reach.


  Sharon gripped his arm tightly.


  “Am I going crazy, Drake?” she asked. Her voice was dazed, weak.


  “Maybe we both are,” Drake said grimly. He turned suddenly on Humai, the bland, round-faced little man who had led them to this place. He was watching them with a pleasant smile on his pale face.


  “What’s this all about?” he demanded, waving a hand helplessly toward the vast gleaming city.


  Humai appeared politely perplexed.


  “I am afraid I don’t quite understand,” he said, looking from Drake to Sharon with puzzled eyes.


  “What’s this city?” Drake asked. “Is it some kind of an optical illusion?” He glared angrily and helplessly at the bland little man. “Don’t tell me you can’t see it,” he snapped heatedly.


  “But of course I can see it,” Humai murmured. He smiled again and his eyes almost disappeared in soft folds of flesh. “It’s a very lovely city, isn’t it? I’m sure you will learn to enjoy its many attractions.”


  “What do you mean?” Drake demanded.


  Humai then shrugged his soft round shoulders and squinted comically at Drake.


  “Allow me,” he murmured, “to welcome you in the name of the Caliph Zinidad to his royal palace. I am sure the Caliph will wish to express his welcome personally in the near future. Particularly,” Humai said, smiling directly at Sharon, “will he wish to—ah—welcome the charming young lady.”


  “What kind of nonsense are you talking?” Drake snapped. “Who is this Zinidad you’re babbling about?”


  “Zinidad,” Humai said, “is the Caliph of Bagdad. A most charming person—ah—under certain circumstances.”


  Drake stepped closer to Humai, his hands knotting into capable looking fists.


  “Listen, my fat friend,” he said. “I’m just about out of patience. I’m tired of listening to your attempts at comedy. If you can explain what in the name of Heaven has happened, do so, but stop chattering about the Caliph of Bagdad.”


  “But he is a most important person,” Humai said, smiling. He shrugged and stepped t ick a pace, dropping his hand to the handle of the door that had opened to the garden. “But since you do not beliefs me,” he said mildly, “I will say no more.”


  DRAKE automatically glanced at the door and when he did he received another shock. The door was of massive construction and, even in the pale moonlight he could see that its surface was ornately gilded with a substance that gleamed like gold. It reached dozens of feet above him and was topped by a wide arch whose wings reached fully thirty feet on either side of its apex.


  Sharon was staring at the monstrous door with amazed, stunned eyes. “Drake,” she cried. “Look!”


  She pointed to the immense palace whose turrets and ramparts were visible beyond the great arched gate. The palace was a sprawling mass of weird architecture with odd wings and abutments seemingly thrown in without design or any attempt at order or unity. Ghostly moonlight shone on the alabaster walls of the palace transforming it to a shimmering creation of strange beauty. Windows gaped from the white walls like dark, unfriendly eyes.


  “You are gazing upon the palace of the Caliph,” Humai said. “I hope you find it pleasing, for you will be seeing it many times in the years to come.”


  As he finished speaking he tapped lightly on the great door. Almost instantly it began to swing open, ponderously, slowly.


  “You will come with me,” Humai said gently.


  “I’ll be damned if we will,” Drake said grimly.


  “I am afraid I must insist,” Humai said.


  “Go to hell,” Drake said calmly. “I don’t know who you are or what your game is, but I don’t like it. We’re staying right here until we find out what this thing is all about.”


  Humai sighed gently, almost sadly.


  “As you wish,” he murmured.


  He clapped his hands together and the immense gate swung back rapidly; a splash of light fell across them from within. Heavy footsteps were heard.


  Sharon moved close to Drake.


  “What is it?” she whispered. “I’m frightened, Drake.”


  He put his arm about her slim shoulders and drew her to his side.


  “Don’t worry, honey,” he said.


  When the gate had swung open they were facing a wide, high arched corridor; and down this corridor, coming toward them at a purposeful march, was a company of brawny, half-clad soldiers. The advancing group of men wore loose trousers and gaudy sashes into which were stuck gleaming, curved scimitars. In their hands were torches that cast an eerie guttering illumination against the burnished wall of the great hallway.


  Sharon shrank against Drake as the company came to a halt before Humai. The soldiers—eight in number—were giants, almost eight feet in height, with great deep chests and Herculean shoulders. Muscles rippled like sinewy ropes beneath their smooth black hides.


  One of the company bowed to Humai and murmured something inaudible to Drake. The rest of the great creatures stood in attitudes of submissive attention. It was an incongruous spectacle; the huge soldiers standing like great dumb animals before the small figure of Humai, waiting motionlessly for his orders.


  HUMAI turned from the leader of the guards to Drake, still smiling agreeably.


  “These soldiers are part of the personal bodyguard of the Caliph. They will escort you to him now.” He waggled his round head seriously. “I advise you to go quietly.”


  Drake shoved Sharon behind him and stepped forward, his knees bent slightly, his hands clenched.


  Humai murmured something under his breath to the great black who stood beside him and the creature started for Drake. Drake feinted to one side, palling the black off balance, then he lunged for Humai. He wanted to get his hands on the little man’s throat—for just a few seconds!


  But the black was faster than his great bulk indicated. He wheeled like a panther and his huge arm whipped out, catching Drake about the waist.


  He felt his feet leave the floor as the black jerked him into the air and held him there struggling helplessly.


  Another of the guards caught Sharon’s arms behind her back. She fought wildly, but he held her as if she were a child, his big round face stonily impassive.


  Humai clucked his tongue and regarded Drake solemnly.


  “You see?” he said, shrugging. “You wouldn’t listen to me.”


  Drake stopped fighting against the inexorable grip of the giant black. His captor then set him down but his great hands still pinioned Drake’s arms.


  Humai spoke to the soldiers again and they came to attention, formed two columns and marched down the corridor, carrying Drake and Sharon along as if they were two dolls.


  Humai followed, his eyes twinkling in the round, white expanse of his face.


  The trip was like a nightmarish kaleidoscope to Drake. Their giant captors escorted them down the wide, high corridor, through vast palatial rooms that were adorned with golden statues and intricate fountains which threw lacy sprays of scented water high into the air, into other seemingly endless corridors and at last brought them to a stop before a mighty golden door, flanked on either side by gaudily uniformed sentries.


  Humai spoke in a low voice to the sentries and one of them stepped forward and swung back the great golden door. The giant black guards moved forward again and Drake and Sharon were led into a huge, brilliantly lighted room with a vast domed ceiling.


  The walls were dyed a deep crimson but the floor was of purest marble, white as a summer cloud and shot through with streaks of blue that were like delicate veins.


  Within the room, reclining on silken couches, were dozens of richly clad men smoking from long ivory-stemmed pipes and drinking from glasses containing a dark liquid that filled the incense-laden air with spicy fragrance.


  The black guards marched steadily toward the center of this magnificent room, glancing neither to the right nor the left.


  IN THE middle of the vast hall was a raised dais; a throne of gleaming gold, jewel-encrusted and topped by a brilliant canopy of figured silk. On either side of the throne slim black boys stood waving great feathered fans that stirred the heavy languorous air with a sluggish motion. Steps covered with soft, luxurious carpets led to the dais, and on one of these steps were several slim girls, clad only in soft curled slippers and wisps of silk buckled about their white waists, lying in poses of voluptuous abandonment.


  The giant black guards separated into two columns when they reached this throne and Drake and Sharon were suddenly face to face with the occupant of the dais—a great, bloated creature with sagging soft jowls and sprawling limbs, a man who stared at them sleepily with hard little eyes and breathed noisily through his loose pink lips. He lay rather than sat on the great cushioned dais, his legs sprawled loosely, his short pudgy arms resting carelessly on the rounded arms of the throne.


  Humai stepped forward and bowed low.


  “I have done my best to fulfill your wish, O mighty Caliph,” he said. “You alone can judge whether this lowly servant has succeeded.”


  The gross creature on the throne waved a limp hand negligently at Humai in a weary gesture of dismissal, and the plump little man retreated several steps. The Caliph studied Drake for an instant with sharp little eyes; a slow frown creased his forehead.


  “Who is this creature?” he asked. His voice was soft and throaty.


  Humai stepped forward again, bowing submissively.


  “I was forced to bring him with me, illustrious Caliph,” he murmured.


  “I did not want a man,” the Caliph said, waving his limp hand in a feeble gesture of irritation. “I asked you to find me a woman, a beautiful woman.”


  “And I did, O glorious Caliph,” Humai said. “Look on her; fair as the morning when the sun’s rays break over the purple mountain; as mysterious as the shrouded night when the stars hurl their shafts of light at the surging waters; as passionate as Love, itself. This is the woman I have brought to you, O exalted Caliph. This fairest flower of the future I brought to you to grace your own gardens forever.”


  The Caliph belched sleepily and turned his eyes to Sharon. She felt herself blushing as his sharp gaze moved over her slim body. A slow smile touched his sensual lips as he finally raised his eyes to Sharon’s face. He studied her pale cheeks, crimsoned now with shame and anger, surveyed her flashing green eyes and red hair carefully and impersonally, as if she were an inanimate object he was considering buying.


  “You have done well, Wizard,” he said at last, to Humai.


  “My grateful thanks are yours, o immeasurable Caliph,” Humai said humbly. “May I die the instant I displease you.”


  “Have no fear,” the Caliph said, absently scratching his great belly, “you will.”


  HE TURNED his bright gaze again to Drake.


  “Why did you bring this creature?” he asked.


  “He was her companion,” Humai said. “When I transported her through the realm of Time he had his arm about her waist and thus was transported also.”


  The Caliph frowned.


  “I do not like the thought of his arm about her waist,” he said. “She is mine. She should have been keeping herself for me. You should have brought me a virgin, Wizard. You know my preferences.”


  “Just a minute,” Sharon said angrily. “If you’re implying that I’m not—”


  “Silence, woman,” the Caliph said softly. “You would not look well with your tongue torn out by its roots.”


  “I won’t keep quiet,” Sharon cried. “You’re not going to talk about me as if I’m a loose woman and get away with it. And you’re not going to talk about me like a piece of furniture. If you’ve got something to say to me, I’m standing right here and I’ve got two ears.”


  “Don’t boast of such things,” the Caliph said, “or you may lose them.” He turned to Humai and rubbed his lips petulantly. “I did not want a chattering jay,” he said fretfully. “I could do with a little less beauty and a little more silence.”


  Humai looked pale and distressed.


  “I am so sorry, O mighty Caliph,” he said miserably, “but there was no manner in which to determine that beforehand.”


  “If you’ll pardon me,” Drake said drily. “I’d like to ask you just what your object was in having us brought here. I am an accredited attaché of the United States diplomatic corps and, as such, I demand the right of being heard.”


  The Caliph put his plump hands to the sides of his head and rocked back and forth on the dais.


  “Why does everyone want to talk?” he wailed. “I will go deaf with the noise.” He took his hands down and gestured sharply to two of the giant blacks. “Take this noisy creature to a dungeon, the deepest one you can find, and lock him up there. Tomorrow I will have his tongue cut out.”


  Drake felt huge hands on his arms almost instantly. He struggled with all his strength but it was a futile effort. Sharon ran to his side and clung to him, until another of the blacks pulled her away and held her firmly.


  “Oh, darling,” she cried, fighting against the powerful grip of the giant black. “Make them kill us both. I don’t want to live without you. Please—”


  That was the last Drake heard. He was dragged through a side door of the great throne-room and it slammed behind him with a crash, shutting out the last piteous sound of Sharon’s voice.


  CHAPTER III


  DRAKE was dragged from the room, the Caliph frowned at Sharon’s sobbing figure, held helplessly in the grasp of the giant black guard.


  “Take her to my harem attendants,” he said, with a weary shake of his head. “Have her prepared for me. I wish to see her again tonight.” He frowned darkly at Humai. “I am not pleased, miserable Wizard. There is too much noise and crying. If I remain displeased after tonight, I shall wish to see you again.”


  “Yes, O glorious Caliph,” Humai muttered. With a forlorn bow he retreated from the throne.


  Two of the black guards led Sharon from the great throne room and down several long winding corridors until they reached a large door guarded by a company of the Nubian giants. The door opened, Sharon was ushered into the room beyond, and the door closed with a dry, final click.


  She looked around and saw that she was in a well-lighted room, much smaller than the one in which the Caliph had his throne. There were comfortable divans about the walls and in the air was the heady scent of fragrant perfumes.


  A door on the side opened and two women, dressed in plain, knee-length cloaks, entered. One of them spoke sharply to the black guards and they withdrew with submissive bows.


  “You must come with us,” one of the women said to Sharon. She was a middle-aged woman with fine, delicate features and gleaming black hair faintly streaked with grey. “My name is


  Tana,” she added. “I am in charge of the Caliph’s harem. We must prepare you for tonight and there is not much time. Will you come along, please?” Sharon realized that no point would be gained by resistance. She followed the women through a connecting corridor of pale marble to a room with couches against one wall and several padded tables in the center. At one end of the room was a sunken tub of black marble which was filled with clear, faintly scented water. There were mirrors on all walls, and an elaborate marble table near one wall was covered with pots of pastes and creams and long tubes of colored wax and rouge.


  The room was furnished so exquisitely that Sharon couldn’t help admiring the details of the appointments.


  A door opened and three plainly dressed young girls entered.


  “They will bathe you,” Tana said. “When you are ready I will come and see that no detail has been overlooked.” She inspected Sharon with a critical, experienced eye. “You will do,” she murmured. “For one night you will be completely satisfactory, I am sure.”


  “Why only one night?”


  Tana smiled sadly. “You will soon know,” she said. With an impulsive gesture she patted Sharon’s cheek shyly. “And you are so young,” she murmured, turning away.


  When she had gone, the three maidens went to work on Sharon. In spite of her protests they disrobed her, bathed her with soft fleecy cloths, massaged her body with pungent, vitalizing oils, lacquered her nails and completed the job of anointing her with subtle perfumes and threading a wreath of fresh flowers into her waving, shoulder-length hair.


  THE three girls chattered among themselves as they brought clothes to her—rich, clinging silk robes that buckled with a diamond clasp at the waist and fell in billowing folds to the floor.


  One of them knelt and fitted small jeweled slippers on her feet and they all stood back like artisans examining their work and stared at her with proud, possessive admiration.


  “Please, girls,” Sharon said, “I appreciate all this, but I’d much rather have a little information. What did Tana mean by saying I’d do for one night? She acted as if I were going to be killed tomorrow.”


  “But you are,” one of the girl giggled. “Surely you know that.”


  Sharon felt a chill tremor run down her spine.


  “What do you mean?” she cried. She shook her head distractedly, as the three girls continued to regard her with curious eyes. “I—I—can’t die now,” she said desperately. “There’s a young man. He’s in trouble. I’ve got to help him. Can’t you girls help me get out of here? Won’t you please?”


  “We can do nothing,” one of the girls said. She regarded Sharon with sad, solemn eyes and turned away slowly. “You must die tomorrow. That is the custom. The Caliph, Zinidad, will spend only one night with a girl. The next day she must die so that no other man will ever again possess her. We can do nothing to help you.”


  “But I’ve got to get away,” Sharon said frantically. She stood up from the couch and desperately paced the length of the room. “I just can’t die now.” The door opened and Tana entered. “You look lovely,” she murmured. “You are worthy of the great honor in store for you. You will come with me now. The Caliph is waiting your arrival with eagerness.”


  “He can keep right on waiting,” Sharon said hotly. “I’m not going.”


  She backed against a wall, her breasts heaving with anger. “You can tell your exalted tub of lard that he’s just out of luck. I’m not going to him and he can’t make me.”


  Tana’s classic features were expressionless as she stepped to the wall and gently tapped a small gong. The clear note of the bell had hardly rippled away to silence before the door opened and two giant blacks appeared. Their huge faces were without expression as they regarded Tana.


  She indicated Sharon with a nod of her head.


  “Take her to the Caliph’s private quarters. He is awaiting her,” she murmured.


  The blacks inclined their heads submissively and then moved toward Sharon. The girl backed away, her small fists clenched desperately.


  The blacks moved stolidly toward her and she suddenly realized the futility of resistance. Her shoulders slumped wearily and she leaned tiredly against the wall.


  “What’s the use,” she said bitterly and walked toward the giant Nubians.


  Their faces were expressionless as they took her arms in their great hands and led her from the room . . .


  THE CALIPH’S private boudoir was a magnificent affair, discreetly illuminated by scented candles, perfumed by pots of fragrant incense and dominated by a vast circular bed covered with soft shimmering silk and adorned by the fat, sprawling figure of the Caliph.


  Sharon was led across the rug-draped, shining marble floor to the side of the great bed. They released her arms then, bowed ceremoniously to the Caliph and backed from the room, making low obeisances every few feet.


  The door closed behind them and


  Sharon heard a bolt sliding into place with a sound of finality.


  The Caliph opened his little eyes and peered at her. He was attired in a loose white cloak that looked like a Roman toga; and his face seemed almost lost in folds of flesh as he smiled slowly and sensually at her.


  “Come to me, my child,” he said. Sharon crossed her arms. Her small jaw was set.


  “I will not,” she said distinctly.


  The Caliph looked at her in injured surprise.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Just what I said,” Sharon said firmly. “I was brought here by force, against my will. This is far as I go. If you try anything I’ll scratch your eyes out.”


  The Caliph squirmed slightly. His fat, moon-like face wore an almost comic expression of bewilderment.


  “You must not talk that way,” he said, “Remember I am the Caliph. My words are law.”


  “Not with me they aren’t,” Sharon said grimly.


  The Caliph heaved himself laboriously up on one elbow and regarded her with petulant surprise.


  “May Allah protect us,” he sighed, “from disobedient women.”


  “You’re just too accustomed to having your own way,” Sharon said. “Who gave you the right to order women around as if they were slaves?”


  “But,” the Caliph said, genuinely astonished, “what else are they?”


  Sharon stamped her small foot in exasperation. She was becoming increasingly annoyed with the dictatorial old lecher.


  “You’re just like all men,” she said hotly. “You think because you are women’s physical superior that it gives you a divine right to dominate them mentally and spiritually. A woman is the equal of any man, anywhere, anytime. In fact they have more brains and skill than the average man. Where I came from women have fought for their rights and have proven themselves in all fields to be the equal of any male.”


  The Caliph shook his head ominously.


  “Those are dangerous words,” he said. What would happen to civilization if all women began thinking as you do?”


  “What have men done by themselves,” Sharon said, “other than wage wars and establish elaborate harem systems?”


  ZINIDAD scratched his round head moodily.


  “What have women done in this place you come from? Have they improved things?”


  “Well,” Sharon said, hesitating, “they haven’t gotten everything straightened out yet, but they’re on the right trail. We still have wars; but,” she added defensively, “even in war women are proving themselves the equal of man. They can fly planes as well as any man.”


  “Fly planes?” Zinidad said wonderingly. “What are planes?”


  “One of the inventions of my land,” Sharon explained, “is a machine that flys through the air, miles above the ground, faster than any bird. It has revolutionized commerce, warfare and civilization.”


  Zinidad laughed delightedly.


  “What a sport that must be,” he cried. “Tell me more about these marvelous things.” He smiled and wagged a plump finger playfully. “I know there is no truth in what you speak, but it amuses me to hear you tell of such wonderful things.” He patted the edge of his silken bed. “Sit here beside me and tell me more of these fables.”


  Sharon sat down gingerly. She hoped that she had gotten the Caliph’s mind off his original intentions, but she was ready to move quickly if she were wrong.


  She sighed with relief when the Caliph lay back and closed his eyes, a peaceful smile on his face. “Tell me your fables,” he murmured.


  “All right,” Sharon said . . .


  She talked for almost an hour, telling the Caliph of the world of the future, until finally she noticed that his eyes had closed and his breathing had become heavy and regular. Sharon stopped speaking and watched the slumbering figure. Finally the Caliph began to snore, loudly and rythmically.


  “Just like a man,” Sharon thought disgustedly.


  She realized then that she was tired. She thought of Drake but she knew there was nothing she could do to help him until the following day. She rose softly from the bed, careful not to disturb the Caliph and lay down on one of the thick, soft skins that decorated the marble floor. The room was warm and the heavy skin was luxuriously comfortable under her tired body.


  She kicked off her slippers and in a few seconds was soundly asleep.


  CHAPTER IV


  DRAKE had been led from the presence of the Caliph by the giant black guards to a dark, dank dungeon in the bowels of the palace and left there, locked in a miserable cell, five feet by five without illumination or ventilation of any sort.


  When he heard the ponderous footsteps of the guards departing, fading away into silence, he made a groping inspection of his quarters. There was a tiny trickle of running water in one corner that fell into a small open drain; and against the opposite wall a bundle of cold dirty rags was evidently a comfortless substitute for a cot.


  He tried the door, but it was locked securely. He sat down then on the bundle of rags, turned his collar up about his neck against the damp chill of the place and settled down to await developments.


  They were not long in coming.


  Hardly fifteen minutes had passed before he heard footsteps in the corridor and saw an edge of light under the door. A key clicked against metal and the door swung open; Humai, the plump Wizard, stood in the doorway, holding a lamp above his head.


  “Greetings,” he murmured. “May I come in?”


  Drake got to his feet.


  “Make yourself at home,” he said sarcastically. “Take any chair you like. Would you care for a drink? Something to eat?”


  “You mustn’t be bitter, my friend,” Humai, said suavely. He stepped into the small cell and carefully closed the door behind him.


  “Where is Sharon?” Drake demanded. “What are they going to do to her?”


  Humai shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Tonight she will spend with Zinidad, but after that—” He turned his palms out and shrugged again. “Who knows?”


  Drake clenched his fists and stared helplessly at the heavy door and thick walls of his cell.


  “Isn’t there something I can do to help her?” he asked.


  “We may all need help before long,” Humai murmured. “You are scheduled for the water torture tomorrow. And if our Caliph’s disposition doesn’t improve very shortly he will also want to remove my venerable head.”


  “Possibly,” Drake suggested, “we can work together.”


  Humai smiled. “I was thinking of something like that. I brought you two here to please the Caliph, but it hasn’t quite worked out that way. After all my experiments and labors I have failed to please Zinidad. And in Bagdad that is fatal.”


  In spite of the desperate plight he was in, Drake couldn’t suppress his curiosity in regard Humai’s miraculous ability to pierce the planes of time and space.


  “Just how did you work it?” he asked. “Time travel has been experimented with in the twentieth century but no one ever got beyond the theoretical stage.”


  “It was simple enough,” Humai said. He smiled, his little eyes twinkling. “And I had a very powerful compulsion to stimulate me. The Caliph wished for women of the past and future and I was ordered to provide them for him. I worked for several years on my device and his patience was wearing very thin. If I hadn’t succeeded on my last attempt it is doubtful that I would ever have gotten another chance.”


  “Were we the first to be honored with your attentions?” Drake asked drily.


  Humai nodded.


  “I chose the year nineteen-forty-three at random. But I made a miscalculation on my first attempt and landed in the year of nineteen-forty-four. I stayed just long enough to find out roughly what was going on before coming back to nineteen-forty-three.”


  HUMAI’S words caused a sudden quiver of excitement to race through Drake’s veins.


  “You were actually ‘in’ nineteen-forty-three?” he asked.


  “Yes,” said Humai.


  Drake seized him by both arms.


  “Can you tell me of anything you saw?” he asked.


  Humai frowned and stroked his chin thoughtfully.


  “I didn’t pay much attention,” he said, “I listened to scraps of conversation, drifting here and there, but I wasn’t awfully concerned about what was going on.”


  “You must remember something,” Drake insisted.


  “Oh, yes,” Humai said, “I remember several things. For one, everyone was talking about a place called Dakar.”


  “Yes,” Drake prompted anxiously, “what were they saying about Dakar?” Humai squinted at the ceiling and frowned.


  “They were saying something about an attack being launched from there toward a place called Brazil.”


  Drake snapped his fingers suddenly. “Of course, of course,” he said tensely. “Do you remember anything else?


  Humai thought for a moment and then shook his round head deliberately.


  “No,” said he decisively. “That was all the people were talking about. Everyone seemed quite concerned about it.”


  “Had the attack succeeded?” Drake asked quickly.


  “Oh, yes,” Humai said. “I gathered that it had been quite a thorough success. That was why everyone was so concerned. It seems they hadn’t expected anything like that.”


  “Of course they hadn’t!” Drake said bitterly. “What stupid fools we were.” He began to pace the narrow cell, his clenched hands jammed into his pockets. Humai’s news had shocked him from the thought of his own predicament.


  The Germans had struck—or would strike in ’44—at South America from Dakar. And that attack was going to succeed unless something could be done to warn the Allied leaders of its impending threat.


  He wheeled suddenly on Humai. “I’ve got to get out of here,” he said fiercely. “I’ve got to get back to my own time.”


  “I’m afraid that is quite impossible,” Humai said. “The time device has not been prepared for another trip as yet; and that is liable to take quite some time.”


  “How long?” Drake demanded.


  “I don’t really know,” Humai said. “But,” he added, smiling gently, “only one person at a time can make the trip. And if the Caliph’s present unfriendly attitude toward me continues, I know who that one person is going to be. I will have to use the time device to save myself from his wrath. That may be my only possibility of escaping.”


  “But you don’t understand,” Drake cried. “It’s absolutely imperative that I get back. Or, if only one can go, send the girl back. I’ll stay here—gladly. But one of us has to get back with the information you’ve given me.”


  Humai chuckled softly.


  “It is useless to talk,” he murmured.


  THE cell door behind him suddenly swung slowly open. Humai stopped in mid-sentence when he heard the creak of the hinges. He turned slowly to the door, his face bland, impassive, unrevealing.


  Drake was staring at the woman who stood in the doorway. She was tall, with fine skin and dark smouldering eyes. Her hair was black as a raven’s wing, except for a spot at each temple that looked as if it had been brushed lightly with silver dust. She wore a crimson robe that buckled at her throat with a huge diamond clasp and fell in straight, classic folds to the ground. The points of her small golden slippers were visible under the hem of her cloak.


  Humai inclined his head slightly toward the woman.


  “It is indeed a surprise to see you here, O beautiful Tana.”


  Tana regarded him calmly but there was a faint enigmatic smile at the corners of her curving mouth.


  “I, too, am surprised,” she murmured. “I had hoped to talk to the prisoner alone. It is a pity that you must leave so soon, my dear Humai.”


  “Some things cannot be helped,” Humai sighed. He turned and smiled softly at Drake. “I will speak to you again, my friend.”


  He bowed ceremoniously to Tana and then padded from the cell, closing the door gently behind him.


  Tana waited until his footsteps had faded down the corridor before turning to Drake. Her deep thoughtful eyes regarded him searchingly.


  “I am Tana,” she said softly, when her inspection was completed. “I am the mistress of the Caliph’s harem. I wish to talk to you.”


  “Everyone seems to have that idea tonight,” Drake said, without humor. “There’s not much I can do but listen. What is it you want?”


  “I think perhaps you and I can come to an understanding,” Tana said. “I can offer you your freedom if you are willing to help me.”


  Drake smiled at her.


  “Every bargain has two parts,” he said. “What is it you want me to do?”


  “You are hardly in a position to bargain,” Tana said.


  Drake shrugged. “I think I’m in a pretty good position,” he said. “You obviously need me or you wouldn’t be here. Supposing you tell me the whole story.”


  TANA hesitated momentarily. Her fine, delicate features were expressionless, but there was a wary glint in her deep eyes.


  “I can’t tell you everything,” she said finally. “Years ago when I was young and had the enticements of youth to offer our Caliph, I was his favorite and confidant. When he was through with me he didn’t put me to death as was his usual custom. My influence with him was strong enough to prevent him from delivering me to his royal torturers. Instead he appointed me mistress of his harem, where I serve as the custodian and servant to his precious little creatures.” She paused and Drake noticed that her white cheeks were stained with red spots of anger. “I, Tana, who once lived like the queen of Bagdad and with whom ministers and princes vied for favor, was relegated to a position of a servant. Zinidad knew that would be worse than death for me and it has been. The humiliation and baseness of my state is as intolerable as the water torture would have been.”


  “A tough break,” Drake said sympathetically, “but how does all this affect me?”


  “I have never given up my dream of ruling Bagdad,” Tana continued, ignoring his interruption. “Never in the blackest moments of despair have I ceased to hope, to strive, to fight for what is my rightful position. I have made friends, powerful friends with wealth and influence, who know that my knowledge of the Caliph can be valuable to them. There is much dissatisfaction in Bagdad now. The people are over-burdened with oppressive taxes; there is open grumbling in the markets and streets. The time is right for a bold stroke that will break forever the influence of Zinidad. The time has come to revolt!”


  “Sounds like it might be,” Drake said, “But the only difference between a revolt and a revolution is success. Will your revolt succeed? The Caliph has armies, I presume. What of them?”


  “The main battle must be won here in the castle of the Caliph,” Tana said. “Once the private guards of the Caliph are defeated and he is killed, the people will welcome a new Caliph. The army will defer to the wish of the people. Not only can a revolt succeed, it will succeed!”


  “I’m still in the dark about what you want me for,” Drake said.


  “I will tell you,” Tana said quietly. “Your companion from the world of the future, the beautiful red-haired girl called Sharon, is in a position to help us immensely.”


  AT THE mention of Sharon’s name, all of Drake’s desperate anxiety returned.


  “Where is she?” he demanded. “What has that pot-bellied lecher done to her?”


  “Nothing,” Tana said. “That I can promise. I saw their first meeting. I observed what happened from a small hidden peep-hole which I installed for the purpose of spying on the Caliph. She talked to him for several hours, telling him stories of the strange land from which both of you came. The Caliph finally went to sleep and the girl then lay down on a rug on the floor and did likewise. I know, however, that the Caliph is not through with her. He will want to see her again, to hear more of her strange stories. Thus, for the time, she is safe and in a position close to the Caliph where she can do us much good. If,” Tana smiled slowly, “she can be persuaded to help us with our plan.”


  “Ah,” Drake said, “I begin to see. That’s where I come in. I’m to persuade Sharon to help us toss the Caliph into the discard. Is that right?”


  “Yes,” Tana said.


  “And for that I receive my freedom?”


  “Yes.”


  “And Sharon?” Drake asked. “Will she also receive her freedom?”


  Tana hesitated, then shrugged.


  “If you wish it,” she said. “That is a matter of no concern to me. Now what do you say? Freedom for both of you if you help me. If not,” she smiled, “you may take your chances on the tender mercies of the royal torturers.”


  “There’s only one answer,” Drake said. “I’m not a bit interested in your internal problems, but I do want freedom for myself and Sharon. I’ll do what I can with her. How can I arrange to see her?”


  “I will arrange that,” Tana said. “She will be brought here tomorrow morning.”


  “What precisely do you want her to do?” Drake asked.


  “I will tell you later. First talk to her and get her promise to help. Our plans are not quite complete. My main support will come from the mighty bandit, Ali Baba, who will provide me with the men to conquer the Caliph’s guards. When we are ready to strike, I will tell you what the red-haired girl must do. That will be soon enough for her to know.”


  “All right,” Drake said. “How soon will it be before I have my freedom?”


  “There need be no delay about that,” Tana said. “When you have talked to the red-haired one in the morning, I will come to you, bringing you suitable clothes and arms. The guards will be easy to handle. You shall go free then and hide in the hills with Ali Baba until we are ready to strike.”


  She turned and moved to the door.


  “Keep silent of all I have told you,” she murmured.


  She opened the door and when it closed behind her, Drake heard heavy bolts sliding into place.


  CHAPTER V


  DRAKE slept fitfully that night in the dank, odorous cell. There was no change in the gloomy darkness to indicate the rising of the sun and the passage of the hours. His stomach told him he had been a long time without food when he awoke, but he couldn’t tell if it were five in the morning or noon. He was not awake long before he heard steps outside his cell and then the bolts clanged back and the door opened.


  Two guards entered, one of them holding a smoking lamp and the other carrying a bowl of food and a pot of warm goat’s milk which he set on the floor.


  Without a look at Drake, the two huge blacks left the cell, closing and locking the door behind them. Drake was left again in the darkness. He groped his way to the food and managed to eat enough of it to satisfy his hunger. The goat milk he left untouched.


  He had just finished his meal when the door opened again and the same guards entered. One of them removed the empty dish and the bowl of milk while the other motioned Drake to his feet.


  Drake got up and a small, almost naked little boy pattered into the cell carrying in his hands a pot of fragrant incense. He set it down in a corner and then stepped to one side of the doorway, salaaming low, until his forehead almost brushed the floor.


  The giant black came to attention on the other side of the doorway, his great dark moon of a face impassive.


  Drake heard another step in the corridor, a light, quick step, and then Sharon was standing in the doorway, looking incredibly radiant in a floating white gown that was set with hundreds of lustrous, milk-white pearls.


  “Darling!” he cried. He stepped toward her, but the great black put his massive hand against his chest and held him back.


  “Hey, what’s the ideal?” Drake said. “I’ll get rid of them,” Sharon said. She nodded imperiously to the great black guard and to the little boy and clapped her hands. Then she pointed to the door.


  The brown, little boy smiled, salaamed and ducked through the door, followed by the giant guard. When their footsteps faded Sharon closed the door and then came quickly across the floor to Drake.


  “Oh, darling,” she whispered, “I’ve been so worried about you.”


  Drake took her in his arms and smiled into her eyes.


  “You needn’t have been,” he said. “You were the one who was in a bad spot.”


  “You’ll never believe what happened,” Sharon said, “I—”


  Drake nodded. “Tana told me all about your stalling the Caliph with stories of the twentieth century.”


  “Tana?” Sharon said. “The harem mistress? How did you see her? And how did she know?”


  “I’ve got a lot to tell you,” Drake said. “And not too much time, so listen carefully.”


  AS QUICKLY as possible he told Sharon what had happened since he had been dragged from her side in Zinidad’s throne room. When he finished, her face was radiant with excitement.


  “But can we trust her, Drake,” she asked worriedly. “She is guaranteeing us our freedom, but we have nothing but her word on that.”


  Drake shrugged.


  “Beggars can’t be choosers; we’ve got to play ball with her, or else.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Sharon said. “But she didn’t say what she wanted me to do, did she?”


  “No,” Drake said, “she didn’t.”


  “I don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep Zinidad interested in my stories,” Sharon said. “I’m afraid he’s liable to slip back into character any time. He was very pleasant this morning in a fatherly sort of way.”


  “Well, it’s your job to keep him from feeling any younger than a father,” Drake said.


  “I’ll try,” Sharon said. “I’ve got to be going now. You will take care of yourself, won’t you, darling?”


  “You bet,” Drake said determinedly, “and you too. We’ve got to get out of this place and get back to the twentieth century. I’m not forgetting for a minute that our first job is to get the information of the Nazi attack on South America into the hands of our State Department.”


  Sharon stood on tiptoes to kiss Drake goodby, then turned and left the tiny cell. The guards in the corridor bowed to her and locked the door after she had gone.


  And Drake settled down to wait . . .


  SEVERAL hours passed before the bolts on the door were drawn again, and this time it was Tana who entered, carrying a bundle of clothes over her arm.


  “Put these on as quickly as possible,” she told him. “We have drugged the guards, but they may come to any minute. I’ll keep watch in the corridor. Hurry!”


  When she stepped out of the cell Drake quickly stripped off his own clothes and climbed into the ones she had brought him. He kicked off his patent leather shoes and slipped his feet into comfortable slippers of well-cured leather. Trousers and blouse went on quickly and a veiled turban completed his attire.


  When he stepped into the corridor Tana handed him a belt from which a curved scimitar hung.


  “Put this on,” she whispered, “you may need it.”


  Three of the great black guards were stretched on the floor beside the cell, breathing heavily.


  Tana glanced at them and then beckoned Drake to follow her.


  “We must hurry,” she said quietly. “When the Nubian guards are discovered there will be a great outcry. We must be far from here by that time.”


  Drake followed Tana for several hundred yards of the winding dark tunnels that honeycombed the bowels of the palace and led gradually up to ground level. When they reached a section of the tunnel where they could feel fresh drafts of air and see sunlight slanting in the barred apertures at the top of the corridor, Tana led him quickly to an unlocked door that opened on one of the rear courts of the palace.


  Drake blinked in the strong sunlight as she threw open the door and led him outside. Two great camels were waiting a few feet from the door. A stable boy held their bridles. At a signal from Tana the boy brought the beasts to their knees and she swung herself into the saddle and motioned Drake to do likewise.


  The stable boy scampered away as Tana took the reins and pulled the great beast to its feet. Drake’s camel lurched upright, with a sickening lurching motion, of its own accord.


  “They are well trained,” Tana said absently. “They are from the royal stables. There is no creature of the desert that can keep up with them.”


  As she spoke she threw her veil across her face and pulled her cloak tightly over her shoulders.


  “You had better do the same,” she said to Drake. “I have chosen a route that will not take us through the populated sectors of the city, but we must be very careful not to be recognized.”


  Drake drew the veil over his face.


  “All set,” he said.


  THE sun was almost half way across a startlingly blue sky, beating down with heavy hot force, as their camels moved slowly from the deserted courtyard, under the great arched gate that led to the wide avenue which flanked the palace.


  They rode quickly through the winding streets of Bagdad, past several jammed market places, and soon they were on the great wide road that from Bagdad to the open stretches of the desert. They followed this road for several miles, moving aside on several occasions to allow long in-coming caravans to pass, and at last they reached the desert and started out on its broad, trackless, shimmering wastes.


  This much of the ride had been taken in absolute silence. Tana seemed to know exactly what she was doing and where she was going and apparently felt no need to explain her course to Drake.


  When the sun was beginning to sink into the west, she pointed the camels toward a range of mountains which had been but a blue blur on the horizon when they left Bagdad, but which were now looming up as individual peaks stretching in an unbroken chain for dozens of miles.


  Drake marveled at the woman’s endurance. His back was almost broken from the heavy lurching of his mount and his tongue was a piece of leather in his mouth. Particles of sand, whirled by the arid desert blasts, stung his face and neck and sifted into his clothes until he felt as if he were clothed in sheets of sanded paper.


  But Tana rode on, saying nothing, looking neither to the right nor left, apparently oblivious to the merciless discomforts of the trip; and Drake clamped his lips together obstinately and resolved that he’d ride until his camel fell rather than ask for a rest.


  When they reached the foot of the mountain peaks Tana led him through a narrow gorge into bewildering mazes of valleys and fissures that split the mountain into thousands of separate ridges, until he knew he was hopelessly and completely lost.


  She rode on until they reached the blank face of an escarpment and Drake thought she was going to drive the camels straight into its flinty side; but a few feet from the sheer towering wall, she brought her camel to a halt.


  Drake’s mount came to a stop beside hers. Drake shifted his position in the hard saddle and glanced around. They were on the floor of a shallow basin, surrounded on all sides by towering cliffs. One narrow fissure led into this small, rock-floored valley and Drake knew it would take an army searching the mountains to find the place.


  “This is as far as we go,” Tana said.


  Drake looked at her, perplexed.


  Tana swung about and faced the blank face of the cliff.


  “Open Sesame!” she called in a clear loud voice.


  For an instant only the echo of her words drifted to their ears rebounding from the sheer sides of the mountain.


  But then Drake heard a sudden rumbling sound as if two huge boulders were being ground together, and an instant later, a great slab of stone moved slowly away from the side of the cliff, revealing a gaping black hole, fifty feet wide and half as high.


  “Come,” Tana said, “This is the cave of All Baba.”


  Her camel moved ahead and Drake’s followed it into the solid darkness of the hole in the side of the cliff.


  CHAPTER VI


  WHEN they entered the cave they turned right after few dozen feet and entered a large room, formed from the natural rock of the mountain. Torches guttered in niches in the wall, throwing a weird illumination over the great hall. The floor was covered with the tanned hides of animals.


  There were a half dozen men lying. about on the floor and one of them climbed to his feet as Tana slid from her mount to the floor.


  He was a colorfully dressed fellow of medium height with a thin brown face and snapping black eyes. A scimitar hung from his waist and a wicked looking dagger was jammed into the sash of his trousers.


  “Greetings, Tana,” he said.


  “Greetings, Ali Baba,” Tana said. “I have brought you the one I spoke about.” She turned and nodded to Drake. “You may dismount. You will stay here for a while, until things are ready and we need you.”


  Drake slid gratefully to the ground and stretched his aching muscles.


  “We need food and drink,” Tana said.


  Ali Baba turned and waved a hand at one of the men lying on the animal skins.


  “Mura,” he called, “prepare food for our guests. Hurry!”


  “I shall have to return immediately,” Tana said, “but I have news which you will like. We strike within the week. Everything has been arranged.”


  Ali Baba’s thin brown face burned with cupidity. He chuckled softly, deep in his throat.


  “You bring very good news,” he said. “But how are my men and I to get into the castle?”


  Tana smiled softly.


  “You will be delivered to the Caliph’s door, my gentle Ali Baba. I have contacted an oil dealer who has a contract to deliver forty casks of olive oil to the palace next week. The casks are huge and each could easily hold a man. Do you understand?”


  “Ah!” Ali Baba murmured. He inclined his head toward Tana, his eyes sharp and bright. “I bow to your cleverness, Tana. But are you sure that forty men and myself will be sufficient to subdue the palace guards of the Caliph?”


  “You have my assurance for that,” Tana said.


  After they had eaten a coarse, but satisfying, meal in the vast, smoky dining-hall, Tana mounted her camel and, after a last word with Ali Baba, left for the return trip to Bagdad.


  Drake was filled with a growing wonder as he contemplated the weird fate that had befallen him. And no small part of his wonder was a result of his meeting with Ali Baba, the thief, in this rocky hidden cavern. He had always believed Ali Baba to have been a completely mythical character from the pages of the Arabian Nights; and it was a shock to discover that the man had actually existed.


  WHEN Tana had gone Ali Baba asked him if he would like to rest. “Sounds like a good idea,” Drake said. “I’m pretty tired from the trip.


  But I notice it didn’t seem to bother Tana particularly.”


  Ali Baba smiled, but there was an uneasy glint in his eye that puzzled Drake.


  “That woman,” he said, “is like a creature of rock. Her heart is like a piece of tough leather.” He shook his head slowly. “I would not like to have her for my enemy.”


  “The same thought has occurred to me,” Drake said drily.


  Ali Baba looked at him moodily.


  “I hope I never have to fight against her,” he said. “She is like a tigress when aroused.”


  “There’s no need to worry,” Drake said. “She needs you as much as you need her. She can’t afford to have you turn against her.”


  “I hope you are right,” Ali Baba said. He frowned dubiously and regarded Drake with his sharp brown eyes. “I like you,” he said unexpectedly. “You speak words of good sense. Would you be interested in inspecting my little domain?”


  “Very much,” Drake said.


  Ali Baba led him from the dining-hall through the rest of the series of connecting caves, explaining as they went what each section was used for. There were sleeping rooms, stalls for camels and horses, workshops where harnesses and weapons were repaired, and several vast storerooms stocked with dried foods, casks of wine and shelves of clothing and equipment of all types and sorts.


  “You see,” Ali Baba explained, “we must be self-sufficient. Frequently when the Caliph’s soldiers are searching the mountains for us, we must hide here in our caves for weeks at a time before it is safe to venture forth.” They had reached the last of the caves and Ali Baba led him to a great massive stone door that was locked and bolted securely.


  “I will show you something now that few have ever seen,” he said. “Possibly you have wondered about our main gate and the password ‘Sesame’ which is needed to open it?”


  “Yes, I have,” Drake said. “It looked like witchcraft to me.”


  “It is nothing like that,” Ali Baba smiled.


  He unlocked the heavy door, swung it back and started down steps carved in the heavy rock. “Follow me,” he said.


  Drake started down the steps after the bandit chieftan, moving carefully in the dark. After several winding turns he saw a flicker of illumination below that threw a dappled light on the steps beneath his feet.


  Ali Baba made the last turn and stepped out on a small balcony. When Drake joined him he saw he was overlooking a vast chamber, fully as large as any of the great caves that he had seen above.


  In the center of the room, a massive, heavy-spoked wheel was set on a pivot in the floor; and Drake’s hands suddenly tightened with horror as he saw that to each spoke was chained a filthy, rag-covered human being.


  THE dazed broken figures hung over the spokes, as lifeless as pieces of wood. Their physical degradation was appalling. Hair hung over their eyes and thin shoulders and their ribs stuck out cadaverously through their scanty, torn rag coverings.


  “You see,” Ali Baba said, “there is nothing mysterious about our little secret. Watch!”


  He clapped his hands together and said, “Open Sesame!”


  Instantly the broken, shambling figures began to stir. Their eyes did not lift to the sound of Ali Baba’s voice, but their muscles contracted, automatically, instinctively.


  They laid their weight against the spokes and gradually, ponderously, the great wheel began to turn. The shackled figures strained forward soundlessly and the only noise that broke the gruesome, unnatural silence was the scraping of their unshod feet on the stone floor. When the wheel had completed a half circle, the shackled figures stopped, like obedient horses anticipating a command from a master.


  “You see?” Ali Baba said. He clapped his hands again. “Close Sesame!” he said.


  The men resumed their task, straining their frail, broken figures against the spokes until the great wheel had completed its circle; then they relaxed and slumped against the spokes, lifeless, motionless, senseless—waiting until again the command of “Sesame” should penetrate their dull, fogged brains and flag their muscles into automatic response.


  “What do you think?” Ali Baba asked. “Is it not clever? These husks you see on the wheel are those who sought to betray me, and who were unlucky enough to fall into my hands. After a few years on the wheel even the most independent spirit learns that revolt and resistance are useless. Gradually they adapt themselves to their task until they become as obedient horses. They have but one task; they know but one command; and they do their work well.”


  “I think it’s a criminal way to treat human beings,” Drake said grimly. “A knife through the back would be more merciful.”


  “Possibly,” Ali Baba shrugged, “but a dead man is of no use to anyone, not even to himself. This way these creatures are able to perform some service.”


  “Yes,” Drake said, “but you could put them to work making an automatic leverage system that would open your gate just as effectively.”


  Ali Baba shrugged again.


  “Maybe there is something in what you say. But let us not worry about it now. For the present this system is satisfactory. Now you must rest.” Drake followed Ali Baba back to the main sections of the cavern, and was taken to a small room with a soft, skin-covered floor. He was tired and aching in every muscle but it was a long time before sleep came. He couldn’t rid his mind of the picture of the helpless, broken figures on the wheel that operated the main gate of the bandit’s cave.


  THREE days passed in the caverns of Ali Baba, the thief, and Drake grew increasingly impatient as hour followed hour and there was no news from Tana. He slept and ate and talked interminably with Ali Baba, but his anxiety for Sharon prevented him from relaxing. The problem of how he was to effect their escape from this time to the twentieth century with the news of the German invasion of South America was another nagging worry that never completely left him.


  But on the fourth day a messenger arrived, and soon after Ali Baba sought Drake out, his sharp brown eyes snapping with excitement.


  “The period of waiting is over,” he announced. “Tana has sent us word that everything is prepared for us. We will leave within the hour for Bagdad. Tonight we make our entrance into the palace of the Caliph.”


  “It’s about time,” Drake said.


  “The wise man is patient,” Ali Baba said quietly. “We have waited long but our time to strike has come.”


  “I hope Tana has everything set,” Drake said. “Supposing the guards of the Caliph are more powerful than we expect? What then?”


  “The future is in the hands of Allah,” Ali Baba said philosophically. “If we fail, we shall have no more worries at all after a while. The Caliph, Zinidad, will see to that. But enough of this talk. The time is here for action. Prepare yourself to ride, my comrade. The wealth of Bagdad awaits us.”


  CHAPTER VII


  THE moon was a pale thin crescent hanging against the velvet blackness of the night sky when the long line of tired, laden camels reached the great gates of the Caliph’s palace.


  The custodian of the gale signalled the wall guards and then advanced to meet the leader of the caravan.


  “Who is it disturbs the sleep of the Caliph’s palace in the middle of the night?” he challenged.


  “It is Raschid, the merchant,” the leader of the caravan, a gnarled, stooped little man, answered sullenly. “Open the gate, uncivil dog! I have forty barrels of oil for the Caliph’s storehouses.”


  “Who told you to bring them at this hour?” the custodian demanded. “The palace is asleep. Come back with the honest sun tomorrow and I will open the gate for you.”


  “The Mistress Tana directed me to bring them at this hour,” Raschid said stubbornly. “If I leave now you will be answering her questions on the rack tomorrow.”


  The custodian fumbled with his beard for a moment and then angrily ordered the gate-keeper to open the barrier.


  “Let this be on your head,” he bellowed to Raschid.


  “Stop your braying, brother of the swine,” Raschid shouted. “Stand aside and let honest men work.”


  He turned and shouted an order to his camel drivers and soon the long caravan of lumbering beasts was filing into the dark courtyard of the Caliph’s palace.


  Drake had heard the entire conversation, and when he felt the camels begin to move he breathed a sigh of relief. Everything was working according to plan.


  He was crouched in one of the huge leather oil barrels that swung from the sides of the camels. And in each of the remaining barrels was one of Ali Baba’s men, thoroughly armed and ready to spring into action at an instant’s notice.


  The camel train moved slowly across the court and the only sound in the blackness of the night was the solid scraping slump of the camels’ hoofs on the hard-packed dirt floor of the court yard.


  Finally the camels came to a sluggish stop and the caravan attendants began unloading the oil barrels and carrying them into the Caliph’s store house.


  Drake felt the barrels in which he was concealed being lifted and carried into the dark storeroom. The attendants grunted with every step and sighed relievedly when they set the barrel down on the floor.


  The half dozen attendants repeated this procedure until all the barrels were delivered, then they mounted their camels and left the palace.


  The doors of the storeroom were closed by the Caliph’s men, and Drake felt the darkness and silence close over him with an almost physical weight.


  For several moments he heard nothing and then Ali Baba’s voice—a soft whisper from the adjoining barrel—reached his ears.


  “Drake?”


  “Yes?”


  “All is going well. We must wait here until Tana sends her messenger for us.”


  “How long will that be?”


  “Allah knows, my friend. We can but wait.”


  MINUTES passed slowly. The air was close and stifling. Suddenly he heard the sound of a door opening slowly. An instant later the whisper of stealthy movements came to his ears. And he heard the ominous clink of arms.


  Puzzled and alarmed, he raised himself until he could peer over the top of the barrel. Through the murky darkness he saw a group of men moving toward the line of oil barrels. He could vaguely make out the huge shapes of Nubian guards; and he saw the gleam of their scimitars as they advanced with cat-like tread.


  Drake felt a beaded rim of sweat break on his forehead. This certainly wasn’t according to plan. These advancing Nubians hardly looked like messengers from Tana.


  “Ali Baba!” he hissed.


  “What is it?” Ali Baba whispered.


  “Take a peek over the top. I think we’re in for trouble.”


  Dimly he saw Ali Baba’s head emerge from the top of the barrel and he heard the sudden, sharp intake of his breath.


  “Allah aid us! We have been betrayed!”


  Ali Baba’s hoarse whisper sent a chill racing down Drake’s spine.


  The next instant Ali Baba sprang from the barrel, gleaming sword in hand.


  “Arise, my men!” he shouted. “We have been tricked. The Caliph’s guards are here. Slay the great brutes. Arise, men, and fight!”


  There were astounded shouts from Ali Baba’s men and a great roar from the Nubians as they rushed forward, swinging their great scimitars with vicious, destructive strokes.


  Drake leaped from his barrel and was almost decapitated on the spot by the swishing stroke of a gleaming blade. He ducked low and the knife cut air with a vicious screech, not an inch above his head.


  He drove his knee into the groin of the huge black and heard the man gasp in pain. Still crouched, he smashed two hard blows into the black’s stomach that were backed with every atom of his weight and strength.


  The giant fell backward, crying out in a stricken voice and sobbing for breath. His great blade dropped to the floor with a clatter.


  A hand grasped his arm and Ali Baba’s voice was in his ear.


  “Come with me. It is useless to stay and fight. We have not a chance.”


  Drake glanced quickly down the line of fighting, struggling men and he saw that what Ali Baba said was true. Most of his men had been caught without a chance. Before they could climb from the barrels and free their arms, the giant blacks were upon them, slaying them mercilessly with their slashing scimitars. Those who had managed to get out of the barrels were being helplessly forced backward by the superior weight and numbers of their giant adversaries.


  A BLACK entered from a doorway carrying a huge flaming torch, and instantly the wild scene was bathed with flickering, ghostly illumination.


  And by that illumination Drake saw Tana enter and regard the massacre with cold hard eyes. She wore a great crimson cloak and with her white cruel face, fathomless eyes and gleaming black hair, thrown into relief by the flaming torch, she looked like the wife of Satan.


  She stood in the doorway, a slim, cold, unmoved figure, watching the savage carnage with a hard, mocking smile on her face, and a flicker of ironic amusement in her deep eyes.


  And Drake knew then who the traitor had been; but he didn’t know why this cold terrible woman had betrayed them.


  Ali Baba tugged at his arm again.


  “Follow me!” he cried. “It is death to stay.”


  Drake needed no more urging.


  He darted after Ali Baba toward another door. He heard Tana’s cold voice rise over the tumult, and a glance over his shoulder showed two of the blacks charging after them, eating the ground with their giant strides.


  Ali Baba tugged frantically at the door.


  “It is stuck!” he gasped. “Allah save us! We are lost.”


  “Keep trying,” Drake snapped. He wheeled to face the three charging giants. He knew he would stand no chance of saving himself from death, but even a second’s delay might give Ali Baba a chance.


  He ducked the first savage blow of the leading giant and dove at the man’s legs. His hip struck the black’s knees squarely and the huge creature sprawled forward, his own momentum and weight smashing him to the floor with bone-shattering force. The second guard tried to check his speed and, failing, sprawled over the prostrate form of his companion.


  Drake was numb from the waist down because of the terrific impact. He tried to crawl to his feet, but before he could even get to his knees, the blacks had regained their feet with the agility of great cats and were upon him—bearing him to the floor under their weight.


  They seized his wrists and jerked him to his feet. He didn’t bother to struggle. In their terrible hands he was helpless as a baby.


  One of the blacks raised his fist and brought it down against his temple and all sound and light faded from his brain into a morass of blackness . . .


  CHAPTER VIII


  WHEN Drake felt consciousness filtering back to him he was first conscious of a terrible ache in his head, and then a dragging bumping sensation as if he were being hauled between two horses over a bumpy road.


  He opened his eyes and when he was able to focus them he realized that he was in the grip of the two Nubians who had captured him and was being dragged across the rough floor of the storeroom.


  The blacks carried him through an open door, across the drafty black courtyard, and finally, after an interminable trip through the mazes of the palace they halted at the great golden doors which he remembered led to the Caliph’s throne room.


  The gates were swung back and the guards started forward again, dragging him unceremoniously across the luxurious marble floor of the throne room and finally releasing him before the great throne of Zinidad. Drake almost collapsed when they took their hands from him, but he forced himself to straighten and stand erect before the throne.


  Zinidad was sprawled on his great silken pillow, regarding him with wrathful expectancy. At his side stood Tana, tall, proud, cold, her white face as devoid of emotion as a marble statue.


  “Drake!” a soft, anxious voice beside him said. “Are you all right? Look at me, please!”


  Drake turned his aching head with an effort. Sharon was standing at one side, several feet away. He noticed dully that her arms were bound behind her back. She wore a long, flowing white gown buckled at her waist, and her hair fell to her bare shoulders in disarray. Her face and eyes were anxious.


  “Please,” she said again, “are you all right, darling?”


  “I guess so,” Drake muttered. He shook his head and some of the cobwebs disappeared. “I feel all right.”


  “That is fine.” Zinidad interrupted their conversation with a soft chuckle. “I am very glad you are feeling all right. I am glad both of you feel all right, because in a little while you will not be feeling so good. You will know then how unwise it is to cross the kind Caliph, Zinidad.” He turned and smiled affectionately at Tana. “If it had not been for my little Tana your clever plot might have succeeded. But Tana is loyal; Tana is grateful for the many things I have done for her. And I will not forget this new evidence of her loyalty.”


  Tana inclined her head slowly.


  “I am happy serving you, O generous Caliph.”


  Drake understood then the reason behind Tana’s betrayal. She had never intended to sponsor a genuine revolt against the Caliph. She had simply engineered one and then, by informing Zinidad of what was to happen, had earned his undying gratitude. She had sacrificed Ali Baba, his men, and Sharon and him, so that she gained again a position of influence close to the Caliph.


  And it looked as if her clever, ruthless plan had succeeded completely.


  DRAKE looked at her with blazing contempt. She returned his gaze calmly, mockingly with the merest hint of a scornful smile at the edges of her thin, curving lips.


  “I am surprised at my little story teller,” Zinidad said sadly, regarding Sharon and wagging his fat head slowly. “I did not think she would join my enemies to betray me.” He pursed his soft, lecherous lips and smiled gently. “As much as it pains me, I must see that you share the same fate as the others.” He turned languidly to Drake. “And you, my clever friend, I must ask you where the thieving scoundrel Ali Baba is.”


  This was the first indication Drake had that Ali Baba had escaped.


  “I don’t know where he is,” he said. “We will find him wherever he is,” Zinidad murmured. “And now you two unfortunate people must pay for your crimes.” He clapped his soft hands together. “Take them to our pleasant torture chamber and make them comfortable,” he said to the guards who stepped to Drake’s side. “But,” he added, with a roguish shake of his finger, “don’t be too hasty with the procedure. We want our guests to enjoy themselves for several days.”


  The guards bowed impassively, took Drake’s arms in their huge hands and led him toward the door. Sharon followed behind him, escorted by two more guards . . .


  DRAKE and Sharon were led to a room deep in the bowels of the palace, which, judging from the unpleasant looking instruments and racks that adorned the place, was used as the Caliph’s private torture chamber.


  They were shackled to walls, hands above their heads, facing each other about eight feet apart. The guards withdrew then, closing and locking the heavy, barred door after them.


  The position was not particularly uncomfortable, but, Drake realized it would become very monotonous as the hours passed.


  “This looks like the end,” he said bitterly. “We haven’t got a chance of getting out, now.” He tugged desperately, futilely, at the iron gyves that secured his wrists. “It’s no use. I don’t give a damn about myself, but thinking about you almost drives me out of my head.”


  “Let’s don’t give up yet,” Sharon said. “Something may turn up yet. And stop worrying about me.” She threw her shining red hair back from her forehead with a toss of her head. “I’m not going to give them any satisfaction.”


  “That’s the spirit, honey,” Drake said. He was silent a moment, thinking of Tana. “That witch!” he finally said explosively. “She certainly sold us down the river in neat style.”


  “It’s too bad it happened just when it did,” Sharon said moodily. “I had the Caliph right under my thumb. He was so intrigued with the stories I told him that he was willing to do anything for me. If Tana hadn’t turned rat on us I might have talked him into letting us go.”


  “Well, there’d still be the problem of getting back to our own time,” Drake said. “The wizard, Humai, controls the time machine and he was getting ready to use it himself to get away from the Caliph. I wonder if he’s gone yet.”


  “No, he’s still around,” Sharon said. “I’ve seen him several times. He was very respectful to me because he knew I was the Caliph’s favorite.” She smiled ruefully. “Queen for a day, that’s me.”


  The bolts on the heavy door suddenly rasped; Drake glanced warningly at Sharon.


  The door swung open and Tana, tall, cold and imperious, walked into the room and faced them, her thin face hard and expressionless. The door closed behind her.


  She flicked her eyes from Sharon to Drake; a mocking smile touched her lips.


  “Comfortable?” she asked, amusement in her voice.


  “As comfortable as possible,” Drake said, “considering the company.”


  TANA glared angrily at him, her reserve shattered for an instant. She breathed hard and spots of color touched her pale cheeks.


  “You won’t be quite so spirited in a few more hours,” she said harshly.


  “Is that what you came here to tell us?” Drake asked sarcastically.


  Tana smiled. “As a matter of fact, no. I came here again to bargain with you. You are in even a worse position now than you were on the first occasion.”


  “But I have the benefit of experience,” Drake said. “I know that bargaining with you is a profitless business. Whatever the deal, the answer is no.”


  “A pity,” Tana said calmly. “I was prepared to help, not you but the girl, for your cooperation, but since you are obstinate—” She shrugged and moved toward the door.


  “Wait a minute,” Drake said quickly. “I’ll do whatever I can if it will help Sharon.”


  Tana turned back, smiling mockingly.


  “I shouldn’t give you another chance,” she said, “but I am preparing to be merciful. For information concerning the whereabouts of Ali Baba I will see to it that the girl dies quickly.”


  “But I don’t know where he is,” Drake said desperately.


  “You must do better than that,” Tana said. “You and he attempted to escape together. You were caught; he got away. You must have an idea where he was going.”


  “I swear I don’t,” Drake said. “He grabbed me by the arm and led me to the door. I haven’t the faintest idea what he had in mind.”


  Tana shrugged.


  “Obviously then we can’t bargain. I would have been willing to spare the girl the unpleasantness of being tortured to death, but since you can’t help me I have no recourse but to order the royal torturers to proceed.”


  She was standing with her back to a large, massive pillar and as she turned to leave a brown arm appeared from behind the pillar, whipped swiftly about her throat and closed inexorably.


  Tana’s reaction was instinctive and ferocious. Every muscle in her lithe, steel-strong body contracted in a wild effort to break the strangling pressure of the arm against her throat.


  Drake’s heart pounded with a sudden hope as he watched the woman’s frantic struggle.


  Her face reddened and her eyes bulged horribly. Her mouth opened like a wide, red wound as she fought to draw breath into her laboring lungs.


  But her struggles were futile. The arm tightened slowly and finally her body slumped with the suddennes of a taut wire snapping.


  FROM behind the pillar stepped a lean, wiry man with brown face and snapping dark eyes. He released his arm from Tana’s throat and stretched her on the floor.


  He looked up then and smiled at Drake.


  “I did not forget you my friend,” he said.


  “Ali Baba!” Drake cried incredulously. “I never thought I’d see you again.”


  Ali Baba looked reproachful.


  “I do not forget my friends,” he said. He glanced down at Tana’s still form and his face darkened. “Or my enemies.”


  He crossed to Drake quickly and unscrewed the gyves that held his wrists. Drake then, with Ali Baba’s help, released Sharon. She massaged her arms gratefully.


  “What now?” Drake asked tensely. “We’re free, but that’s about all.” He glanced at the still figure on the floor. “Is she—dead?”


  Ali Baba shrugged. “Probably not. She is tough and hard.” He chuckled grimly. “But when the Caliph’s men find her here and it is learned that you have escaped,” he grinned wickedly, “the Caliph will certainly make her wish that, she had never been born.”


  “But how are we to get out?” Drake asked. “The doors are well guarded.”


  “Trust me,” Ali Baba said. “I know another manner of leaving. We will be safe in my cave in another six hours, I can promise you that.”


  “No, we can’t go with you,” Drake said. “We’ve got to find Humai, the wizard, and get back to our own time. Can you help us do that?”


  Ali Baba looked dubious.


  “I can try,” he said. “But let us hurry. His chambers are on the other side of the castle.”


  The approach to Humai’s laboratory was well guarded, but Sharon walked confidently and boldly and the soldiers, who apparently did not know that she had fallen from the Caliph’s favor, bowed deferentially to her with elaborate salaams.


  The wizard was peering into a great emerald ball when they entered his smoky chambers. He was wearing a long white gown, marked with the signs of the zodiac. Steaming beakers filled the high-domed room with aromatic gases and in the midst of these swirling vapors Humai appeared as a fat, smiling gnome.


  He regarded them with a cheerful, benign smile.


  “What an honor,” he said, rubbing his pink hands together. He bowed to Sharon. “I trust you are well and happy?”


  Drake realized that Humai probably didn’t know of recent developments between Sharon and the Caliph. He still thought of her as the Caliph’s favorite. That one fact might save them all.


  “We’re quite well,” Drake answered. “We are here at the orders of the Caliph. He wishes that Sharon be sent back to her own time.”


  HUMAI peered at them, blinking good-naturedly.


  “Is our Caliph so tired already of his little story teller?” he inquired mildly.


  “His reasons are his own,” Drake said, “and none of our business. But speed is important.”


  “Of course,” Humai murmured. “But we must wait until I talk to the Caliph. There are several things I must ascertain before I can send his story teller back to her own time.” He smiled gently. “How do I know the Caliph wishes her to leave?”


  “You have our word on that,” Drake said.


  “That, I am sorry, is not sufficient,” Humai said.


  “Why do we waste words with the fat fool?” Ali Baba said disgustedly. “Treat rogues like rogues and saints like saints has always been my credo.”


  He grabbed Humai by the front of his cloak and jerked him forward. A knife appeared magically in his other hand and its gleaming point grazed the wizard’s pink neck.


  “Do you need more persuasion?” he growled.


  Humai’s fat face was the color of chalk. His loose lips sagged foolishly and his eyes were wide with terror.


  “Please,” he gasped weakly, “take the knife away. I will do as you wish.”


  “That’s better,” Ali Baba said.


  “I can’t send all of you,” Humai said, breathing a little more easily. “I can send you at the same time, but you will arrive a year apart in the future. My device is graded only at yearly intervals.”


  “That’ll have to do,” Drake said. He turned to Sharon. “You first, honey. And get to the State Department as fast as you can when you get to Washington. Remember, don’t waste a second!” He kissed her suddenly. Wait for me, darling. It will only be a year.”


  “I’ll wait,” Sharon said. She smiled mistily. “If you don’t show up I’m coming back to get you. And remember, I’m a gal who keeps her word. I never told a story in my life.”


  “That’s right,” Drake said. “But—” He stopped abruptly and stared at her, a smile breaking on his face. A dozen facts fitted suddenly together in his mind forming a complete and definite pattern. He started to laugh. “The hell you didn’t!” he said. You’re the greatest story-teller of all time. Why, hell, honey, you’re Scheherazade!”


  Sharon stared at him in bewilderment.


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Nothing could be more obvious,” Drake grinned. “You certainly remember the story of Scheherazade, the heroine of the Arabian Nights? The beautiful damsel who bewitched the Caliph of Bagdad with her highly imaginative stories and saved her own life by so doing.”


  “But,” Sharon protested, blushing, “I never told him anything like the stories in the Arabian Nights! Those stories are terrible. I mean,” she added hastily, “I’ve been told they’re terrible.”


  “Maybe you didn’t tell them,” Drake said, “but you certainly got credit for them. In old Arabic the name of the story teller was ‘Sharzard.’ That’s close enough to ‘Sharon Ward’ to make the entire thing fit perfectly.”


  Ali Baba interrupted irritably.


  “Come, we must hurry.”


  “That’s right,” Drake said. He grinned at Sharon. “So long, honey. Remember, you’re going to wait for me.”


  HUMAI led the girl to a small bench on which a delicate, coiled apparatus was set He made minute adjustments on several dials and then clamped a filament wire to Sharon’s left wrist.


  “You will feel nothing,” he said gently.


  “Goodbye, darling,” Sharon cried.


  Drake kissed her quickly.


  “A year isn’t so long,” he murmured. “And,” he grinned, stepping back from her, “you’ll have something better to do than tell stories when we get married.”


  “Well,” Sharon said, dropping her eyes, “naturally.”


  Drake was watching her, memorizing each of her lovely features, the curved arch of her eyebrows, the way her hair fell in waves to her shoulders, when suddenly her body seemed to shimmer, her features blurred faintly as if he were looking at her through a screen—and then she was gone!


  He stepped forward involuntarily, a shocked, lost feeling in his heart.


  “You are next,” Humai said.


  Drake clasped Ali Baba’s hand tightly.


  “Why don’t you come too? You’d be only a year beyond me. I’d wait and watch for you.”


  “No, my friend,” Ali Baba smiled. Humai fastened the filament to Drake’s wrist,


  “I’m sorry,” Drake said.


  “So am I,” Ali Baba said, shaking his head. “We have been good comrades.”


  Drake was thinking how stupid he had been in not realizing before the relationship between Sharon Ward and the Scheherazade whom most scholars considered a mythical character. He realized that the story of Ali Baba and his forty thieves would be told and retold in Bagdad and gradually take its place in the legends of the Thousand and One Nights.


  If he had known that before, he wouldn’t have allowed Ali Baba and his men to blunder into the trap in the Caliph’s palace; for the story of that betrayal he had read in college. But it did no good to think of such things now.


  But he did think of one other thing. “Ali Baba,” he said suddenly. “You will not be with us very long.”


  “Yes, my comrade?”


  “Speak quickly,” Humai said.


  “Ali Baba,” Drake said, “will you promise to do me one more favor?”


  “Name it, comrade, and by the sacred name of Allah, it shall be done.”


  “Those poor wretches on the wheel that operates your cavern gate deserve mercy. Will you release them when you return to your cave?”


  Ali Baba frowned.


  “But—”


  “You promised,” Drake cried.


  Ali Baba shook his head disgustedly.


  “All right, all right,” he said moodily. “But it is a hard thing you ask, for I have been thinking these last few hours of the exact spoke to which I would chain Tana, the foul ingrate who betrayed us. But,” he shrugged disgustedly, “as you say, I have given my promise. It shall be done.”


  “Thanks, Comrade,” Drake said. “You’ll feel better yourself about—He felt a slight shiver shake his body. “Goodbye,” he said anxiously. “I think—”


  His consciousness faded in a roaring spiral of darkness that seemed to pluck him upward with incredible speed and power . . .


  WHEN Sharon regained consciousness she was in Washington, D.C., and to her intense relief, in the twentieth century. She went directly to her apartment, where she got rid of the clothes she had worn in the Caliph’s harem; then bathed and dressed she took a cab for the State Department . . .


  The three men at the table listened to her story, carefully, with thoughtfully pursed lips, frowns on their faces.


  When she had finished, the man in the center, a tall, gray-haired gentleman, with a shrewd lined face, glanced briefly at his two companions and then turned back to her, smiling.


  “Miss Ward,” he said, “we owe you a debt of thanks. From what you have told us we will be able to make the necessary preparations to check any attempt the Axis might make to invade South America.


  “We should have seen the way the wind was blowing ourselves,” he continued, with a wry smile; “but sometimes even the most obvious facts are overlooked.”


  “I feel relieved that it’s out of my hands,” Sharon said. “Drake—Mr. Masterson insisted that T come to you immediately.”


  “He was right,” the gray haired man assured her. He paused and then frowned. “But where is Mr. Masterson now? He is one of our most able young men and there’s a number of jobs we could use him on.”


  Sharon faltered.


  “I really can’t tell you,” she said, because I don’t know. But he won’t be back to Washington for another year.”


  “I see, Miss Ward. I realize, of course, that he must have been out of the country to gather this information.” He shook his head admiringly. “These young men have a spirit of adventure that I respect tremendously. Why this whole thing is just like something from the Arabian Nights.”


  Sharon smiled.


  “Isn’t it, though?” she said.


  She left the offices of the State Department, feeling relieved and fairly happy. But she wondered what the devil she was going to do for a whole year . . .


  SILVER RAIDERS OF SIRIUS


  First published in the July 1943 issue of Amazing Stories.


  The surprise attack of that mysterious ship out in space was nothing compared to the attack his government made on loyal space captain Hanley!


  CHAPTER I


  THE observation ship bearing the insignia of the Federation Patrol was a streaking pin-point of light against the black immensity of the void. It was blasting across the trackless wastes of space toward Earth.


  On the forward control bridge of the hurtling ship, second officer Ward Hanley turned an instant from the visi-screen and grinned cheerfully at his lanky assistant, Brick Masters.


  “Just a few more hours,” he said, “and we’ll be home again. This has been a long trip.”


  “And a dull one,” Brick said sourly. “Why they want to photograph millions of square miles of nothing is more than I can figure out.”


  “They’ve got to use us for something,” Ward said. “We can’t just sit around space bases and draw our pay. These observation flights at least break the monotony a bit.”


  He turned back and studied the visi-screen with alert, careful eyes; but its broad black screen was empty, except for a trail of light in one corner which was caused by an asteroid storm a few hundred thousand miles away.


  “The Federation hasn’t got much to do these days,” he said. “The space wars ended years ago, while you and I were still in knee pants.” He sighed slightly. “A Federation officer then had a real job. But now . . .” He shrugged his wide, heavy shoulders and didn’t bother to complete the sentence. His tanned, clean-cut features were serious under the shadow of visored cap.


  “I know what you mean,” Brick muttered. He shoved his cap back on his head and frowned disgustedly. “This job would be fine for an old man with a touch of gout who needed a good rest. I’m getting sick of it. If things don’t pick up, I’m going to resign my commission and take a crack at getting a master’s ticket for the Merchant service. At least you can make some money with your own tub.”


  “That’s true,” Ward said slowly. He was silent for a moment. “You know,” he said, at last, “I’ve had the same idea myself for several months. I entered the Federation service because I figured Earth might need fighting officers again some day. But I don’t want to sit around the next thirty years twiddling my thumbs and waiting for a pension.”


  “That’s the way I feel,” Brick said somberly. He shook his head disgustedly. “And the Federation is getting worse every day. Did you see the last bulletin before we left? The one about stripping armor and cannon off everything in the service except half a dozen experimental fighters? What kind of an outfit will we be without armed ships? We might just as well be in the Merchant service then.”


  Ward frowned thoughtfully.


  “I saw that bulletin,” he said. “I suppose the brass hats know what they’re doing, but wouldn’t we be in a sweet spot if we were attacked after we had junked all our armed ships?”


  “Who’d attack us?” Brick asked in surprise. “The planets in our system are uninhabited and the Federation rounded up the last of the freebooters years ago. The only ships operating in the void are licensed by the Federation and their position and movements are known every minute.”


  Ward shrugged. “I was stating a hypothetical proposition. There isn’t any likelihood of our being attacked, but it seems to me we shouldn’t bank absolutely on that. As long as there’s a possibility of trouble breaking, we should keep an armed force ready.”


  “But that’s just the point,” Brick said gloomily, “there isn’t any possibility of trouble starting.”


  “Maybe,” Ward said.


  HE WAS silent for an instant as he studied the blank face of the visi-screen. Finally he turned to Brick and his grey eyes were thoughtful. “It’s a funny thing, Brick,” he said quietly, “but this attitude of pacifism has gotten much stronger recently. Until a few years ago the policy of Earth was preparedness—preparedness for any contingency. Earth learned that lesson back in nineteen-forty, over a hundred years ago. But now, there seems to be a systematic attempt to completely change that policy. And I’ve been wondering a lot about it lately.”


  Brick scratched the top of his red head and frowned at Ward.


  “I don’t get what you’re drivin’ at,” he said.


  “Maybe I don’t know myself,” Ward said ironically. “But I do know that a number of officers don’t agree with the Federation’s present policy of destroying our offensive space force. And,” he continued grimly, “it’s odd how fast such officers disappear into obscurity. Remember Captain Slater?”


  “Certainly,” Brick said. “His books on space fighting are standard texts. He was about the greatest fighter pilot the Federation ever developed. What happened to him?”


  Ward shrugged.


  “He was tactless enough to raise hell when the orders came through several years ago to cut the fighter squadrons in half. And when the restrictions on attack firing in the void were handed down he let loose another blast. That was five years ago.”


  “Where is he now?” Brick asked. “Nobody knows,” Ward said. “He resigned his commission and left the service. That, at least, is the official story. But the same thing has happened since then to dozens of officers who had the guts to speak their minds.”


  “Well,” Brick said, “maybe they’re better off on the outside. At least they can make a living.”


  “That’s one way of looking at it,” Ward shrugged. He turned again to the visi-screen. This time he noticed an oblong silver object moving dead ahead at approximately the speed of his own craft.


  “Take a look,” he said to Brick. “What do you think?”


  Brick studied the screen with an intent scowl on his face, before turning to Ward.


  “I’d say it’s another ship, except it’s too damned big. Bring it up a bit closer and maybe we can tell a little better.”


  WARD snapped on the telescopic lens and the silver oblong on the visi-screen came into clearer sharper focus; and it was unmistakably a space ship.


  “See any markings?” Ward asked. He was hunched forward, straining his eyes to pick out some identifying feature or insignia.


  “Nope,” Brick shook his head. “She isn’t showing her ensign and there don’t seem to be any license devices at the bow.”


  “Pretty well covered up,” Ward said slowly. He studied the screen for another thoughtful moment and his eyes were troubled.


  “She isn’t a Federation ship,” he said musingly. “And I’ve never seen a Merchant craft of that size or with those lines. She’s probably fast as the devil.”


  Brick looked up from a directional chart that was pinned to the desk in front of him.


  “Her course is about on ours, just a few diagonal points off to the left. I’d say she’s making a wide sweep to head back away from Earth.”


  “What’s her speed?” Ward asked with a frown.


  “Pretty close to ours,” Brick answered. He glanced inquiringly at Ward. “Do you think we should call the old man?”


  Ward shook his head slowly.


  “No. He was practically out on his feet when he turned in. And his fever hadn’t gone down.” He studied the visi-screen for several seconds, watching the slow movement of the silver oblong before he sat down at the central control desk and picked up a communication hose.


  He pressed a button that connected him with the radio compartment.


  “Central Control to Radio,” he said briskly. “Stand by to send message.”


  “Right, sir. Standing by.”


  “Contact ship dead ahead, few points diagonal to our course. Send them our compliments and ask them their name, charter, destination and last port of call.”


  “Right, sir. I’ll give you their reply in a few minutes, sir.”


  Ward pressed another button and spoke to the rear propulsion power room.


  “Central Control to rear power room: Give me ten additional units of speed.”


  “Right, sir.”


  A few seconds later Ward felt a slight vibration under his feet as the ship responded to the stepped-up blasts from the rear propulsion tubes. He kept his eyes on the silver ship on the visi-screen. For a moment or so they drew perceptibly closer to the strange ship. Although its size increased noticeably on the screen, they were still unable to notice any identifying markings or insignia.


  BUT then the silver ship obviously accelerated its own speed for after a few moments it began to draw away, gradually but definitely.


  “They’ve sighted us,” Ward said grimly, “and they’re obviously not going to wait for us.”


  He spoke to the power room again—one clipped sentence.


  “Full speed ahead!”


  “Right, sir.”


  The ship leaped forward with a velocity that made its former speed seem as if they had been idling; but after a moment or so Ward realized that the silver ship was keeping the same distance between them. It had stepped-up its speed to match their own.


  The buzzer from the radio compartment sounded and Ward picked up the communication hose quickly.


  “Radio to Central Control: Ship ahead refuses to open communications.”


  “Send this message,” Ward snapped. “Order them to reduce speed to 40:40 and stand by for lock contact with this ship. Send that as a direct order from the Federation Observation ship, Astra. If they refuse to open communication tell them we will open fire! Have you got that?”


  There was a doubtful pause from the radio compartment.


  Finally the operator said, “Yes, sir.”


  Ward tossed the communication hose back to the desk and studied the visi-screen with anxious eyes.


  Brick let a long whistle escape through his lips.


  “You’re talking yourself into a spot, Ward,” he said worriedly.


  Ward didn’t answer. He continued to study the screen and the silver ship that was flashing through the void thousands of miles ahead of their course. The silver ship was turning slightly on its diagonal course, swinging slowly off the Astra’s orbit. In a few minutes its lateral direction would take it off the foreward visi-screen completely.


  “It’s not slowing down,” Brick said quietly.


  Ward nodded silently. The mysterious ship was disregarding his orders, that was evident.


  The buzzer sounded from the radio compartment and Ward picked up the hose.


  “Ship ahead refused to open communications, sir.” The operator’s voice was nervously tense. “I gave them two minutes to reply and then warned them we were ready to open fire.”


  “Repeat that message and give them two more minutes,” Ward ordered. He dropped the hose and connected to the forward cannon turret.


  “Central Control to Chief Cannoneer: Stand by to engage ship on lateral course.”


  “Right, sir!”


  WARD wiped his palms nervously on the sides of his breeches.


  Brick was regarding him anxiously.


  “You can’t open fire, Ward,” he said. “It’s against orders. You know we aren’t supposed to open fire under any circumstances unless radio communication has been established.”


  “I’m running this ship,” Ward snapped. “This may be my last command, but I’ll be damned if I’ll sit at a control bridge and let a stray ship thumb its nose at the authority of the Federation. I’ve given them a direct order and they’ve chosen to ignore it.” He glanced at his watch. “They’ve had their two minutes. He signaled the gun turret. “Stand by to fire! Put two blasts over their bow and then wait instructions.”


  Brick grabbed his arm suddenly.


  “Look!” he cried. He was pointing at the silver ship on the screen. From its bow an orange-red flash had exploded. “They’ve beaten us to it,” he shouted excitedly. “They’re opening fire!”


  Ward grabbed the communication hose and closed a switch that put him in contact with the ships’ gun turrets.


  “Central Control to cannon turrets: Assume battle stations. Fire when you’re ready.”


  He switched to the central’s pilot’s compartment, where the Astra’s course was plotted.


  “We’re going off course,” he said crisply. “Bring the ship into position for attack broadsides.”


  The Astra swerved off its course and flashed toward the silver ship in a giant, arching sweep that brought its fore and rear cannon turrets to bear on the strange ship.


  Ward felt a vicious sense of satisfaction course through him as he felt the Astra’s electronic cannons open fire on the silver ship. There was no sensation of sound, for the cannon muzzles were beyond the sound-proofed walls of the ship; but at each rhythmic blast of the mighty weapons a faint shudder raced through the Astra’s hull.


  On the visi-screen they could trace the pin-streak path of the electronic charges as they flashed across the void in vast trajectories toward their target.


  Brick shook his head as he watched the screen.


  “We’ve got to do better,” he muttered. “That broadside won’t come within a hundred miles of the ship.” He pounded a fist angrily on the chart table. “What the hell can you expect? The gunners haven’t fired live ammunition for a couple of years! No wonder they’re firing like blind men.”


  “They’ll get a correction from that broadside,” Ward said. “Their next should be closer.”


  SUDDENLY Ward felt the Astra lurch sickeningly and swing off its course. An alarm at his elbow jangled shrilly.


  He snapped the communication hose to his lips and signaled for the rear power room. The rocket engineer’s voice came tumbling into his ears.


  “Reporting direct hit, sir. One propulsion tube knocked out completely. No casualties. Standing by for orders, sir.”


  “Do your best to repair damage,” Ward said. “That’s all.”


  The central plotting room signaled.


  “Off course, sir. Losing speed. Standing by for orders, sir.”


  Ward glanced quickly at the visi-screen. The silver ship was diminishing rapidly on its surface. The Astra’s speed had been cut in half and the silver ship would soon be out of sight, lost in the trackless expanses of the void.


  Ward’s shoulders slumped and his grey eyes were bleak as he spoke into the communication hose.


  “Resume former course,” he said dully. “Proceed at reduced speed. That is all.”


  The Astra swung slowly, heavily, back on its original course, Earthbound. Ward gave automatic instructions to the other sections of the ship and then watched the visi-screen until the silver ship disappeared from its surface.


  “Well,” he said heavily, “that’s that.” He looked up at Brick and smiled ironically. “There’ll be hell to pay for this, when we reach Earth.”


  CHAPTER II


  A WEEK after Ward moored the Astra at a space base on Eastern seaboard of the United States he was notified to appear before a special session of the Martial Court. The log in which he had recorded the action of the battle in space with the mysterious ship had been sent by his superiors to the court; and they were to render a verdict on the basis of his own record of the affair.


  When he entered the high-ceilinged court room he was conscious of the atmosphere of charged tension. The room was crowded—officials, officers, statesmen and dozens of representatives of the various news disseminating agencies which supplied the entire world’s thirst for information.


  At one end of the long, heavily carpeted room sat five officers, members of the Court Martial. They were seated behind an elevated bench which gave them the commanding position of the entire room.


  Ward walked slowly toward the bench. On both sides he heard fragmentary whispered comments. He was still wearing his uniform, but he realized that he might possibly be wearing it for the last time.


  He stopped a dozen feet before the five officers, came to attention and saluted. The presiding officer, General Holmes, nodded impersonally to him and then cleared his throat impressively.


  “Lieutenant Hanley,” he said, “the purpose of this session of the Martial Court is to determine several factors in regard to your recent command of the Astra on its return to Earth from a routine observation flight.”


  Ward listened to the general’s smooth, quiet voice with a feeling of utter hopelessness. General Holmes represented the most rabid forces of pacifism; his expressed opinion was that the entire military arm of the space force should have been abolished years ago. He maintained that any military organization was simply an incitation to violence. And that the only way of securing peace was to completely destroy all armaments. Ward reflected wryly that the general had forgotten the lesson that history should have taught him.


  THE general glanced up from his papers and frowned at Ward. He was an impressive figure of a man, tall and proportionately built, with smooth, bland features with keen grey eyes under bushy dark eyebrows. His hair was iron-grey and swept back from his well-formed head like a splendid mane. Also, he realized that he looked impressive and he cultivated mannerisms to enhance the illusion.


  “Lieutenant Hanley,” he said slowly, “no one has preferred any charges against you.” He paused and dropped his eyes to the papers before him. “But,” he continued, after an impressive pause, “your own written record of your actions while in command of the Astra constitute a charge of the most serious nature. This court has carefully considered that record and has reached a verdict.”


  Ward felt himself stiffen. He forced an expressionless mask over his face. They had already reached a verdict! That could mean only one thing.


  “However,” the general continued, “before we announce our decision it is your privilege to make any statement which you feel might shed additional light on the matter.”


  Ward fought to check the mounting flood of helpless, bitter anger that was raging through him; they were ready to drum him out of the service without anyone speaking a word in his behalf. Well, to hell with the Federation!


  “I have nothing to say,” he said. He barely opened his taut lips to speak. The general looked thoughtful.


  “In that case . . .” he began.


  “Pardon me, please, General Holmes,” a suave, polite voice said. “May I speak to Lieutenant Hanley for a moment?”


  The man who had spoken was seated at the end of the judicial bench. He was a dark, little man with the bars of a captain on his shoulder and the insignia of the Asiatic force on his sleeve. There was a bland smile on his round, inscrutable face as he leaned forward and regarded Ward with solemn, interested eyes.


  “Why, certainly, Captain Hakari,” General Holmes said. “You may ask the Lieutenant anything you like.”


  “Thank you, General,” the captain murmured. He shifted slightly to face Ward directly. “My dear young man, I am afraid that you feel a great bitterness toward this court which has the unpleasant task of deciding the—er—discretion of your actions while commanding the Astra.”


  Ward smiled impassively.


  “Very sharp of you to figure that out, Captain.”


  CAPTAIN HAKARI looked pained.


  His eyelids fluttered rapidly and he made deferential little gestures with his small, well-kept hands.


  “I am sincerely sorry you feel as you do, but I realize that your reaction is only normal. Naturally you feel bitter and cynical, but if you would try to adopt a more cooperative attitude, you would be doing yourself a great favor.”


  “Just what do you want to know, Captain?” Ward said coldly.


  “That is a little better,” Captain Hakari murmured. He paused long enough to press his fingertips together slowly and carefully before asking his first question.


  “This—ah—silver ship you saw, are you certain it carried no identifying insignia?”


  “Absolutely,” Ward said.


  Captain Hakari nodded thoughtfully. “And naturally that impressed you as peculiar, did it not?”


  “Certainly,” Ward said.


  “You couldn’t recognize its type from its silhouette?”


  “I could not,” said Ward. “And neither could anyone else. It was completely foreign to any merchant or service ship operating on our space lanes.”


  Captain Hakari smiled ruefully. “That is, of course, a broad statement, Lieutenant, but,” he paused again and pursed his lips, “at any rate it is not the important point. The important factor, Lieutenant, I regret to say, is the belligerent and savage attitude which prompted you to overstep your authority, disobey your orders and provoke an attack from what was, in all probability, a peaceful ship on a routine freight run.”


  Ward felt hot blood boiling up in his cheeks.


  “If it was a peaceful ship,” he snapped, “why didn’t it stand by under my orders? Why did it deliberately disregard the instructions of a Federation ship and then open fire?”


  “Let us not lose our tempers,” Captain Hakari said gently. “Your attitude, Lieutenant, is typical of a certain class of Federation officers who expect to force their authority on everything with which they come in contact. The necessity for such an attitude no longer exists, Lieutenant. We are at peace, and the only way we can maintain that peace is to put an end to the armaments that are responsible for the bullying, bull-dozing attitude which had always been the identifying mark of certain types of authority-drunk officers.”


  “NOW just a minute,” Ward snapped.


  “I didn’t come here to listen to a lot of smooth, oily insults. If you’re going to throw me out of the Federation, then do it. But let’s get it over with.”


  General Holmes shook his head slowly.


  “Most unfortunate attitude,” he muttered. “Most unfortunate. I agree with Captain Hakari. Your attitude is that of a fighting savage. You must learn to be temperate, my boy.”


  Ward looked at the general with a feeling that was close to pity. The general was a fool. A hopeless, impossible fool.


  Captain Hakari inclined his head slightly toward the general in a deferential gesture.


  “Thank you,” he murmured. “It is a great satisfaction to know that you concur with me, General.”


  “Since we agree,” the general said, gazing directly at Ward, “it remains but for us to inform you of the opinion of this court.” He picked up a sheet of paper from the desk, eyed it thoughtfully for a moment and then lifted his eyes to Ward. “Lieutenant Hanley,” he said slowly, “it is the considered verdict of this court that you—”


  There was a sudden commotion at the rear of the room. The general stopped speaking and glared in that direction, a frown settling over his features.


  A young man had forced his way past the guard at the door, shoved aside several ranking officers and was striding toward the judicial bench. When he reached Ward’s side he came to attention and saluted the officers of the court.


  Ward glanced at him from the side of his eyes and his heart almost stopped beating.


  “You fool!” he hissed under his breath. “Get the hell out of here.”


  Brick Masters’ long, lumpy face twisted in a lop-sided grin. His red hair was sticking up in disordered tufts, but there was a determined glint in his normally mild eyes.


  “Nuts to you,” he murmured.


  The general was leaning over the bench and his face was purple with inarticulate rage.


  “What’s the meaning of this intrusion?” he bellowed angrily.


  “Lieutenant Masters reporting, sir,” Brick said quietly. “I am here to confess that I was equally responsible along with Lieutenant Hanley for the command of the Astra on her last flight. I shared authority with him at Central Control and it was on my advice that we opened fire on the unidentified ship.”


  “Lieutenant Masters is attempting to make a noble gesture,” Ward said evenly. He swung on Brick. “Get out of here, you simple fool,” he said under his breath.


  LIEUTENANT HANLEY has been attempting to protect me.” Brick ignored Ward’s command and addressed his remarks directly to the general. “As a junior officer of the Astra I was as much responsible for her actions as Lieutenant Hanley.”


  “But I was in command,” Ward protested. “I was senior officer in charge of Central Control and all decisions in regard to the handling of the Astra were made by me and no one else. I refuse to let Lieutenant Masters incriminate himself in a foolish gesture of mistaken and juvenile loyalty.”


  Captain Hakari leaned forward. His bland face wore an expression of polite interest.


  “Lieutenant Hanley,” he murmured, “you are not in any position to decide whether or not Lieutenant Masters’ presence here is a gesture of loyalty, or whether it is actually the result of a desire to confess his guilt.”


  “But he’s not guilty of anything except obeying my orders,” Ward cried desperately.


  “Again I must remind you,” Captain Hakari said gently, “that the court will decide the question of whether or not your friend is guilty. In my opinion,” he said, turning slightly toward General Holmes, “Lieutenant Masters exhibits the same hostile attitude as our original defendant.”


  General Holmes cleared his throat and frowned over his papers at Brick.


  “I think you are correct, Captain Hakari,” he said. “Most unfortunate,” he muttered, shaking his head, “most unfortunate.”


  The other officers on the bench moved closer to the general and Captain Hakari dominated the brief discussion that followed. When the general finally nodded his head solemnly and lifted his gaze to Ward and Brick, his face was serious. It was obvious that he had made up his mind.


  “Lieutenants Hanley and Masters,” he said, “it is the opinion of this court that you two officers shall be held equally guilty for the command of the Astra”


  Ward glared disgustedly at Brick.


  “I hope you’re satisfied,” he said bitterly.


  Brick was grinning cheerfully. “You can bet your life I am,” he said.


  “Furthermore,” General Holmes continued, “we feel that both of you should be liable for the same—er—punishment.” He paused and frowned. “We do not feel that your actions were sufficiently culpable to force us to demand that you resign your commissions in the Federation service.”


  Ward listened with surprise to this statement. He had considered it a foregone conclusion that they would be mustered out of the service. What did the court martial have in mind?


  “Instead of that we are offering you the opportunity to join a special Federation force which is barracked on an asteroid group—ah—a considerable distance from Earth.”


  “Precisely where?” Ward asked.


  “Just a bit beyond Jupiter.”


  WARD glanced at Brick to see his reaction. The red head’s mouth was hanging slightly open and his eyes were wide with astonishment. Ward felt the same way himself. Jupiter was the no man’s land of solar space, never explored, never visited. It was a complete surprise to him that there was a Federation outpost in that bleak waste.


  Captain Hakari, he noticed, was watching them with shrewd, appraising eyes. There was, Ward thought, an expression of triumph on his bland features as he saw the consternation that was stamped on their faces; and he suddenly realized that the Captain didn’t want them to go to Jupiter. He wanted them to quit the Federation, resign their commissions.


  A bitter stubborn anger coursed through Ward’s veins. He didn’t intend to be chased out of the service.


  “I’ll accept the general’s proposal,” he said stiffly.


  He watched Hakari as he spoke and he saw, for a fleeting instant, a bitter expression of disappointment glide over the smooth brown features. But it was gone almost immediately.


  “Allow me to congratulate you,” he murmured. “But you understand the appointment to Jupiter is for five years?”


  Ward felt the captain’s words crash into his consciousness with an almost physical impact. Five years!


  His face hardened into a granite mask. But there was something in him that wouldn’t quit.


  “Five years is all right,” he said. Captain Hakari’s smile frosted at the edges.


  “I hope you will enjoy them, Lieutenant,” he said. He shifted his bland eyes to Brick. “And you, Lieutenant Masters, have you decided?”


  “Why, sure,” Brick said. He grinned sardonically at Hakari. “I think I’m going to like Jupiter. There’s a lot of clean fresh air there that I’ll appreciate after today.”


  Hakari’s face whitened at Brick’s thinly-veiled insult, but he forced a smile over his taut features.


  “I hope you never regret your decision,” he said.


  “I have a hunch we won’t,” Brick said.


  General Holmes coughed himself back into the conversation.


  “Very well, you shall leave as soon as possible. You will fly a ship provided for your use by the space transport command. You will receive your clearance papers from them.” He glanced down at the papers in his hand and then leaned back in his chair. “That seems to be all,” he said quietly. “Court is dismissed.”


  CHAPTER III


  SIX days later Ward sighted the Jupiter asteroid group in the fore visi-screen of the slim, two-seater ship that had been assigned to them by the transport command.


  “Here we are,” he said wearily to Brick. “Better give them a flash that we’re coming in. I don’t know whether they expect us or not.”


  “What a barren dump,” Brick said bitterly. “Why the hell didn’t we use our common sense and tell that smirking monkey, Hakari, what he could do with this job?”


  Ward grinned, in spite of the feeling of despair that had been with him for the past week.


  “It’s your own fault, you carrot-topped dummy,” he said. “You had to make a noble gesture and look where it landed you.”


  Brick grimaced and turned his attention to the communication set.


  “There’s something funny about this whole set-up,” he said. “Hell, I didn’t even know we had a garrison here until the general mentioned it. And did you notice how anxious Hakari seemed to be for us to tell the general to go jump in the lake?”


  Ward nodded.


  “That’s the main reason I didn’t,” he said.


  A few minutes later the radio came alive, acknowledging Brick’s call and giving them directions for mooring. Ward made the necessary adjustments on the instrument panel and set the ignition timing device for the fore repulsion blasts.


  The asteroid toward which they were speeding grew swiftly larger in the visi-screen until they could make out the jutting prominence of a dual mooring tower and beneath it several rows of tiny barracks.


  “Here we go,” Ward said. “I hope they’ve got the welcome mat out.”


  He slanted down toward the tower and cut in the repulsion blasts. The ship shrieked as it cut through the asteroid’s atmosphere and then shuddered slightly as its blazing speed was checked by the blasting jars of the fore rockets . . .


  WARD climbed out of the ship and looked around. There were several men standing in front of the row of barracks glancing up at the ship which had just moored. Off to one side there was a wide metal-sheathed hangar with a half-dozen small ships in front of it, their noses set in submerged blasting towers.


  In front of the rows of barracks there was a larger building that was apparently headquarters.


  Brick climbed out beside him on the mooring ramp and took a deep, slow breath. He looked out to the horizon where the monstrous bulk of Jupiter loomed darkly. The air was oppressive and heavy and they were both uncomfortably warm in their bulky space suits.


  “Let’s go down,” Ward said.


  “A hell of a place to spend five years,” Brick grumbled.


  They descended to the ground in the pneumatic elatube that was built into the mooring tower. When they stepped out of the car a middle-aged man in dark coveralls strolled over from the barracks.


  “The captain’s waiting to see you,” he said. He waved toward the large building set apart from the barracks. “Right in there.”


  He turned his back then and walked away.


  Brick stared after him with a cynical grin.


  “Cheerful guy,” he muttered.


  “Come on,” Ward said, striding across the hard, flaky soil, “let’s report to the captain.”


  The front door of the large building was open and they walked in. A tall, dark-haired man with lean, pale features and shadowy eyes was seated at a desk in a corner of the room, studying a sheaf of papers. A cigarette was burning in his long, yellow-stained fingers and a half-emptied bottle and a small glass stood at his elbow.


  Ward cleared his throat slightly and the man looked up and smiled cynically.


  “Welcome to Asteroid Base,” he said. “I presume you are Lieutenants Masters and Hanley.”


  “That’s right, sir,” Ward said.


  “You can forget the ‘sir’,” the man at the desk said. He poured himself a drink and leaned back in his chair. His pale, thin face was sardonically amused and there were mocking lights in the depths of his dark, proud eyes.


  “WE DON’T stand on rank here,” he said. “In fact, it is non-existent. But I give the orders. And my first order to you is this: get out of your uniforms as fast as possible and forget that you ever belonged to the Federation. Is that clear?”


  “It’s clear enough, but I don’t understand why,” Ward said.


  “Don’t trouble yourself about it.” The man at the desk stood up and tossed off his drink. He was several inches taller than Ward and his stooped shoulders and long arms accentuated his height. “Nothing is worth worrying about, gentlemen. That is my only advice to you as commander of Asteroid Base. We here are outcasts, pariahs. Earth doesn’t want us because we are essentially fighting men. You men, I presume, were sent here because you wanted to fight. If you don’t you won’t last very long.” He eyed them quizzically. “What did you train for in the service?”


  “Gunnery,” answered Brick.


  “Single ship combat,” Ward said. “Were you any good?” their commander asked bluntly.


  “I think I was,” Ward said.


  “Permit me to doubt that, until I see you in action.” The dark eyes of the commander burned contemptuously. “The Federation hasn’t produced a decent combat fighter for ten years. How can they?” he said bitterly, “when they train them in classrooms instead of in actual combat in space?” He paused long enough to pour himself another drink. “You’ll get training here,” he continued. “All you can stand. We don’t coddle anyone on Asteroid Base. I hope for your sakes that you can take it. Otherwise it won’t be pleasant for you.”


  “We’ll take it,” Ward said. He was developing an acute dislike or this bitter, sarcastic commander. “And,” he added, “if I’m going to get lessons in space combat tactics, perhaps I’ll be fortunate enough to receive them from you.”


  The commander didn’t miss the sarcasm in Ward’s voice. He smiled thoughtfully and eyed the glass in his hand.


  “I think that can be arranged,” he said. His voice was suddenly crisp. “Get a good night’s rest, Hanley. I’ll start your training myself tomorrow morning.”


  “It will be a pleasure,” Ward said.


  “Don’t count on that,” the commander said, smiling cryptically.


  WARD was checking the ship assigned to him the following morning when the commander came up beside him, smiling quizzically. The inevitable cigarette hung from his thin lips and in the light he looked even more pale and dissipated than he had the previous day.


  “Everything all right?” he asked.


  “Seems to be,” Ward said.


  “Good. Go up when you’re ready. Wait for me at six hundred miles above here. I’ll try not to keep you waiting.”


  “How do we score?” Ward asked.


  The commander smiled.


  “Simple. We fire to singe our opponent’s ship. An atomic blast leaves a definite mark on the metal surface of a ship. The ship with the least atomic burns after fifteen minutes of fighting is the winner.”


  Ward stared at the commander incredulously.


  “But how can you be sure of not scoring a damaging hit?”


  The commander flicked away his cigarette.


  “You can’t,” he said. “But a good eye and steady hands help a lot.” He strolled away.


  Brick came up as Ward was climbing into his suit.


  “I don’t like this business,” he said. “That guy’s got it in for you, for some reason. He’s liable to blow you into kingdom come, just for the hell of it.”


  “I’ll have something to say about that,” Ward said briefly.


  “I don’t like this place,” Brick growled. “Everybody seems to be walking around with a chip on his shoulder.” He glared disgustedly at a group of silent men who were standing in front of the barracks, watching Ward’s preparation for blasting off.


  “I’m goin’ to knock some of those chips off and then start on heads,” Brick said grimly.


  “Take it easy,” Ward said. “Maybe they don’t thaw out very easily. So long.”


  “If anything happens to you up there,” Brick growled, “I’ll knock that gangling skunk into a dozen pieces.”


  “Nothing’s going to happen,” Ward said.


  He climbed into his ship and slammed the hermetically sealing doors. After a rapid check of his instruments he signalled to the ground crew for clearance. He felt his ship tremble slightly as he cut in the rear rockets. A second later the blast from the mooring tower reverberated in his ears and his ship roared upward, splitting the atmosphere with a whistling shriek.


  Ward leveled at six hundred miles and tested the eight cannons with which the ship was armed. He put the ship through half dozen fast maneuvers to get its feel and then he leveled out again. The ship responded perfectly to his touch and the cannons were ready to belch electronic blasts thousands of miles across the void at the lightest touch of his hand.


  He smiled faintly and circled over the asteroid, which was but a dim blur in the visi-screen on the floor. Perhaps the commander might be in for a slight surprise.


  Several minutes passed before he saw the flashing streak of the commander’s ship break the muggy film of the asteroid’s atmosphere and roar void-ward.


  WARD circled slowly. He was in an extremely favorable position. He had altitude and his ship’s rockets were warm. The commander shot a signal rocket from the tail of his ship as a signal to Ward that he was ready.


  Ward smiled thinly. The commander was mighty sure of himself. He was signalling Ward to go ahead while he was still flashing upward, while he was completely vulnerable to a dive attack from Ward’s ship. He was either very confident or very careless.


  In either case Ward decided to teach him a lesson. He tightened his circle and broke suddenly into a screaming dive, throwing all of his rocket power behind the maneuver.


  According to all the accepted rules of space combat that he had learned, the move should have caught the commander’s ship squarely in the firing angles of his fore and port guns; but something went wrong.


  At the exact instant that Ward’s finger was tightening on the trigger that operated the automatically synchronized central fire control, the commander’s ship suddenly stopped its upward rush. For a fractional second it hung motionless, then, with a roaring burst of power it swerved to the right and was gone.


  Ward swung his ship about to follow, cursing himself for missing such a perfect opportunity. The commander had shaken him by firing a repulsion blast and checking his ship, momentarily ruining Ward’s fire.


  Ward closed with the commander for the second time with considerably more caution. He followed the commander’s circling ship for several seconds, gradually cutting down the distance between them. When he was almost within accurate firing range he shoved the throttle forward and flashed ahead. He couldn’t take any chances on his shots. He had to be in perfect range before he could fire with sufficient accuracy to sear the commander’s ship. Any mistakes with that type of firing could easily be fatal.


  His burst of speed brought the commander into perfect focus and with a tight smile on his lips, Ward released the full blasts of his fore and port electronic cannons. He saw their fiery course traced across the black surface of the visi-screen; and the apex of their converging lines was the commander’s ship!


  Suddenly he saw orange blasts exploding from the sides of the commander’s ship. The blasts were not aimed at him. They flashed away into the void thousands of miles from Ward’s ship, but as he watched the apparently pointless waste of firing power, he saw that his own charges which he had considered perfectly aimed were flashing wide of the mark. Not by much. They would be considered near hits and an instructor would have rated him highly on his accuracy, but they still didn’t touch their objective.


  DISAPPOINTED, Ward built up power in his rear rockets and released in one reckless, savage burst. Under the impetus of the tremendous discharge of energy his ship flashed ahead with light-like speed.


  Ward was determined to close with the commander. His jaw was set in a hard line and the knuckles of the hand were showing white as he gripped the controls.


  He roared down on the idly circling ship of his opponent taking advantage of his tremendous speed to come in above him where every advantage would be on his side. That instant he was completely in command of the combat, he was in a perfect attack position, he had superior speed and his gunnery indicators showed the commander’s ship squarely in dead center firing angle; but before he could squeeze the trigger the commander’s ship whipped around in an incredibly tight climbing turn that took it completely out of Ward’s range.


  And the next instant the position of the two ships was suddenly reversed. Somehow, Ward never knew quite how, the commander’s ship stalled in its climbing turn and came over backward putting it directly on his tail, only three miles above him.


  He saw in the mirror that reflected the rear visi-screen the commander’s ship diving on him, looming terrifyingly larger with every beat of his heart.


  He tried desperately to maneuver out of the position, but the commander’s ship stuck to his tail as if it were glued there. Ward tried every tactic he had learned, but the commander seemed to anticipate his intention and before Ward could complete the maneuver he would see that it was unavailing.


  But the commander did not open fire, although he was at point blank range. He contented himself with following Ward’s frantic maneuvering.


  Ward felt a sensation of exhausted helplessness creeping over him. The man wasn’t human! He knew what


  Ward was going to do before Ward knew it himself.


  For the next five minutes Ward hurled the ship about a hundred square miles of the void without regard to his own safety. He dove with all rockets blasting a tortured roar of straining power and he made impossible recoveries that threatened to snap the hull of his slim ship in two.


  But nothing he could do shook the nemesis from his tail. The commander followed him through every maneuver, diving even more recklessly and pulling out at even sharper angles to close the ever-narrowing gap between the two ships.


  Ward felt perspiration trickling down his sides and his face was strained and white. His entire body was taut as tightly strung wire and his nerves were screaming from the terrible pressure of the desperate, hopeless effort he was making to escape the commander’s ship.


  If he could only dislodge him for an instant! Shake him loose for just one turn, he would be satisfied. He would prove to himself that it could be done; that the commander could be caught napping. But it was impossible. The more he fought, the harder he forced his straining ship, the slimmer grew the distance between the two ships.


  “Damn him!” Ward raged desperately. “Damn his smug sneering soul to hell!”


  HE swung the ship about in a wild frantic turn and when it failed to shake off the pursuing ship, he knew he was licked. His shoulders felt as if they were supporting thousand pound weights and his eyeballs ached with a terrible burning fire. He was exhausted, physically and mentally. And he felt a humiliation that was more galling, more piercing than anything he had ever known in his life.


  He set the controls at neutral and slumped back in his seat. This was what the commander obviously wanted, complete and humiliating admission that it was a hopeless fight. Well, be had it. There was no point in fighting any longer. Ward watched the rear visi-screen, waiting for the commander’s next move.


  And it was not long in coming!


  The commander’s ship suddenly pointed toward him in a dive and Ward saw orange blasts explode from the three fore electronic cannons.


  That galvanized him into action again. He threw on all power, even though he knew it was impossible to escape the blasts streaking toward him. Before the rear rockets could hurl his ship away he heard a shrieking wail in his ears; and he knew the commander’s blasts had seared the metallic sides of his ship.


  He felt a cold sweat of terror breaking on his forehead; and he cursed himself for it. But he couldn’t help it. He knew how horribly close those blasts had been. If the commander’s aim had been off a fraction they would have transformed his ship to a drifting cinder.


  The thought of what would have happened to him then was unnerving. He maneuvered his ship frantically and kept his eyes glued on the commander’s ship on the visi-screen. But he couldn’t shake him and when the next blasts came he was again caught squarely.


  THE shrieking searing impact of the electronic blasts was like a banshee wail in his ears; and before it had stopped echoing in his aching head he saw the commander’s ship slip off his tail and roar underneath him in a fast dive, raking his vulnerable belly with a series of deadly blasts.


  Deadly, that is, had they been direct hits. But they only grazed the sides of his ship’s belly and ricocheted harmlessly into space.


  Ward realized foggily that he was clear of the commander’s ship. The diving momentum of his ship had taken it off Ward’s tail. He watched as the commander recovered in a slow climb and came back to his level.


  A signal light burst from his tail and Ward knew with a sick sense of relief that the combat was over. The commander’s ship turned and disappeared in a spectacular power dive toward Asteroid Base.


  Ward followed more slowly. His nerves were strained to the snapping point. He knew he had been beaten badly. There had been no redeeming factor in his handling of the ship. The commander had out-maneuvered, out-thought, out-fired and out-flown him in as decisive a theoretical defeat as one space pilot could achieve over another. Ward knew that had the commander wished, he could have blasted him in the first ten seconds of the encounter.


  But in spite of the humiliating beating he felt a grim, hard determination welling in him. He was not going to quit! He’d learn space combat tactics if he had to spend a life-time doing so.


  If the commander thought that one defeat was going to stop him be had another think coming . . .


  Ward stepped out of the elatube car at the base of the mooring tower, the commander was waiting for him, the inevitable cigarette in his mouth and a sardonic smile hovering at the edges of his thin lips.


  He glanced up the two hundred feet elevation of the mooring tower where Ward’s ship, electronic burns gleaming like welts on its surface, was moored.


  Ward flushed and forced bitter words through his lips.


  “You made a fool out of me,” he said.


  “Naturally,” the commander said idly. “You handle a ship in combat like a child.” He studied the tip of his cigarette with amused glints touching his cavernous eyes. “But,” he added negligently, “you’ll do all right with a little practice.”


  Ward had trouble believing that, he had heard correctly.


  “I don’t need any sympathetic pats on the back,” he said stiffly. “I know I was terrible and you do too.”


  “Yes, of course,” the commander said. “You were terrible, but only by comparison.” He flipped his cigarette away and watched it fall in an arc to the ground. A smile touched his lean white face as he studied Ward pensively. “You’ll do all right,” he said again. “You handle your ship fairly well, but you aren’t decisive enough. In void combat everything goes to the man who makes his play with everything he’s got. When you dive, dive! When you turn try and bend the nose of the ship around to touch the tail. And when you fire,” he smiled grimly and put another cigarette in his mouth, “try and fire as I do.”


  “Is that the standard of perfection?” Ward asked and he couldn’t keep the sarcasm completely from his voice.


  The commander puffed idly on his cigarette and his white, knife-thin features were solemnly thoughtful.


  “Yes,” he said finally, as if he had made up his mind after considerable deliberation, “I should say it is.”


  Ward felt that he had never encountered such monumental conceit; but he was forced to swallow the fact that it was almost completely justified.


  “I’ll try,” he said.


  “Good,” the commander said laconically. “And by the way,” he added, as he started to turn away. “I forgot to introduce myself yesterday. Slater’s the name. Captain Slater when I was with the Federation.”


  “Captain Slater!” Ward repeated dazedly. He felt as if the wind had been knocked from his lungs. “Captain Slater,” he said again, and his voice was a mere whisper.


  CAPTAIN SLATER! The greatest combat fighter ever to wear the Federation’s uniform. Living legend, hero of a thousand stories told and retold in space bases from Mars to Venus. Ward felt a shuddering sense of relief, even in his astonishment. Losing to Captain Slater in combat tactics was nothing to be ashamed of. He remembered hearing of one occasion when the Captain had blasted fourteen freebooters’ ships from the sky by himself, in an exploit that had sent his name to the executive commander’s desk where he had been awarded the highest medals of the Federation accompanied by a citation that was practically lyrical.


  “Well, what’re you staring at?” Captain Slater asked with cynical amusement.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” Ward said, “but this is quite a shock.”


  “That bad, eh?” Captain Slater murmured, raising one eyebrow quizzically.


  “I didn’t mean that,” Ward said hastily. “But I understood that—” He paused, floundering. “I heard some story that you had resigned your commission in the Federation and it’s a start to realize that you’re here, commanding a Federation unit.”


  Captain Slater studied him for an instant through the curling smoke of his cigarette.


  “Come with me,” he finally said abruptly. “There are a few points on which you need clarification.”


  He turned on his heel and strode toward his office.


  CAPTAIN SLATER seated himself at his desk and waved Ward to a chair facing him. He poured himself a stiff drink and set the bottle at his elbow.


  “Hanley,” he said, “I’m going to be blunt. We men here are not Federation officers. The Federation chose to kick us out for our opinions, so we don’t owe it any loyalty. We are an independent unit, subject to no authority other than that which is self-imposed. You are in the same spot as the rest of us. You—”


  “Just a minute,” Ward said. “I still hold a commission in the Federation.”


  “That is what I thought when they offered me this post,” Captain Slater said bitterly. “What happened to me has happened to you and your friend, Brick Masters. You were offered a choice. Jupiter asteroid group or resignation, right?”


  “Why, yes,” Ward said.


  “So far, so good,” Captain Slater said. “You accepted an appointment here for five years. If you leave before that time you are a deserter and the Federation will shoot you on sight. But the ironic thing is that you are no more a Federation officer today than I am. I was offered the same deal you got and I decided as you did. But after I left for this hole the court martial quietly tore up my papers and commission, circulated the story that I had changed my mind and had left the service. The same procedure will follow in your case. Don’t you understand? They don’t want us on Earth. They’ve washed their hands of us, condemned us to this hell-hole to live like outcasts because we had the courage to disagree with the stupidity of Earth’s present pacifist policy.”


  Captain Slater’s thin face was burning with an ugly anger as he finished speaking. He tossed off his drink and stood up, glowering down at Ward.


  “What the hell do we owe them?” he said, and his voice was like a breaking lash. “We’re free agents. Two hundred fighting men and sixty fighting ships ready to go to the highest bidder. That’s all we can be, all we’ll ever be.”


  “But supposing Earth should need us?” Ward asked.


  Captain Slater laughed bitterly. “They won’t need us,” he said mockingly.


  “Can’t they communicate with us?” Ward asked.


  “They can, but they won’t. And why should they?” Captain Slater asked ironically. “They know all there is to know about everything and they don’t need us to tell them their business.” He waved a hand toward a covered void-wireless in a corner of the room. “That’s been there for two years and Earth hasn’t called for help yet. And she never will. Think it over, Hanley.” He sat down again abruptly.


  “Get back to work,” he said curtly. “You’re going to be a combat fighter if I have to burn you to a cinder in the process.”


  WARD left the captain’s office with queerly mixed feelings. He felt stunned, his mind was numb from the impact of the captain’s information. He was a man without a country, but the fact his land had disowned him made it additionally worse. He found Brick and related to him the captain’s story.


  “Well,” Brick shrugged, when Ward finished, “what’re you going to do?”


  “There’s nothing we can do,” Ward said. “We’ve got to go along here, learning what they can teach us. They seem a helluva lot more advanced than any of the Federation forces on Earth.”


  “Amen to that,” Brick said fervently, “I’ve been working this morning with a gunner who could hit the moon, dead-center, from Earth with a pea-shooter!”


  THREE months passed. Three months in which Brick and Ward worked desperately hard and learned more than they had in their previous three years with the Federation. The attitude of the men at Asteroid Base gradually thawed and as Ward came to know them, he discovered that they were tinged with the same feeling of hopeless, bitter cynicism as was the captain. They felt that they had been renounced, betrayed by their own land, and that consequently they owed no allegiance to anyone or anything but themselves. They were ready to fight, and they were magnificently equipped to fight, but they felt they should fight only for themselves, for their own gain, their own glory.


  And Ward was gradually coming to share that same viewpoint. He had been ill-treated, practically kicked off Earth and exiled to this barren hellhole. And his natural reaction was one of bitterness and resentment. Paradoxically, he still thought of himself as a Federation officer, but he knew, logically and coldly, that he owed Earth nothing.


  One afternoon after the completion of a training flight he headed for the captain’s office to report. As he walked in the door he saw Captain Slater bent over the void-wireless, a tense flushed look on his face.


  The void-wireless was spitting a message from the transmitter, and Ward caught only the last section of it. But he recognized the signal that followed the message. It was a signal that he had memorized in classrooms, but which he had never heard on a ship’s communication system.


  For the signal crackling in regular intervals from the transmitter, was the universal distress of Earth!


  Ward stared in amazement.


  “What the hell’s happening?” he demanded.


  “It seems,” Captain Slater said lazily, as he moved to his desk and picked up the bottle, “that Earth is expecting a bit of trouble. They have spotted a space formation of alien ships at a rendezvous just beyond Heaviside, on a forty degree beam from the eastern seaboard of the United States.”


  “Where are their interceptors?” Ward demanded.


  “Well,” Captain Slater said with a sardonic grin, “they’re having their trouble on Earth too. A revolution has started, saboteurs have destroyed practically the entire interceptor space force. The uprising is led by an Asiatic, Captain Hakari. Interesting situation, isn’t it?”


  “Well, what are we waiting for?” Ward said excitedly. “We’ve got ships and fighting men. Possibly we can get to the rendezvous before the alien space formation attacks. Then—”


  “Just a minute,” Captain Slater said quietly. “We are not going anywhere, Hanley.”


  “But, Earth—”


  “EARTH is no concern of ours,” Captain Slater said grimly. “What would we profit by smashing this force of ours in a futile attempt to save Earth from the results of her own folly? I didn’t build this force to throw it away foolishly. Lawlessness is coming to the void again. We here knew it was coming, but our opinion was disregarded. This time someone else can take care of law and order and I’ll take the spoils. Why in five years of free-booting, do you realize we’ll be kings? We’ll have money, power—”


  “What’s wrong with you?” Ward yelled. He gripped the edge of the desk and leaned forward until his face was only a foot from Slater’s. “How can you talk about money when Earth, your own planet, is in danger and needs every fighting man it can muster?”


  “That is no concern of mine,” Captain Slater said calmly.


  “Well it is of mine I” Ward snapped. “I’m heading back for Earth.”


  “I beg to differ with you,” Captain Slater murmured sarcastically. He drew a gun from his desk drawer and pointed it at Ward’s stomach. “You’re going to stay right here on Asteroid Base, Hanley.”


  Ward stared at the gun for a moment.


  “You can shoot me in the back if you like,” he said and walked toward the door. His shoulder muscles were tensing instinctively for the impact of a bullet as he stepped out of the office and headed for the mooring tower at a dead run. He met Brick at the base of the tower.


  “Come on,” he snapped, “we’re blasting off for Earth.”


  “What the hell’s up?” Brick asked.


  “I’ll tell you on the way,” Ward answered.


  As he clambered into the tiny two-seater ship and reached out to slam the door he saw Captain Slater’s lean form in the doorway of the office watching him with one hand shading his eyes. The other hand was thrust negligently in his pocket and every line of his pose suggested the cynical mockery which Ward knew would be gleaming in his dark eyes.


  He slammed the door and snapped on the firing switches.


  A few seconds later the ship blasted out of its socket and screamed through the atmosphere, Earth-bound . . .


  CHAPTER IV


  THE trip from Earth to the Jupiter asteroid group had taken Ward and Brick two days; the return trip was made in a fourth of that time. From the moment they left the asteroid base Ward had savagely gunned the ship until every rocket chamber was shrieking protestingly, and the firing detonators were heating dangerously.


  Nine hours after they left the asteroid base Ward sighted the alien space formation in the fore visi-screen. He immediately cut the speed of his ship and swung up in a steep climb.


  The ships that were visible in the visi-screen were all of a solid silver color, completely devoid of identifying insignia. They were exactly like the ship with which they had exchanged electronic blasts on the Astra’s Earthbound flight months previous.


  “That ship we fired at must have been a long-range scouter,” Brick said. “Probably sneaking in for reconnaissance information.”


  Ward was grimly studying the formation of ships on visi-screen. They were lined in three triangular columns, apparently waiting for a signal to attack.


  ABOUT two hundred,” Ward estimated quickly.


  “What’ll we do?” Brick asked.


  Before Ward could answer the formation of alien ships began to move and, one by one, the ships peeled off in slow dives toward Earth.


  “There’s only one thing we can do,” Ward said. He looked at Brick steadily. “We can delay them for a few minutes anyway.”


  Brick grinned.


  “A few minutes is better than nothing. Let’s go.”


  Ward threw the idling rockets into full power and dove straight for the densest section of the enemy formation. The silver ships grew larger on the screen at an alarming rate; and then orange puffs suddenly began to mushroom from their gleaming sides.


  “They’ve spotted us,” Ward snapped.


  “They’re off the range,” Brick said. “Keep going.”


  He moved to the small cowled gun turret and took a quick finding with the firing panel. As Ward sent their ship flashing under the belly of the first ship in formation Brick fired a broadside that burned it to nothingness in a twinkling second.


  “Number one!” he yelled.


  “Number two isn’t going to be so easy,” Ward said grimly.


  He maneuvered his ship desperately to avoid a cross-fire and Brick snapped out another blast that missed its mark by a fraction.


  That miss made their position impossible. Three ships converged on them, lining them up for a destructive cross-fire blast that would burn them from the void in a split-second.


  Ward put every atom of his new training and skill behind the manipulation of the ship, but it was a hopeless situation. They had him dead and were taking their time to make absolutely sure they didn’t miss fire.


  Brick suddenly grabbed Ward’s arm and pointed excitedly to the visi-screen.


  “Look,” he yelled flashed a quick glance at the visi-screen and saw a formation of fifty fighters streaking toward them. And in the lead was the slim crimson ship of Captain Slater.


  “It’s the Asteroid Base fleet!” Brick yelled, pounding Ward on the shoulder.


  “I knew Slater would come,” Ward said.


  The appearance of the formidable fighter group had distracted two of the ships which had been pocketing Ward’s ship. When they swung away he was able to climb into the clear. From a height of several miles Ward and Brick watched the onslaught of the fighter squadron led by Captain Slater’s crimson ship on the milling, disorganized formation of the silver ships.


  Ward took his eyes off the battle long enough to open the communications channels to Earth.


  “Fighter ship, Asteroid Base squadron calling Earth.”


  He sent the message twice before he got an answer. The Earth operator’s voice was tense with excitement.


  “Earth calling fighting ship. We have things under control here, but cannot handle invasion from space. The formation of enemy ships on beam 40 outside Heaviside is from Sirius. Can you give us information on when they may launch attack? That is all. Please come in.”


  “Calling Earth. Don’t worry about the silver raiders from Sirius. A fleet from Asteroid Base under the command of Captain Slater has things pretty well in hand.”


  Ward snapped off the radio and headed the ship back down for the vast space battle raging over a thousand square miles of the void.


  But even at that early stage the superiority of the Earth was becoming obvious. And Captain Slater’s crimson ship was like a grim harbinger of vengeance as it flashed repeatedly into the densest formations of the Sirius raiders and left smoking ruin in its wake.


  Brick and Ward got one more ship before the bulk of the silver squadron broke and streaked away from Earth.


  The crimson ship of Captain Slater stayed on the trail of the Sirius raiders as they headed for the vast reaches of outer space. His ship closed on the stragglers like a hungry shark. But as the formation of silver ships was vanishing into pin-points in infinity Ward saw something that brought a choking lump to his throat.


  A desperate blast from a silver ship had caught Captain Slater’s ship in a direct hit; and it vanished into cinders in the void. His own cool recklessness had worked against him. The ship that got him was one that he passed with his blinding speed and grim anxiety to close with the bulk of the formation, where the spoils would be richest. A blast from behind had done what no ship had ever been able to do from the front.


  Ward swung their ship wearily toward Earth. The raiders from Sirius might come again, but Earth would be prepared for them.


  And he realized that Captain Slater and the men of Asteroid Base who had died in the void today, had not died in vain. Their insistence on the ideal of preparedness would bear fruit now and Earth would always be richer for having had such men in its hour of desperate need.


  WORLD BEYOND BELIEF


  First published in the August 1943 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Oscar didn’t believe in reincarnation until three of his ancestors returned in the flesh. Then he wished he had!


  CHAPTER I


  OSCAR DOODLE arrived at his modestly furnished apartment every evening at six o’clock and by six ten he would be resting in his favorite chair sipping a glass of light sherry and reading the evening papers.


  The sherry was brought to him by his Filipino houseboy, Chico, Oscar’s one extravagance.


  This particular evening was no exception to the inevitable pattern. He was seated comfortably enjoying his sherry and Chico was busy in the small kitchen, preparing dinner.


  Oscar Doodle was not a remarkable man. In fact if anyone was interested in making a catalogue of the prosaic, colorless, unimportant people in the country, Oscar’s name would be certain of inclusion. He had never made Who’s Who; he would have been, however, a candidate for Who Cares?


  His life was bounded on three sides; his job, as a minor executive in a small bank, in whose service he had slaved for sixteen years, was his chief interest. Second to this came his well-ordered and pleasant apartment, dominated by the marvelous efficiency of Chico. And last and least was the not-too-young lady with whom he kept fairly steady company, Miss Agatha Prim.


  Miss Prim was a quiet, cultivated sort of person and he found her company restful. What she found in him no one ever bothered to ask.


  Chico came into the room as he finished the last of his sherry.


  “Dinner is ready,” Chico said quietly. He was brown and moon-faced with a quick flashing smile that displayed a mouthful of large white teeth.


  Oscar rose to his feet and burped gently, another of his punctual habits.


  “Fine,” he said. “I’m going out tonight, Chico, I wish you’d set out my gray suit.”


  All of Oscar’s suits were gray but he and Chico never mentioned this fact. When he switched suits he simply asked for his gray suit. Chico understood.


  “I’m going to a party at Miss Prim’s,” Oscar said, “so I’m afraid I may be a little late.”


  Chico nodded.


  “You play crystal ball games tonight?” he asked. His bright smile lit up his face.


  Oscar winced. Chico’s question was in reference to his Agatha’s almost fanatic preoccupation with various mediums, fortune tellers and the like from whom she derived the vicarious thrill of peering into the future lives of her friends.


  “I’m afraid we will,” he said, sighing. “Agatha met some woman at a party recently who told her of a medium who has made an intensive study of reincarnation.” Oscar glanced at Chico, almost apologetically. “That’s very interesting, of course,” he said.


  Chico nodded brightly.


  “This medium will be there tonight,” Oscar said, “so I suppose we’ll spend the night listening to her discuss reincarnation.” He coughed slightly. “Stimulating evening.” He shook his head and went into the dining room where he ate an excellent meal before showering and dressing for Agatha’s party.


  Chico followed him to the door of the apartment and helped him into his coat.


  “I will leave glass of warm milk on stove,” he said.


  “Thank you, Chico,” Oscar said. He picked up his hat, set it squarely on his balding head and left for the party . . .


  AGATHA met him at the door of her apartment with a glad smile. She was taller than Oscar by several inches and put together at rather sharp angles. She wore a quiet dark dress and no make-up. Her eyes were large and bright in the pallor of her face.


  “You must come right in, Oscar,” she said excitedly. “Madame Obary is here and she is simply fascinating!”


  “I’m sure she is,” Oscar said drily.


  He was led into the apartment, his coat and hat were taken by Agatha’s colored maid, and then he was introduced to the assembled guests.


  Most of them, he reflected gloomily as he dutifully smiled and shook hands, were not worth meeting. Then he was escorted across the room to a large divan, where an even larger woman was holding court.


  “Madame Obary,” Agatha said breathlessly, “I want you to meet Oscar.”


  The creature on the couch turned her solemn, bovine eyes in Oscar’s direction and nodded slowly, sending a tremor down her many chins that was like the effect of a stone tossed into a quiet pool.


  She was dark with oily black hair in a bun on her neck and her arms were circled with dozens of weird bracelets. Her plain dress fitted her like a sagging circus tent.


  “How do you do?” she murmured, in a quiet throaty voice. “I am always pleased to meet new disciples.”


  “Well, I’m hardly that,” Oscar said with an uneasy laugh.


  “You will be,” Madame Obary said.


  “Madame Obary,” Agatha said, turning to Oscar with breathless animation, “has been telling us the most incredible things. Really the things that go on are simply amazing.”


  “Things?” Oscar said blankly.


  “I mean incidents in the occult,” Agatha said a trifle impatiently. “You’ve simply no idea!”


  “I guess I haven’t,” said Oscar, feeling somehow that his reaction was a bit inadequate.


  “Madame Obary,” continued Agatha with a rush, “is one of the four people in the world who completely understands the theory of reincarnation.”


  Madame Obary cleared her throat impressively.


  “One of the three persons in the world who understands it,” she corrected severely.


  “Isn’t that marvelous?” Agatha said, turning an enraptured face to Oscar. “Just think! One of the three!”


  “Well, well,” Oscar said.


  “Madame Obary’s theory,” Agatha went on with a breathlessness that paid high tribute to the importance of Madame Obary’s theory, “is that our ancestors are alive today, but living on another time plane, and—”


  “Please!” Madame Obary said, raising one hand sternly. “I will explain.”


  “Yes, of course,” said Agatha chastened.


  “ALL life is simultaneous,” Agatha said in her rich booming voice, “the terms of Past, Present and Future are inaccurate misnomers. Such categories do not exist. The lives of our ancestors and our grandchildren are being lived this moment, but on a separate time plane from our own. Do you understand?”


  She directed the question at Oscar and from her stern features and beetling brows it was obvious she would brook no nonsense. Oscar, her tone and manner clearly implied, had damn well better understand.


  “I get the point,” Oscar said. “It’s a little vague,” he added apologetically. “The main idea is clear enough, but the business about the grandchildren—” his voice trailed off weakly. He couldn’t go on. The whole damn, nonsensical theory was more than a little vague. It was as cloudy as an opium smoker’s dream and not half so attractive.


  “Naturally,” Madame Obary said, with a superior smile, “you will not be able to understand the more subtle implications of the theory. A trained mind is needed for such comprehension.” She turned to Agatha. “Is this young man to be our subject for this evening?”


  “What?” said Oscar blankly.


  Agatha put her hand anxiously on his arm.


  “Now don’t get excited, Oscar,” she said, smiling nervously at him. “I didn’t tell you before, but Madame Obary needs a subject for her demonstration and I told her that you wouldn’t mind. Please be helpful.”


  “Just what is required of me?” Oscar asked warily.


  Madame Obary said, “You will be put into a trance and I will explore your subconscious mind. It is my hope to establish contact with your ancestors through your subconscious and, if the séance is successful, you may be able to communicate with them also. This is done by bridging the time planes that separate you from your ancestors. The success of my undertaking will depend completely on the sensitivity of your receptive powers.”


  Oscar reflected with a definite bitterness that if Madame Obary’s ridiculous experiment should happen to work she would get all the credit; but if it failed, which was by all odds the more certain probability, the blame would fall on his shoulders. It didn’t seem fair.


  But there was nothing he could do about it.


  MADAME BOVARY had struggled to her feet and was already making preparations. She ordered him to lie on the divan and then asked that all the lights, with the exception of one dim lamp, be turned off. From an enormous handbag she drew forth a sheaf of papers on which were inscribed designs that looked as if they were results of a drawing class of morons.


  She sat down on a chair beside the couch and spread these designs over her ample lap.


  “Empty your mind of everything,” she said to Oscar, as if she were referring to a garbage hopper. “Your consciousness must be a complete blank.”


  One of the guests in a dark corner of the room chuckled and remarked that that shouldn’t be too hard for Oscar. There was a general laugh.


  Oscar squirmed angrily on the couch. Was he brought here to be mocked, humiliated, insulted? He decided that he was and, having reached that conclusion, closed his eyes and folded his arms across his chest with icy deliberation.


  Agatha and the guests were in the shadows of the room and they watched tensely as Madame Obary laid one plump hand on Oscar’s forehead.


  Oscar felt as if a damp fish had been suddenly dropped across his eyes, but he said nothing. For he was conscious of a peculiar sensation of drowsiness. Darkness seemed to be drifting in on his mind and his eyelids were heavy. He stirred slightly on the couch and tried to open his eyes, but the effort was too much. He breathed heavily, rhythmically and the last sound he heard was Madame Obary’s voice saying,


  “Sleep and let your mind rest.”


  Oscar drifted off to sleep.


  CHAPTER II


  WHEN Oscar awoke the lights were on in Agatha’s apartment, but the guests were gone. Agatha was sitting on a chair beside the couch looking at him with what appeared to be a disappointed expression.


  “What happened?” Oscar asked blankly, struggling to a sitting position.


  “Nothing!” Agatha said sharply. “You were a complete washout, Oscar. Madame Obary was quite disappointed. And so were all the guests.”


  Oscar put both hands to his temples and shook his head slowly. There was a funny sensation in his head, a tired, dazed feeling. As if a legion of pygmies had walked over his brain with spiked shoes.


  “Nothing happened, eh?” he said.


  “Madame Obary tried for an hour to establish contact with your ancestors through your subconscious, but you were thoroughly uncooperative.” Agatha pursed her thin lips in irritation. “I was humiliated.”


  Oscar put his hands to his head again.


  “How do you know nothing happened?” he asked. “My head certainly feels as if something had.”


  “Madame Obary said the attempt was unsuccessful,” Agatha said.


  “Who are you going to believe? Madame Obary or my head?” Oscar said belligerently. He stood up and straightened his coat carefully. “I’ll be going now. I think this whole thing has been completely ridiculous.”


  “All right, if that’s the way you feel about it,” Agatha said. “I’ll get your coat.”


  “Thank you,” said Oscar coolly.


  He didn’t sleep very well that night. And the next morning it took all of Chico’s gentle ministrations to bring him back to a fairly pleasant frame of mind. He breakfasted, dressed carefully and left his apartment, still feeling depressed.


  He reached the bank on time and went directly to his small private office in back of the vaults. Oscar’s job with the bank entailed handling the records of the safety deposit vaults and he was daily in contact with large sums of money. He had been given the job because the president of the bank was of the private opinion that Oscar was too timid to steal and too stupid to know what to do with the money if he did steal it.


  Oscar’s private secretary glanced up when he entered the reception room of his office. She was a very pretty blonde girl, efficient and careful, but at sight of


  Oscar her mouth dropped open in a very unbecoming fashion, And her blue eyes widened with astonishment.


  “Close your mouth, please, Miss Brown,” Oscar said testily.


  Miss Brown closed her mouth, but the expression of astonishment remained on her face.


  “Whom did you wish to see,” she asked in a faint dazed voice.


  “What’s the matter with you?” Oscar demanded. “I don’t wish to see anyone. I want to get to work and I’ll need you for dictation. Can you come right in?”


  Miss Brown rose from her chair and backed slightly away from him, her eyes glassy.


  “Mr. Doodle is busy now,” she managed to gasp. “You’d better come back later.”


  “Mr. Doodle is busy?” Oscar cried. “What kind of nonsense is this? I’m Mr. Doodle. How could I be busy and talking to you at the same time?”


  “You look like Mr. Doodle,” his secretary said, “but Mr. Doodle is in his office. He’s been here for an hour working.”


  OSCAR regarded his secretary severely.


  “Miss Brown,” he said with quiet deliberation, “I am not amused by your joke. For some reason you are acting in a most irregular manner. I am willing to overlook your conduct if you can assure me it will not happen again. I am going to my office now and I will give you a half-hour to get control of yourself. Then I will expect you for dictation. Am I making myself quite clear?”


  He started firmly for his office door, but Miss Brown stepped in front of him.


  “You can’t go in there,” she said frantically. “I’ve told you Mr. Doodle is working. He’ll be terribly annoyed if you go in without an appointment. I don’t know who you are but if you wish to see Mr. Doodle you’ll have to phone for an appointment.”


  “You’re fired!” Oscar yelled, losing control of his dignity. He shoved the girl aside, opened the door and strode into his office, shaking his head angrily.


  “What is the meaning of this intrusion?” a voice from behind his desk asked quietly.


  Oscar stared with bulging eyes at the man behind his desk. The man wore a gray suit, black tie and white stiff collar, identical with his own. And the man looked exactly like he did, scant, mousy brown hair, watery blue eyes, thin, pressed lips. All of Oscar’s physical characteristics were duplicated to an amazing degree by the man behind his desk.


  As Oscar stared unbelievingly at this twin of his, the man tapped the top of the desk with nervous fingers—a gesture Oscar recognized as his own when irritated.


  “And what is the meaning of this intrusion, may I ask again?” the man behind the desk inquired icily.


  “Who are you?” Oscar blurted. “What are you doing at that desk?”


  “My name is Doodle,” the man replied. “And this happens to be my desk.” He smiled and said sarcastically, “Is there anything else you wish to know?”


  “You’re an impostor,” Oscar cried. “I’m Oscar Doodle and that’s my desk. You’d better clear out of here before I call the guards and have you thrown out.”


  “Precisely my own idea,” the man at the desk said calmly. He punched a button and leaned back in his chair, “I don’t know what your game is, but I’ve stood as much of your insolence as I intend to.”


  “Now just a minute,” Oscar said. He was experiencing a desperate, trapped feeling. Maybe this was all some wild dream! “I belong here,” he said weakly. “I’ve worked here for years.”


  THE door of the office opened and two of the husky, uniformed bank guards entered.


  They glanced at both men in the office and their faces were surprised, but their attention was directed to the man behind the desk.


  “Did you ring, Mr. Doodle?” one of them asked.


  “Yes, I did,” the bogus Mr. Doodle said. “This gentleman here,” he waved a hand at Oscar, “broke into my office a few minutes ago and I think he might be violent. Please escort him to the door. If he gives you any trouble call the police.”


  “Right, Mr. Doodle,” one of the guards answered respectfully. He glared at Oscar. “Come on, chum, you heard what Mr. Doodle said.”


  “You can’t do this to me!” Oscar cried frantically. He glared at the man behind the desk who was impersonating him. “You’re a fraud! You know you are!” he shouted.


  One of the guards grabbed him from behind and dragged him to the door.


  “Shut up,” he said, “or we’ll call the wagon. I think you belong in a strait-jacket myself.”


  “I demand to see Mr. Haskins, the president,” Oscar yelled. “I won’t be treated this way. It’s—it’s unAmerican, that’s what it is.”


  The other guard opened the door and Oscar was hustled through the reception room, out into the main section of the bank and finally deposited on the sidewalk before the great bronze doors.


  The two guards placed themselves in front of the door, arms crossed.


  “Now be a good guy and beat it,” one of them said. “You’ve caused enough trouble already. Go home and take a nap for yourself and you’ll feel better.” Oscar stared mournfully, despairingly at the massive portals of the bank and then at the grim guards who barred the entrance. His world was collapsing about his head.


  “But this is all a mistake,” he said tearfully, “I belong here, I’m Mr. Doodle, I—”


  “Stop wasting our time,” the second guard said irritably. “If you aren’t on your way in ten seconds, I’m gonna call the cops.”


  “But—”


  “Beat it!”


  Oscar winced at the harshness of the guard’s voice. He gazed wistfully at the doors of the bank and then, with a dispirited sigh, he turned and shuffled away, not knowing or caring what direction he took.


  HE walked for an hour, oblivious to the people he passed, dazed and numb. His brain wasn’t functioning. He couldn’t make any sense out of what had happened to him, nor could he figure out what he should do.


  Finally he stopped at a small park and, from shear weariness, sat down. He put his head in his hands and closed his eyes. Never had he felt so completely rudderless and helpless.


  He glanced dully at his watch. It was almost ten o’clock. He didn’t know what to do with himself. He hadn’t been away from his desk at ten o’clock on a weekday morning for over twelve years.


  What could he do?


  He decided, with a flash of his old invincible efficiency, to review the matter logically and calmly. Someone had decided to impersonate him, take over his job at the bank. That put him, Oscar, on the outside looking in. His task, therefore, was to expose this impersonator, turn him over to the authorities and thus reclaim his rightful position.


  How was this to be done? He frowned and thought for a while without reaching any definite conclusions. What he needed was a confidant, someone with whom he could discuss the entire affair in all its various ramifications and then, through the discussion and in exchange of ideas he might possibly find a solution to this dilemma.


  Agatha was the only person he could think of, and while she was not ideal, she would have to do. He hoped she had gotten over her annoyance of last night.


  Armed with a definite plan of action he felt better. He stood up, set his hat at an angle that was extremely rakish for him and strode to the corner to wait for a street car . . .


  HE reached Agatha’s apartment building in about twenty minutes and went up, as was his custom, without ringing. He knocked on the door and took off his hat when he heard Agatha’s light swift steps approaching.


  She opened the door and a blank expression of astonishment dropped over her thin features as she saw him. She opened and closed her eyes, as if she didn’t believe the evidence they were reporting to her brain.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked. “May I come in? I’m in trouble, Agatha, and I need your help.”


  The flustered expression on Agatha’s face faded as she got herself under control. She straightened her shoulders and regarded him with eyes that were suddenly impersonal and haughty.


  “You most certainly may not come in,” she said, “and my name happens to be Miss Prim to strangers.”


  Oscar stared at her in bewilderment.


  “What’s the matter with you, Agatha?” he demanded. “I’m no stranger. I’ve called you Agatha for the last ten years.”


  “I don’t know who you are,” Agatha said grimly, “but if you don’t stop bothering me I’ll—I’ll call my fiancé.”


  “Your fiancé?” Oscar echoed incredulously. “What are you talking about?”


  Agatha turned and called over her shoulder.


  “Oscar, please come here. This impertinent creature is annoying me.”


  Oscar felt the bottom of his stomach suddenly drop about eight inches as a voice from behind Agatha said, “I’m coming,” and his heart almost stopped beating when the door was opened wide and a man who looked exactly like him appeared at Agatha’s side.


  This new arrival was dressed in a gray suit, black tie and neat shoes—Oscar’s habitual costume—and physically he could have passed for Oscar’s twin. He looked as much like Oscar as had his impersonator at the bank. “Who are you?” Oscar blurted. “My name happens to be Oscar Doodle,” the man beside Agatha said coldly, “and who are you?”


  Oscar put his hands to his head and stared wildly at the man in the door.


  “You can’t be Oscar Doodle,” he said hysterically. “I’m Oscar Doodle. I’ve always been Oscar Doodle.” He pointed desperately at Agatha. “She’s my girl.” The man who called himself Oscar Doodle frowned.


  “That will be enough of your impertinence,” he said sternly. “This woman,” he said, putting an arm about Agatha’s thin shoulders, “will soon be my wife.” He took her left hand in his and Oscar saw that Agatha’s third finger was adorned with a large, sparkling diamond engagement ring.


  “No!” Oscar cried. “This is all some nightmare. Don’t you see? I’m Oscar Doodle!”


  Oscar’s second twin studied him with a judicious frown.


  “I do notice a slight resemblance between us,” he said slowly, “but that certainly is not sufficient justification for your coming here and claiming to be me. Now I’d advise you to clear out of here before I call the state insane asylum and tell them I’ve got a dangerous lunatic on my hands.”


  HE finished speaking and with a cold bow slammed the door in Oscar’s face. Oscar stood in the hallway several minutes, too stunned to move.


  What wild web was he caught in? What was he to do?


  This was the second twin that had bobbed up mysteriously to steal a phase of his existence. A sudden thought occurred to him. Maybe this chap with Agatha was the same one that had been at the bank. That seemed logical. For it would be too coincidental for two persons who looked so amazingly like him to exist. They just couldn’t.


  But supposing there were actually two men who looked identically like him—one at the bank and another here with Agatha? That would mean he was cut forever from his job and from Agatha’s company! She had accepted a ring from his second twin, obviously believing him to be the real Oscar.


  Oscar put his palms to his temples and groaned. Where would it all end?


  He found himself on the street a few minutes later walking aimlessly. When he could think logically again he decided that he had better withdraw his small bank account before one of his impersonators had the same idea. Without a job he would need money to tide him over until he landed something else.


  But when he reached the bank where he kept his small account he received another shock.


  The teller looked at his pass book with a frown and then shoved it back to him.


  “Is this a joke, Mr. Doodle?” he asked, and it was obvious from his tone, that he, for one, didn’t think it was a very funny joke. “You were in an hour ago and withdrew your entire account. You said then you’d lost your pass book. We issued you a duplicate and gave you all your funds and you closed the account.”


  Oscar gripped the bars of the teller’s cage with clammy hands.


  “No!” he croaked hoarsely, “there’s been a mistake. That wasn’t me you gave the money to, it was a man who is impersonating me.”


  The teller frowned again.


  “I’m afraid not, Mr. Doodle,” he said. “You see, we checked your signature as a formality when you closed your account and we have it on file right now. It was yours, all right.” His tone suddenly became severe. “Would you care to take the matter up with our auditor?”


  Oscar backed slightly away from the cage.


  “No,” he whispered feebly, “I guess not. It’s—it’s my mistake. I just remembered.”


  HE turned and ducked out of the bank. Spots were whirling before his eyes. His job, girl and money gone! Where would this insane comedy end? A terrible unnerving thought struck him then and he felt his face stiffen with horror as its implications swept over him.


  Supposing he wasn’t Oscar Doodle!


  Maybe he was an amnesia victim! Maybe he just thought he was Oscar Doodle. If that were true, he was out of his mind, a lunatic. Possibly he had escaped from an asylum and the authorities were scouring the city for him this instant!


  He skulked past the policeman at the corner with his hat pulled down over his face and his heart beating painfully fast. What if the policeman clapped him in jail and he found himself to be a wife-slayer or an axe-murderer?


  None of these things was beyond the realm of possibility because if he wasn’t Oscar Doodle, he might be anyone; and that “anyone” might be anybody!


  His head started to ache. Everything was so bewilderingly confused.


  And then he remembered Chico, his smiling, brown-faced valet, and felt a surge of relief. The fact that he remembered Chico should prove that he was actually Oscar Doodle, and he suddenly felt that if he could get to Chico, have a cup of his incomparable beef broth and relax quietly in his comfortable chair he would be able to think his way out of this mess.


  His anxiety to see Chico was so urgent that he forgot his usual economic scruples and took a cab to his apartment. He trotted quickly up the steps, feeling better every second. In his own quiet apartment, relaxed and comfortable, he’d feel like himself again.


  He let himself in with his key and walked happily into his familiar, comfortable living room. There was a man sitting in his chair, smoking, and reading a newspaper, and when he put the newspaper down and glanced up, Oscar’s jaw dropped foolishly and the triphammers of panic started thudding at his brain again.


  For this man was another twin!


  CHAPTER III


  THE third twin was wearing Oscar’s dressing gown and his feet were comfortably shod in Oscar’s felt-lined slippers. He was sipping a glass of sherry and one of Oscar’s cigars was in his hand.


  “What are you doing here?” Oscar blurted, but he had the horrible conviction that the question was superfluous.


  The man in the chair looked at him with well-bred surprise.


  “Where else would I be?” he asked, “This is my apartment. I think the question should be put to you. What are you doing here?”


  “This isn’t your apartment,” Oscar wailed. “It’s mine. I pay the rent.”


  “My good fellow, I’m afraid you’re suffering a slight delusion. I am Oscar Doodle. This is my apartment. I started for work this morning, but returned to nurse a slight cold, which is why I happen to be here now. If you’re satisfied I wish you’d leave me to my paper. You’ll find the door just behind you,” he added dryly.


  “You can’t order me out of my own apartment,” Oscar cried frantically. He stared wildly at the glass of sherry in the man’s hand. “What do you mean drinking my wine? and smoking my cigars? You’re the one who’s going to get out!”


  “Pardon, what is trouble, please?” a soft voice said from the doorway of the adjoining room.


  “Ah, Chico,” the third twin murmured, “will you please show this gentleman to the door?”


  Oscar wheeled to Chico, who stood in the doorway, a smile of confusion on his round, brown face.


  “You know me, Chico,” he said imploringly.


  Chico smiled in bewilderment and turned to the man in the chair.


  “Look much like you Mr. Doodly,” he said.


  “Yes, I noticed the resemblance,” the third twin said, “but I’m not flattered. Will you see that he finds the door all right?”


  Chico moved toward Oscar.


  “Please go now,” he said. “Mister Doodly say you must leave.”


  “Chico!” Oscar cried, “look at me. I’m Mr. Doodle, your employer.”


  “Please go now,” Chico repeated implacably.


  Oscar’s shoulders sagged and he felt the lead weight of despair pressing in on his brain. What was there for him to do?


  He turned and stumbled toward the door. Chico followed him and held the door, smiling politely.


  “Come again,” he said, and closed the door firmly when Oscar passed through to the hall.


  THE enormity of this last shock numbed Oscar to the point that he was unable to make even an attempt to think. He wandered dazedly down the steps and onto the street, hardly conscious that he was moving.


  He felt like a man without a country. Everything in his life, everything cherished and familiar had been stolen from him by these damnable twins, leaving him a homeless, jobless, penniless derelict. There was no one to whom he could turn, no place he could go for comfort and solace.


  He plodded along miserably, wondering vaguely what would become of him. He was even too old for the army. No one wanted him, and there was no place he could call his own.


  He walked aimlessly the rest of that day, not stopping for lunch or dinner, and when it became dark, he found himself in a strange part of the city, miles from his apartment. He realized that he was hungry and tired. He thought of Chico’s excellent meals, his wide, comfortable bed and a groan of pure anguish passed his lips.


  Gone forever!


  He counted his money and found that he had almost ten dollars in his wallet. He had to sleep so he stopped at the first hotel he came to, registered defiantly as Oscar Doodle, went up to his room and fell asleep on the bed without removing his clothes . . .


  OSCAR slept like a dead man, until he was awakened by a sharp, imperious knock on the door. He opened his eyes and stared into the darkness of the room, unable to imagine where he might be. Gradually the events of the day filtered into his mind and he struggled to a sitting position on the bed. The knock that awakened him was repeated; he turned on a light and walked to the door.


  “Who is it?” he asked cautiously.


  “Oscar Doodle?” a voice asked.


  “Yes. What do you want?”


  “We must see you. It is imperative. Please open the door.”


  Against his better judgment Oscar unlocked the door, but before he could turn the knob, the door was shoved open and two men strode into the room.


  Oscar fell back and stared at them with wide, astonished eyes. For they were two of the identically similar men who had entered his life the day before. They were his twins in every respect, except that instead of looking astonished, they wore expressions of grim anxiety.


  One of them closed and locked the door while the other turned to him and waved to a chair.


  “Sit down,” he ordered crisply, “we have quite a lot to say to you.”


  Oscar sat down meekly, but his astonishment was fading and another emotion was replacing it—anger.


  “I’ve got a lot to say to you, too,” he said grimly.


  “That can wait,” the man who had done the talking said, taking a seat on the edge of the bed. Oscar’s other twin, after locking the hotel room door had taken the remaining chair and was staring intently at Oscar.


  “Well, what do you want?” Oscar demanded. “Haven’t you messed my life up enough without ruining my sleep to boot?”


  The man on the bed said, “Control your temper. We’re all in a bad spot. First, let me introduce ourselves. I am, as nearly as I can compute, your fourteen times greatgrandfather. By virtue of my seniority, and to simplify things, think of me as Oscar Doodle the First. My companion,” he said, waving negligently to the other twin, “you may consider Oscar Doodle the Second. He, incidentally, is my great-great-great-grandchild. You’ll have to take my word for these things.” He grinned wickedly. “And my word, as any of my cohorts of the fourteenth century could tell you, isn’t worth a tinker’s dam.”


  Oscar stared at the speaker with unbelievingly eyes.


  “You can’t be serious,” he gasped.


  “I am completely serious,” Oscar Doodle the First said dryly. “We were brought to this time plane through the medium of a sorceress who used your subconscious mind to complete the transition. You had better accept that fact my much-removed grandson and stop staring at me with bug-eyes. I, for one, was delighted at the change. At the time of the good witch’s intervention I was languishing in an unpleasant jail. I find your apartment much more comfortable.”


  “So you’re the one who took my apartment!” Oscar cried indignantly.


  Oscar the First smiled. “Yes. Oscar the Second took your—ahem—beautiful damsel.”


  Oscar the Second grunted sourly.


  “I certainly got stung on the deal,” he said bitterly. He glared at Oscar. “I can’t say much for your taste in women.”


  OSCAR stared at his twins in bewilderment.


  “What kind of a deal are you talking about?”


  “I’ll explain,” Oscar the First said. “You see three of us were brought here to this time plane through the medium of your subconscious mind. We knew all about you, everything you did and thought, because we had been in contact with your mind for some time. When we arrived we were penniless, friendless in a great, strange city. Our only recourse was to move in on your life. We divided your existence, in a manner of speaking.” He spread his hands and smiled at Oscar’s obvious confusion. “It was really simple. I took your apartment, Oscar the Second here took your girl and Oscar the Third, the other member of our trio, appropriated your job. You see that gave us all a measure of comfort and security.”


  “But what about me?” Oscar wailed. “I’m out in the cold. I haven’t got anything left.”


  “That’s right,” Oscar the First said blandly, “I knew you’d catch on. And one other thing. We divided your bank account. It was the only fair thing to do.”


  Oscar stared bitterly at his two twins from Time.


  “And what do you want now? Did you discover I have some gold fillings you overlooked in your original inventory?”


  “Nothing like that,” Oscar the First, who seemed to be the spokesman, said. “We’ve come to you about something which may jeopardize our pleasant little set-up. You see we made a rather unhappy choice when we put Oscar the Third in your job at the Bank.”


  “Why?” asked Oscar.


  “It so happens,” Oscar the First said, “that Oscar the Third was a notorious confidence man and thief in his own time level and we’re afraid that he might revert to type in the presence of all the money surrounding him in his new job.”


  “Oh my God!” Oscar groaned.


  “You see,” Oscar the First said quietly, “it’s no light matter. What would happen to all of us if our light-fingered relative decided to stuff his pockets with money and leave for parts unknown? The situation would become awkward. Descriptions would be broadcast, your apartment would be searched immediately, your girl would be questioned and,” Oscar the First paused eloquently, “the police drag-net would catch all of us.”


  “I, for one,” Oscar the Second said moodily, “would relish a change.” He glanced disgustedly at Oscar. “That female of yours would make a man yearn for prison bars.”


  “You didn’t have to give her an engagement ring, did you?” Oscar snapped.


  Oscar the Second shrugged. “It wasn’t my money I was spending. And it made the deal that much more binding.”


  “Come, come, now,” Oscar the First put in smoothly, “this is no time for trivial details. We’ve got to fix things so our thieving relation doesn’t get us all into trouble. Who has any suggestions?”


  Oscar leaned back in his chair and smiled with sudden confidence. An idea had occurred to him that might get him out of this spot.


  “I have nothing to suggest,” he said calmly. “This is your baby and you can spank it. I’ve been gyped out of my job, my apartment and my girl, so why should I want to help you anyway? Now I’m going back to sleep. Will you leave quietly or shall I call the house detective?”


  His two twins stood up uneasily.


  The first Oscar said, “Not a very sporting attitude, old fellow. But if you won’t help, you won’t. We can’t very well make you.”


  When his twins had left Oscar stretched out on the bed again, but he was smiling contentedly. Before he went to sleep he put in a call for six in the morning. He’d show these intruders from the Past where to get off at . . .


  OSCAR was at the bank the next morning before the doors were opened. His plan was simplicity itself. He’d simply beat his twin to the job and then, when his obnoxious impersonator arrived, he’d have him thrown out.


  He was so anxious to get to his desk that he failed to notice the rather peculiar look the watchman gave him when he opened the door.


  “Good morning, Mr. Doodle,” he said carefully.


  “Morning, John,” Oscar said and hurried past him to his office.


  It was a little after eight and he was the first one at the bank. He settled himself at his desk brimful of confidence. He’d show ’em. At least he had his job back now and he was certain he’d be able to reclaim the other lost phases of his existence.


  He worked for an hour, happily doing the routine work that he had done for years, and he kept one eye peeled on the door awaiting the arrival of his impersonator. While he was waiting he did a little thinking of his conversation the previous night with the men who claimed to be his ancestors. He wondered if there was any stock in their story. They said they had been brought from their own time levels through the medium of a sorceress. That would be Madame Obary. She had told him she was trying to communicate with his ancestors through his subconscious mind. Maybe her scheme had worked too well. Instead of just communicating with his ancestors it looked as if she had brought them to the Present in the flesh.


  Oscar shook his head. What a mess she had made for him. But he wasn’t going to stay licked. Reclaiming his job was only the first step in the battle. He’d keep fighting until he’d driven these unwanted ancestors of his completely out of his life.


  His thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door. He smiled in anticipation and squared his shoulders.


  “Come in!” he said sternly.


  The door opened and his blonde secretary entered. She stared at him in astonishment and then a frantic expression of worry appeared on her face.


  “Mr. Doodle,” she cried, “what are you doing here?”


  Oscar cleared his throat severely.


  “Where else would I be, Miss Brown?” he inquired dryly.


  “But you can’t stay here,” Miss Brown said, looking wildly about the room. “You’ve got to hide. I’ll help you. I won’t tell anyone I’ve seen you.” She crossed to his side with quick, anxious steps and took his arm in her hands and pulled him to his feet.


  “Please,” she said imploringly, “you can hide in the closet. Then tonight I’ll help you slip out.”


  OSCAR removed his arm from her grasp.


  “I don’t know what’s come over you, Miss Brown,” he gasped. He stared into her anxious, worried eyes and shook his head. “You’re talking nonsense. I think you had better take the rest of the day off and rest.”


  “But you’ve got to listen to me,” Miss Brown said pleadingly. There were tears of concern in her eyes and her pretty face was clouded with worry. “There’s no time to waste. They’ll be here any minute.”


  “Who will be here any minute?” Oscar demanded. “And why should I hide in the closet because some person or persons unknown are visiting me in my office? I have done nothing wrong, I don’t need to hide from anyone.”


  The door had opened as he was speaking and when he finished a hard, cold voice said, “It wouldn’t have done you any good to hide, Doodle, the game is up.”


  Miss Brown turned on slim ankles as three heavy-set men walked heavily into the office.


  “I tried to tell you,” she wailed, turning back to Oscar.


  Oscar stared at the three men with dazed, uncomprehending eyes.


  “What’s all this about?” he asked. “Don’t pull the innocent act,” one of the men said sarcastically. He flipped his coat lapel aside, displaying a gleaming police shield. “I’m Higgins from Central. We want to have a little chat with you down at the station. Get your coat.”


  Oscar sat down heavily. He felt as if he had been struck at the base of the skull with a stuffed eel skin.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said weakly.


  “You will soon, then,” Higgins said. “Forty thousand bucks was stolen from here last night and we’ve got three witnesses from the bank who say you’re the man who pulled the job.”


  Comprehension dawned on Oscar and he felt his mouth going dry. A cold hand of terror was closing over his heart. His twin, his pilfering ancestor, who had impersonated him yesterday, had stolen forty thousand dollars from the bank. And the police thought that he was the one who had committed the robbery.


  He stared wildly at the grim faces of the three policemen.


  “No, no,” he cried hysterically, “you’ve got it all wrong. I didn’t steal the money. It was someone who looked like me. I’m innocent.”


  “You’ll be given a chance to prove it,” Higgins said. “Now get your coat.” Miss Brown was sniffing into a handkerchief in the corner.


  “Oh, Mr. Doodle,” she wailed, “why did you do it?”


  HIGGINS smiled sardonically.


  “So you’re innocent, eh? You’d better start talking, Doodle. Where’s the money?”


  “I don’t know,” Oscar said wildly. “I haven’t got it.”


  “Then where did you hide it?”


  “I didn’t hide it,” Oscar cried. He looked entreatingly at the grim circle of faces. “You’ve got to believe me.”


  “All right,” Higgins said, “you’re going to be tough. We can play that game, too. Get your coat and don’t make me ask you again.”


  Oscar staggered to his feet and put on his coat.


  “This is all a mistake,” he bleated. “Sure,” Higgins said, “and you made it.”


  Miss Brown caught his arm as he walked to the door.


  “I’ll come and see you, Mr. Doodle.” Oscar swallowed and walked through the door, too dazed to answer. He wondered vaguely if Alcatraz was air-conditioned in the summertime.


  CHAPTER IV


  OSCAR sat in a small grim cell with his head buried in his hands. This was his blackest hour. Three witnesses from the bank had just left, after testifying with some reluctance that they had seen Oscar the previous afternoon cram cash into a black leather bag before leaving for the day.


  The case against him was air-tight. He was doomed unless he could, somehow, find his impersonator and make him return the money. Oscar raised his head and stared gloomily at the solid bars of his cell. There was no chance of getting out of this place, and unless he did, there was no chance of ever proving himself innocent.


  He sighed and dropped his head back to his hands. A few minutes later he heard a footstep outside the cell. He looked up and saw Higgins, the detective, standing outside the cell, hands in his pockets and a large cigar in his mouth.


  “Still ain’t talking, eh?” Higgins murmured.


  “I tell you I’ve got nothing to tell,” Oscar said. “I didn’t steal the money, so I don’t know where it’s hidden.”


  Higgins took the cigar from his mouth and stared reflectively at its glowing tip.


  “I’ll be frank with you, Doodle,” he said, “you haven’t got a chance of escaping conviction with your yam. The judge will instruct the jury to convict and that means your worries will be over for the next few dozen years. But a conviction like that doesn’t do us any good. We want the money. The insurance company is already raising hell with the chief. They want the money and they don’t give a damn about the thief.” Higgins leaned closer and blew a slow smoke ring into Oscar’s cell. “Now if you play ball with me, give the tip on where the stuff is hidden, I’ll see to it that the judge goes light on you. You’ll be a free man in a few years. But,” he shrugged, “if you don’t want to talk we’ll make it as tough on you as we can. We’ll try you for everything on the book and give you life. Now what do you say?”


  Oscar swallowed miserably.


  “What can I say? You won’t believe me when I tell you I didn’t take the money. You won’t believe me when I tell you I don’t know where it’s hidden. But I am telling the truth.”


  “Okay,” Higgins’ face hardened. “Play it your way, Doodle, but don’t expect any favors from now on.”


  He turned and strode down the corridor. Oscar stretched out on the cot and stared despairingly at the ceiling. He was through for good.


  A few minutes later there was a light tap of feminine heels on the floor and when he looked up his secretary, Miss Brown, was standing outside his cell with a guard.


  Oscar rose quickly to his feet.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked.


  “I had to see you,” Miss Brown said. Her pretty face was worried. “You aren’t angry at me for c o m i n g, are you?”


  “No, not at all,” Oscar said. He felt very glad that she had come. It made him feel, somehow, less alone.


  The guard opened the door and closed it when she stepped inside the cell.


  “You got about six minutes,” he said and moved down the corridor.


  OSCAR led Miss Brown to the cot and they sat down, hands clasped together.


  “Now tell me why you came, Miss Brown,” Oscar said.


  “I know you aren’t guilty, and you can call me Betty,” Miss Brown said, on one breath.


  “Thank you—Betty,” Oscar said, rather hesitantly, and then the full impact of her words hit him. He grabbed her shoulders tightly. “You what?”


  “I know you aren’t guilty,” Miss Brown spoke in a tense, conspiratorial whisper. “I didn’t realize it until after you’d gone. But that man who worked at the bank yesterday wasn’t you. I know that for certain.”


  Oscar felt a flood of relief that left him weak and shaky.


  “How did you know?” he asked eagerly.


  “Well,” Miss Brown dimpled, “he tried to kiss me.”


  “Oh,” Oscar said flatly. He looked at Miss Brown and saw that she was pretty in a soft, pleasant sort of way. And her eyes were a fascinating shade of blue. “What makes you sure I wouldn’t try to kiss you?” he asked moodily.


  “Oh, I just know,” Miss Brown said, “and I wanted to tell you I’m going to do everything I can to help prove your innocence.”


  “Thank you,” Oscar said. He wanted to say more but he couldn’t. There was a lump in his throat that made talking difficult. He patted her hand awkwardly. “Thank you,” he said again. The guard reappeared at the door. “Time’s up. Got another visitor for you, Doodle,” he said.


  “I wonder who this can be,” Oscar said, as Miss Brown walked to the door. He shook hands with her and said, “You will try to come again, won’t you?”


  “Yes,” Miss Brown nodded, “I’ll come again. And I’ll be working for you on the outside.”


  She squeezed his hand and then stepped through the door and was gone. Oscar walked back to the cot and sat down, but there was a vision of blue eyes still before him. What a blind bat he was! She had worked for him for years and he had never once realized how wonderful and loyal she was.


  The guard opened the door again and a medium-sized man wearing dark glasses and baggy, nondescript clothes walked into the cell. Oscar had never seen him before in his life. The stranger’s face was concealed by a bushy red beard and mustache and a slouch hat was pulled down over his eyes.


  “You got six minutes,” the guard said, and moved down the corridor again.


  Oscar stood up and regarded the stranger uncertainly.


  “You are Oscar Doodle?” the stranger asked, and Oscar found his voice strangely familiar.


  He nodded.


  “But who are you? You have the advantage of me. Have we met before?”


  “Yes,” the stranger said, “we met last night.”


  HE STEPPED to the barred door and peered up and down the corridor. Satisfied, he swung back to Oscar and smiled.


  “Maybe you will recognize me now.”


  He tugged at his red beard and it came away from his face. It was attached to his ears by rubber bands.


  Oscar drew a surprised breath. The red-bearded stranger was one of his twins from Time, one of his impersonators who had gotten him into this terrible mess.


  “Which one are you?” he asked indignantly.


  “Sssssh,” his twin said warningly. He glanced cautiously over his shoulder and let his beard slip back into place. “I am Oscar the First, remember? I took over your apartment and Chico.”


  “I remember,” said Oscar bitterly. “And how are you enjoying yourself these days?”


  “That’s why I’m here,” Oscar the First said in the same cautious voice.


  “We’re in a spot.” He glanced about the barred cell and shuddered. “Nothing but the utmost urgency would make me step willingly into one of these confounded jails. You remember I told you I was behind bars at the time I was whisked to this time level by your medium.”


  “Yes, I recall that,” Oscar said stonily, “and it didn’t endear you to me. What is it you want now?”


  “Help,” Oscar the First said. “We’re desperate. The police are camping at the apartments of both yourself and your hag.”


  “Where is Chico? How is Agatha?” Oscar asked.


  “Chico is gone,” Oscar the First said, “and your precious Agatha has issued a statement to the press breaking her engagement to you. Of course you shouldn’t feel badly about that.”


  Oscar sat down on the edge of the cot, stunned. Chico gone and Agatha—he paused and examined his emotions. No, he didn’t feel bad about Agatha, but Chico—


  “Where do you suppose he’s gone?” he asked.


  Oscar the First shrugged.


  “It doesn’t matter. He’s pulled out. Now there are two of us left. There’s been no trace yet of our light-fingered relation. But we’ve got to have money and a place to go. You’re our only contact. You must have some funds stacked away for a rainy day. And we thought you might have a lodge or a cottage somewhere in the country that we could use until all this unpleasantness has blown over.”


  “You mean until I’m sent up for a life term in prison,” Oscar said grimly.


  Oscar the First smiled behind his red beard.


  “I didn’t want to be so blunt,” he said. “Now be a good chap and help us out. You certainly can’t use money where you’re going.”


  “No, I can’t,” Oscar said.


  HE REGARDED his twin with narrowed eyes. An idea had popped into his head that ordinarily his logical cautious mind would have shunned with horror. But Oscar’s personality was undergoing a subtle change. This situation called for radical measures and Oscar had reached the point where he was jumping at straws.


  “It so happens,” he said musingly, “that I have got a bit of money tucked away, and, as you say, it won’t be doing me any good.”


  “That’s the spirit” Oscar the First said, clapping him on the shoulder.


  “And,” Oscar continued thoughtfully, “possibly you could use part of the money to help me obtain a pardon, not right away, but say in four or five years.”


  “The very thing I was thinking of,” his red-bearded ancestor said enthusiastically. “Now the money. Where is it? Where have you got it hidden?”


  “It’s right in this cell,” Oscar said. He leaned closer and whispered, “right under this cot.”


  “No?” his twin whispered incredulously. His eyes brightened behind the dark glasses. “Why, that’s wonderful! It’ll save us all so much time.”


  Oscar glanced cautiously at the door. “I’ll watch for the guard,” he whispered, “and you get the money.”


  Oscar the First was grinning from ear to ear.


  “Excellent, excellent,” he said, “watch sharply now.”


  He dropped to his knees and put his hand under the bed.


  “I don’t feel it,” he said.


  Oscar stood up and rubbed his fist carefully.


  “You will,” he said sweetly.


  He swung downward with all his strength at the other’s beautifully exposed jaw, and the sound of his fist meeting bone echoed in the cell with a satisfying smack.


  Oscar the First sagged to the floor without a moan.


  Oscar surveyed his efforts with a deep, welling sense of triumph. There was something primeval and joyous about striking an enemy to the floor with one blow of a fist.


  But he didn’t linger long with his sense of satisfaction. He took one look down the corridor to see that the coast was clear and then returned to the still form of his ancestor and went quickly to work . . .


  IN THREE minutes he stood up, attired in the other’s baggy clothes and wearing his red stage beard, dark glasses and slouch hat. His own clothes he had put on the still unconscious form of Oscar the First. He was smiling as he lifted the limp body from the floor and stretched it out on the cot. The man on the bed was his physical twin, identical in every respect, and attired in Oscar’s discarded clothes. No one would ever suspect that he was not the real and original Oscar Doodle.


  He finished the transformation not a minute too soon.


  The guard returned and opened the door.


  “Time’s up,” he said.


  “All right,” Oscar said. “I’m ready.”


  He bent down and gripped the unconscious man by the shoulder.


  “Don’t give up hope, son,” he said. Shaking his head somberly he left the cell and walked down the corridor with the guard.


  “Doodle’s taking it pretty hard,” he said regretfully. He glanced sideways at the guard. The man was walking along stolidly, chewing a wad of tobacco with slow movements of his jaw.


  “That’s the way with them thieves,” the guard said, without breaking the rhythm of his chewing. “Don’t think about that when they’re puttin’ other folks’ money in their pockets. Get all sad and pious though when they get behind bars.” He spat forcefully. “Too late then.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Oscar said tactfully, as the guard let him through the last gate.


  “ ’Course I’m right,” the guard said, chewing steadily.


  “Yes of course, good night,” Oscar said.


  He walked down the steps of the police station trying not to hurry. He forced himself to walk casually, carefully, until he was a block from the building. Then he began to walk rapidly, but he hadn’t taken a dozen steps before a hand grasped his arm.


  He stopped and turned guiltily to a man of his own height, who wore a black beard and dark glasses under a floppy slouch hat.


  “What luck?” this man asked tensely. “Did he have any money?”


  Oscar tried to keep his relief from showing in his face. He realized that this bearded, dark-glassed fellow was his other impersonator, the one who had moved in on Agatha; and he also realized that this man was mistaking him for his confederate, Oscar the First.


  “Well?” the fellow repeated impatiently.


  Oscar was thinking rapidly. He knew now that the only person who might help him get rid of his impersonators was the person responsible for bringing them here in the first place—Madame Obary.


  He couldn’t let this twin get out of his hands. He had one locked securely in jail and that meant there was only one at liberty. If he could somehow find that one—the one who had absconded with the money—he’d have them all, and then maybe Madame Obary could do something to send them back to their own times.


  “Come with me,” he said to his black-bearded twin.


  “Did he have some money?”


  “Yes,” Oscar said. “He told me where to go to get it.”


  He hailed a cab and hustled the other inside and gave the driver Miss Brown’s address. This last was like an inspiration from Heaven. He hadn’t a friend in the world, except Miss Brown. If she wouldn’t help him, there was no hope . . .


  CHAPTER V


  SHE answered the door herself, and her pretty face clouded as she saw the two bearded strangers standing in the hall.


  “What do you want?” she asked. “You aren’t selling cough drops, are you?”


  “We came from Oscar Doodle,” Oscar said. “He said you were a friend of his.”


  “Come in,” Miss Brown said quickly. She closed the door hastily and led them into her small, daintly furnished living room. “What about Oscar?” she asked.


  Oscar hesitated. He couldn’t reveal himself or Oscar the Second would be suspicious. So he said, “I can’t tell you everything right now, but we are his friends and he wants us to stay here for a few days with you.”


  Miss Brown looked helplessly about the small apartment.


  “Well, certainly,” she said, “but I don’t know where I’m going to put you. Maybe you can take my bedroom and I’ll sleep here on the couch.”


  “That’s fine,” Oscar said. “Could you show us your bedroom now? We’d like to get to sleep.”


  “But it’s only eight o’clock,” Miss Brown said, looking at him in astonishment.


  “I know,” Oscar said, “but we’ve had a long day. And we need our rest if we’re going to help Oscar.”


  “Come with me then,” Miss Brown said.


  She led them into her bedroom, which was prettily furnished in pink and blue. There was one single bed.


  “One of you will have to sleep on the floor,” she said.


  “That will be fine,” Oscar said, shoving her gently toward the door. “Good night.”


  “Good night,” Miss Brown said dubiously. She closed the door and left them alone.


  “What was the reason for this?” Oscar the Second said. “And where’s the money?”


  “We need a place to stay, don’t we?” Oscar said. “The money,” he lowered his voice and glanced over his shoulder at the closed door, “is under the bed.”


  “Under the bed?”


  Oscar nodded impressively.


  “You get it and I’ll keep a watch for the girl.”


  Oscar the Second smiled enthusiastically and dropped to his knees.


  “This is wonderful,” he said, sticking a hand under the bed.


  “It’s going to be,” Oscar said.


  “I don’t feel a thing,” Oscar the Second said plaintively.


  “Don’t worry, you will,” Oscar said. He gazed tenderly at his fist and swung mightily . . .


  FIVE minutes later he opened the door and walked quickly into the living room. He had removed his wig, glasses and hat.


  “Oscar!” Betty cried. She scrambled from her chair with a flash of silken legs and ran to his side.


  “Betty,” Oscar murmured, taking her in his arms awkwardly.


  “How did you get out of jail?” Betty asked wonderingly. “And who are those two men in the bedroom?”


  “Sit down, my dear,” Oscar said, “and I’ll tell you everything.”


  When he finished his story Betty’s eyes were shining.


  “I think you’re just wonderful,” she murmured. Her face suddenly sobered. “But how about the other man in the bedroom? The other twin you’ve been talking about?”


  “I bound him securely with the cord from your bathrobe and locked him in the closet,” Oscar said. “He’s on tap until we need him. Now we’ve got to find the one who absconded with the money and then locate Madame Obary. It’s a big job and I haven’t the faintest idea where to start.”


  Betty chewed vigorously on her lower lip.


  “I think I can find Madame Obary,” she said. “Agatha would know, wouldn’t she?”


  Oscar slapped his thigh.


  “Of course she would. I hadn’t thought of that. You’re wonderful, Betty.”


  “I’ll get her address from Agatha and go to her, tell her you’ve got to see her and bring her back here tonight,” Betty said. “Will that be all right?”


  “That much is all right,” Oscar said, “But we still are missing one of the twins. And he happens to be the most important one of the bunch because he has the money.” He shook his head gloomily. “He’s probably a thousand miles from here now.”


  “Maybe not,” she said. “Remember he’s a stranger here. He wouldn’t know where to go.”


  “By gosh, you might be right,” Oscar said. “But where can I go to look for him?”


  “How about your apartment?” Betty asked. “That’s the only place he knew in the city other than Agatha’s. And he certainly wouldn’t go back there.”


  “But the police are watching my apartment,” Oscar protested. “I’d be picked up if I went there.”


  “Maybe the police have gone. Remember the police think Oscar Doodle is in jail. Possibly they’ve relaxed their watch.”


  “It’s worth a chance,” Oscar said, with sudden determination. “I’ll get started immediately.”


  “And so will I,” said Betty. “If everything works out all right we’ll be back together, all our problems solved in a few hours.”


  “That’s right,” Oscar said brightly, then his cheer faded and he added gloomily, “if everything works out all right.”


  CHAPTER VI


  HE reached his apartment a half-hour later. To his intense relief the police had gone. They had torn the place upside down, looking for the missing money, but the disrupted apartment was like a glimpse of Heaven to Oscar.


  The place was completely empty. He checked through the four small rooms, even looking under the bed, but he found no one.


  His thoughts were churning helplessly as he sat down in his easy chair and tried to figure out what to do next. He couldn’t just start looking for his pilfering twin. That would be like trying to find the proverbial needle in the haystack. The man might be anywhere, and in spite of Betty’s optimism, he still felt that the fellow had left the city and was miles away by this time.


  His nerves suddenly jumped as he heard the sound of a key in the door.


  He was sitting in the dark and when the door swung open an oblong of light fell across the carpet from the corridor and two figures were silhouetted in the doorway.


  One figure was small; the other medium-sized. And the smaller figure had his arm about the other and was half-carrying, half-dragging him into the apartment.


  Oscar stepped to the wall and snapped on the light switch. In the sudden glare Chico, his brown-faced, smiling house boy, stood blinking uncomprehendingly at him.


  “Chico!” Oscar said sharply.


  Chico looked at him in foggy bewilderment, then he lifted the head of the man he was carrying and peered into his features. He stared a long time before he let the head fall soddenly against the man’s chest.


  Oscar’s pulses were hammering with excitement! The man with Chico, obviously drunk as a lord, was the third and missing twin, the absconder.


  “Who you?” Chico asked abruptly of Oscar, but his voice lacked conviction.


  “Chico,” Oscar said sternly. “I am Oscar Doodle, your employer. Where have you been?”


  “Hah?” Chico said stupidly. His ever-ready smile had deserted him. He glanced uneasily at the drunken man he was supporting. “Him Doodly,” he said plaintively.


  “No,” Oscar said with gentle firmness, “I am Oscar Doodle. That drunken bum is an impostor.”


  “Impsstoter?” Chico struggled with the unfamiliar word. He shook his brown head anxiously. He was obviously working desperately to make sense out of the situation. He glanced down again at the man he was supporting. “Him not Doodly?”


  “That’s right,” Oscar said. “He is not Oscar Doodle. I am Oscar Doodle.”


  “Oh,” Chico said and there was relief in his voice. “You Oscar Doodle.”


  His smile returned to his face and his black eyes were cheerfully relieved. He dropped the man he was supporting to the floor and nodded to Oscar. “You want warm milk now?”


  “No, not now,” Oscar said. “I want you to tell me how you met this fellow.”


  CHICO frowned and collected his thoughts.


  “I come back here,” he said, “find police gone. You in jail.”


  He smiled to show that he had a tolerant view of Oscar’s incarceration. “I start to clean up apartment. Then,” he pointed to the sodden figure on the floor, “he come. He drunk. I think him you. He want to go out, get drunk some more. I go along, bring him back when get much drunk. That’s all.”


  “Now think carefully, Chico,” Oscar said, “when he came here did he have anything with him? A package or a grip of any sort?”


  Chico nodded brightly. He opened the door of the hall closet and lifted out a small black leather bag.


  “This,” he said proudly.


  Oscar took the bag with hands that were suddenly trembling and opened it. Inside lay a half-dozen stacks of crisp green currency. He counted the money rapidly. Thirty-nine thousand, five-hundred and fifty dollars. The loot was intact except for four-hundred and fifty dollars his pilfering ancestor had squandered during his drunken debauch.


  His problems were solving themselves wonderfully. Now if he could just get rid of these two twins everything would be rosy. But that would depend on Madame Obary.


  “Get him on his feet,” he said to Chico, pointing to the limp figure on the floor. “We’re taking him for a little ride.”


  On the street he hailed a cab and helped Chico to shove their drunken burden inside; then he and Chico clambered in and gave the driver Betty Brown’s address . . .


  BETTY met them at the door and Oscar almost fainted with relief as he saw the huge, slovenly figure of Madame Obary over her shoulder. The Madame was seated on the couch, hands clasped loosely in her lap and her bovine features were solemnly expressionless.


  She looked up and nodded when she saw him.


  “Madame Obary,” Oscar said, when Betty had closed the door and Chico had stretched his burden on the floor, “you’ve got to help me. You got me into this mess and you’ll have to get me out. You brought three of my ancestors to this time level and they’ve completely disrupted my life. Can you send them back where they came from?”


  Madame Obary pursed her thick lips thoughtfully.


  “I do not know,” she said somberly, “I have never tried. Maybe I can, maybe I can’t.”


  Chico suddenly tittered and pointed at the Madame.


  “Crystal ball woman,” he giggled. He spread his arms wide. “Blimp. Hah, hah, hah!”


  “Chico!” Oscar cried.


  Madame Obary turned a slow ominous eye on Chico.


  “And who is this creature?” she thundered.


  “My valet,” Oscar said apologetically.


  “Remove him from my presence,” she said with an imperious wave of her hand.


  Oscar led Chico to the bedroom.


  “Stay in here ’til you’re needed,” he said, and closed the door. “He meant no harm,” he explained to Madame Obary.


  The Madame sniffed.


  “I do not like ridicule.”


  “Now please,” Betty said cajolingly, “Chico was just trying to amuse you. Don’t hold that against him. You will help us, won’t you please?”


  Madame Obary deliberated for an instant and then stood up from the couch and gestured at Oscar.


  “Lie down,” she said, “I will see what I can do; but do not be too hopeful.”


  “Thank you,” Betty said fervently. Oscar lay down on the couch and closed his eyes. His heart was hammering with excitement and hope. Madame Obary sat beside him and put her large, soft hand on his forehead.


  “Sleep,” she commanded in her powerful, resonant voice.


  Oscar felt the familiar sensation of drowsiness crawling over him, but before he could drift into slumber, there was a sudden violent interruption.


  The bedroom door swung open and his black-bearded twin strode into the room. Chico followed him, looking bewildered and confused.


  “Found man in closet,” he said, glancing apologetically at Oscar’s black-bearded ancestor, who was standing in the center of the room, glaring angrily at Betty and Oscar.


  “Man tied up,” he said. “Man mad.”


  “YOU bet I’m mad,” Oscar’s twin snapped. “What kind of a game are you trying to pull?”


  Oscar had struggled to a sitting position on the couch and he saw that his ancestor held a large, ugly pair of scissors in his hand and he looked as if he might start using them on the slightest provocation.


  “This is unfortunate,” Madame


  Obary said, wagging her head solemnly. “There is no chance of sending a subject to another time level while he is consciously resisting.”


  “You bet I’m consciously resisting,” Oscar’s ancestor said belligerently.


  “Oh,” Betty cried, “why don’t you be a good sport? Why don’t you let Madame Obary send you back where you belong? We’d appreciate it ever so much.”


  “Isn’t that just dandy,” Black-beard said sarcastically. “Well just get that idea out of your heads. I’m not going to let myself be sent back to my own time. This place isn’t my idea of Heaven, but it’s a darn sight better than my life in the past, so I’m staying right here.”


  He glanced down at the drunken, sodden figure of the third impersonator and a bright gleam of cupidity appeared in his eyes.


  “So you found the absconder, eh?” he asked. “And I suppose you found the money too?”


  Oscar prayed that he wouldn’t see the small black bag in the corner.


  “Yes,” he said, “we found it, but it’s not going to do you any good.”


  “I’ll be the judge of that,” his ancestor said. “Where is it?”


  “Don’t tell him, Oscar!” Betty cried. “I don’t intend to,” Oscar said firmly. His black-bearded impersonator stepped suddenly to Betty’s side and swung her about, twisting her arm behind her cruelly. She gave a low cry and her teeth bit into her lower lip. “Don’t tell him!” she gasped.


  Oscar came to his feet.


  “Let her go!” he shouted.


  “Not until you tell me where the money is.”


  “All right,” Oscar said, “I’ll tell you. It’s under the couch.” His ancestor looked suspicious, and he added, “I’ll get it for you.”


  “No you don’t, I’ll get it myself. I’m not going to fall for any of your tricks.”


  He shoved Betty to one side and waved Oscar away from the couch.


  “I’ll get it myself,” he said.


  He dropped to his knees and felt under the couch with his hand. One side of his jaw was perfectly exposed.


  “Where is it?” he growled.


  “It’s pretty far back,” Oscar said, stepping forward quietly.


  His ancestor grunted and shoved his arm still further under the couch.


  “I don’t feel it,” he said.


  “You will this,” Oscar said, and slugged him on the side of the jaw with all his strength.


  His ancestor flatttened out on the floor with a low moan.


  “Now,” Oscar said to M ad a m e Obary, “get to work.”


  He stretched out on the couch and again the Madame laid her hand on his forehead. . .


  WHEN he awoke Betty was at his side. The apartment was empty. He sat up and looked around dazedly.


  “What happened?”


  “Everything’s all right again,” Betty said happily. “You’ve been sleeping for an hour or so. Madame Obary left a little while ago, and I sent Chico back to your apartment to get your clothes.”


  “And the other two?” Oscar asked.


  “They’re gone,” Betty said. “They’re back on their own time level now.”


  Oscar sighed with relief, but then a frown appeared on his face.


  “What is it?” Betty asked.


  “How about the other one?” he said reflectively. “The one the police are holding in jail as Oscar Doodle, the embezzler. What’s going to happen to him?”


  Betty shrugged her slim shoulders helplessly.


  “I don’t know,” she said, “I hadn’t really thought about that.”


  Oscar Was silent a minute, staring intently at the floor, then he looked up at her and smiled.


  “I know what’s going to happen to him,” he said, “he’s going to stay right where he is. He told me he was serving a jail sentence in his own time, so it is altogether fitting and just that he complete it here. Anyway if we sent him back to his own time he’d land in jail so it doesn’t make much difference.”


  “But what’s going to happen to you?” Betty asked. “You’re Oscar Doodle, but if they send your ancestor to jail for embezzlement, where will that leave you? All your friends will think you’ve been sent to jail. You won’t be able to live as Oscar Doodle again.”


  “Yes,” Oscar said, smiling, “I’ve thought of that.” He stood up and he felt a glorious sense of relief. “My friends,” he said, “who are they? They don’t exist. I never had a friend except you and Chico and in my new existence I’ll be able to keep both of you close to me forever.”


  “Oscar,” Betty said gently.


  HE sat beside her and put his arm about her shoulders.


  “Don’t you see, darling,” he said, “the Oscar Doodle who slaved at the bank and lived like a mole wasn’t a person at all. He was just a stuffed shirt and I’m heartily glad to be rid of him. There’s only one thing that is worrying me.”


  “What is that?” Betty asked.


  “My appearance. I still look like Oscar Doodle. People I know might recognize me.”


  Betty drew back slightly and studied him with appraising eyes.


  “No,” she said, “they’ll never recognize you as that Oscar Doodle. You’ve changed. Something has happened inside you and it shows in your face.


  There’s a light in your eyes that was never there before, and when you smile you look almost reckless. You’re another person.”


  “I feel like another person,” Oscar said wonderingly.


  “But what about the money?” Betty said. “That’s a real problem.”


  Oscar frowned thoughtfully.


  “We’ll have to keep it,” he said, at last. “It’s the only thing we can do. The bank has been reimbursed by the insurance company, so the depositors won’t suffer. If we returned the money now we’d risk upsetting the whole applecart. No, we’ve got to keep it.”


  “But Oscar,” Betty said, “is that exactly honest?”


  “I don’t see why not,” Oscar said. “We won’t squander the money on our own pleasure. We’ll invest it in War Bonds. That should certainly make it all right.”


  “I see your point,” Betty said, “it’s the only thing we can do, isn’t it?” Oscar nodded solemnly and drew her closer to him and tilted her chin up with his hand.


  “With the money that is,” he said, and kissed her firmly.


  TINK FIGHTS THE GREMLINS


  First published in the October 1943 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Tink and Jing and Nastee didn’t want trouble, but these gremlins were fighting on the wrong side in the war, so they acted . . .


  CHAPTER I


  THE interior of the small London flat was bright and cheerful. Strong northern light came in the wide, uncurtained windows and fell in regular patterns across the plain furnishings and the dozens of half-finished paintings which were stacked about the floor and hung from every wall of the high-ceilinged room.


  A tall, dark-haired man in a painter’s smock stood in the center of the room studying intently an easel on which a half-completed painting of three roses was spread. He held a pipe in one hand and there was a curious, puzzled expression on his face as he studied the painting.


  Tink, Jing and Nastee, the three New York leprechauns, were sitting on the edge of the easel, watching him with bright interested eyes.


  “I think he’s terribly handsome,” Jing said.


  She was sitting between Tink and Nastee, but she had edged over as close to Tink as possible. Nastee’s sour little face was cupped in his hands and his lips were pressed in a thin dissatisfied line.


  “You would!” he said disgustedly.


  “What’s the matter with you, Nastee?” Tink asked. “You’re even more bitter today than usual.”


  “Mind your own business,” Nastee snapped.


  Jing giggled. “He’s still mad at you for dumping him into that well in Ireland.”


  “Well,” Tink grinned, “it was Saturday night, wasn’t it? He needed a bath anyway and I just saved him the trouble.”


  “Very funny,” Nastee muttered sarcastically. “Pardon me if I don’t roll on the floor laughing.”


  “You shouldn’t hold grudges like that,” Jing said. “After all, that happened months ago.”


  “By the way,” Tink said, looking at Nastee with a sudden suspicion, “where have you been since then? You showed up here only a week ago. And how did you know where to find us?”


  Nastee grinned maliciously.


  “Wouldn’t you like to know,” he jeered. “You two may think you’re pretty smart, but you may be singing another tune before long.”


  Tink’s face was serious as he glanced at Jing.


  “I don’t like the sound of that,” he whispered worriedly. “Nastee sounds like he’s got something up his sleeve.”


  “Oh, he’s just talking,” Jing said. “Don’t pay any attention to him. Anyway, he couldn’t cause any harm here.”


  “I know,” Tink said thoughtfully, “but that’s just why I’m anxious.”


  THEIR conversation was interrupted by a knock at the door. The young painter, with a last worried look at his half-finished painting, crossed the room and opened the door.


  A slim, dark-haired girl in the trim uniform of the Ferry Command was standing in the doorway. She smiled happily into the young painter’s incredulous face.


  “Ann Masterson!” he exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”


  Still smiling, the girl saluted smartly and straightened her slim, square shoulders. “Reporting for duty, Lieutenant Diggles,” she said.


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” the young painter said dazedly.


  He took her by the shoulders and shook her gently.


  “What are you doing in that uniform? And how did you know I was a lieutenant?” he asked.


  “Oh, Tom,” the girl said excitedly, “I’ve got a thousand things to tell you. But I’m so happy about seeing you I hardly know where to begin.” She grinned into his still incredulous eyes. “Aren’t you going to ask me to come in?”


  “Why—why sure,” the young painter said. He stepped aside and the girl walked into the room, glancing quickly about with a pleased little smile on her lips. “Why it’s lovely here,” she said, turning to him. “It’s almost like your studio in New York.”


  “Light’s not quite so good,” he said. He was still staring at her unbelievingly. “Now break down and tell me everything,” he said, “or I’ll forget my chivalric background and spank the daylights out of you, uniform or not.” The girl grinned mischievously and pirouetted on slim ankles.


  “Isn’t it stunning,” she said breathlessly. She stopped and smoothed the trim, pencil-slim skirt with proud hands. “I wouldn’t trade it for a genuine Schiaparelli,” she said with sudden seriousness.


  “I can imagine,” Tom Diggles said with just a touch of irony. “You girls all love uniforms.”


  “That’s not fair, Tom,” Ann said. “You should realize that we are proud of what our uniforms symbolize and that’s all. But I see you haven’t changed since New York. You still think girls in uniform are just romantic exhibitionists, don’t you?”


  Tom Diggles shrugged and said, “It doesn’t make much difference what I think. But it isn’t girls in uniform I mind. It’s just that most of them are so light-headed and incompetent that it drives you crazy.”


  “Oh, you’re impossible,” Ann said, turning away from him with an angry whirl of her skirts. “You’ve got a medieval attitude about women that will never change. You think we should be locked away in cloisters and spend our time doing lace work, and let the great big strong men run the world and make all the decisions.”


  “That’s not what I think at all,” Tom said heatedly. “Like every woman, you twist and distort everything I say until the original thought is unrecognizable.


  You bring two things to every argument, a closed mind and an open mouth. There are a thousand important things for the woman of today to do, but running around in uniforms, getting in the way of vital work, is not one of them.”


  “Well regardless of what you think,” Ann said coolly, “I have been assigned to an aircraft maintenance corps, and my first official duty in London is to bring you these orders from Colonel Langley, of the First Bomber Command.”


  SHE drew a sheaf of sealed papers from a leather pouch at her waist and handed them to the young man.


  “And I hope they’re sending you to Iceland,” she said bitterly. “I understand the Eskimo women don’t wear uniforms and do nothing more dramatic than chew whale blubber all day. You’ll love it there.”


  The young man glanced at the unopened orders and then looked up at the girl, and there was an unwilling smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.


  “I see you still adore me,” he grinned. He put a hand under her chin and tilted her head up slightly.


  “I’m sorry for acting like a boor,” he said quietly, and he was no longer smiling. “My reception of a fellow American in London wasn’t very warm, was it?”


  “No,” the girl said, “it wasn’t. You did everything but throw me down the steps.”


  “Let’s not fight any more,” the young man said. “There’s enough fighting going on in the world today without our making every chance meeting another all-out battle.” He looked out the window and his eyes were serious as he watched a crew of men filling in a huge bomb crater in the middle of the street. The sun was strong and clean and the air was touched with the first breath of spring, but still the signs of war and death were visible on London’s face.


  “The Nazis have brought a taste of Hell to the world,” he said quietly, “and things will never be right again until the last one is exterminated. But, in the meantime,” he shrugged and turned away from the window, “let’s put an armistice to our private little war, shall we?”


  “Of course,” the girl said gently. The young man smiled at her and then opened his orders. He read them quickly and when he finished he shook his head disgustedly.


  “What’s the matter?” the girl asked. She grinned slightly. “Iceland?”


  “Nope,” the young man said. “Just a notice that I’m to be engaged in aerial reconnaissance for the next few months.” He folded the orders and shoved them into his pocket with a bitter gesture. “I’ve been begging to be assigned to an active bomber command for six months, and this is what I get.”


  “You’re luckier than most,” Ann said. “You’ve seen quite a bit of excitement already. Think of the poor boys who haven’t had any fun at all.”


  THE young man looked at her and his lips tightened ominously.


  “My dear,” he said gently, “you and I just signed a peace pact, and I am most anxious to keep it. But if you don’t want hostilities renewed, please stop referring to the fun and excitement of aerial duty over Europe. T can assure you there is no fun connected with the work. It’s hard and tough, and half the time your heart’s in your mouth, which isn’t a very pleasant sensation.”


  “But you are all anxious to be assigned to that kind of work,” Ann protested.


  “We want to be in a spot where we make the Nazis bleed and burn,” the young man said quietly. “All of us have memories of comrades shot down, friends killed in bombing raids, and we’re out to settle that score. Not because it’s fun, but because it has to be done, and the sooner it’s done, the sooner this world will return to something like normalcy. And,” he added with something of his old grin, “the sooner we can get our women out of uniforms and back in front of stoves where they belong.”


  “Let’s not start all that again,” Ann said. “And anyway, a lot of women I know don’t belong in front of stoves. If you ever tasted my biscuits you’d know what I mean.”


  “I guess you’re right,” Tom said, with a grin. “Okay, cease firing. Anyway,” he sighed, “maybe I’ll get another crack at my kind of action when I finish this assignment.”


  “Everything’s important, you know,” Ann said. “After all, where would the bombers be without aerial reconnaissance?”


  “You’re right,” Tom said. “There’s no point in griping. And I’ve been laid up here so long now that I should take anything and be thankful.”


  “How long have you been on the sick list?” Ann asked.


  “Almost two months,” Tom said. “I got my final okay from the medicos last week, so I expected my orders along pretty soon. But,” he smiled, “I didn’t expect such a charming courier.”


  “Well,” Ann said, “this really wasn’t my job. I’m attached to aircraft maintenance, but I heard the colonel giving these orders to the regular courier, so I just took over the job.”


  “I’m glad you did,” Tom said. “This is just like old times, isn’t it?” He glanced over his shoulder at his uncompleted painting. “I would have gone crazy if I hadn’t these paintings to work on. None of them are particularly good but they keep me occupied. This one here,” he said pointing to the easel on which the painting of the roses was spread, “has got me stumped.”


  He took the girl by the arm and led her to the easel.


  “What’s wrong with it?” she asked. “Well for one thing it isn’t finished,” Tom smiled. “But it seems to change during the night. I work as long as there’s light, but the next morning there seems to be something—” He shook his head and laughed. “I guess I am losing my mind.”


  Tink nudged Jing.


  “I told you last night you’d better stop dabbling with this painting.”


  “I didn’t do much,” Jing said. “I just changed the colors a bit. Anyway,” she added defensively, “I know more about flowers than any old painter.” Nastee was staring gloomily at the young man and now he said jeeringly, “Isn’t that a touching sight?”


  TINK looked and saw that he had slipped his arm about the girl’s slim waist and she had leaned her dark head against his shoulder.


  “I think that’s wonderful,” Jing said softly.


  “Bah!” Nastee said. “If I needed anything to make me feel completely happy about my new job, this is it.”


  “New job?” Ting asked. He looked suspiciously at the sour-pussed little leprechaun. “What new job? I thought there was something funny about your absence. Come on, out with it. What kind of a new job have you got?”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Nastee sneered.


  “Yes, I would,” Tink said grimly. “And if you don’t open up, I’ll look around for another well to toss you in.”


  Nastee wriggled uneasily.


  “It’s none of your business,” he said.


  “I think I’m going to make it my business,” Tink said.


  The young lieutenant turned and brushed his lips across the girl’s soft cheek.


  “I think a lot about you, Ann,” he murmured. “I sometimes dream a bit about—later.”


  “What sort of dreams?” the girl asked quietly.


  “Very silly ones, I guess,” Tom said, with a short laugh. “I dream of this mess ending and me heading back to the United States and finding you just as lovely as you are now waiting—”


  “Waiting for what?” the girl asked, and her voice was only a whisper in the room.


  “For me,” Tom said. He laughed without humor. “That’s where the dream gets rather silly.”


  The girl turned slowly and looked into his eyes, earnestly.


  “Not so silly, Tom,” she said softly.


  The young lieutenant looked at her for an instant, then he took her in his arms and held her close.


  “I can’t believe it,” he murmured, his lips pressed against her hair.


  Nastee squirmed and looked away.


  “Will I be glad to put an end to that,” he said.


  “How are you going to put an end to it?” Tink asked.


  “You’re getting nosey again,” Nastee smirked.


  The young lieutenant looked down at the girl and smiled.


  “I’ll come back, dear,” he said.


  “Oh, be careful, Tom,” the girl said anxiously. “I’ll be worrying for you every second.”


  “Don’t be a silly little goose,” the lieutenant laughed. “I’ve got nothing to worry about but the gremlins.”


  “The gremlins?” Ann laughed. “I’ve heard about them. You don’t take them seriously, do you?”


  “Of course not. But the English lads are different. They’ll tell you a thousand stories to prove that there are actually little creatures maliciously tampering with their planes. But it’s just a silly superstition.”


  Nastee laughed unpleasantly.


  “That’s what you think,” he sneered.


  CHAPTER II


  TINK looked searchingly at Nastee.


  The ugly, bitter little leprechaun had an expression of unholy triumph on his face that was unsettling. Whenever Nastee looked so gloatingly happy, Tink knew that trouble was brewing.


  “What do you mean by that?” he asked. He knew that the humans couldn’t hear their voices, so he didn’t bother to speak softly.


  Nastee chuckled.


  “You’ll find out soon enough,” he said, hopping to his feet. “And he will too,” he added, pointing one tiny finger at the young lieutenant.


  “Nastee!” Tink cried, in a shocked voice. “Have you joined the gremlins?”


  Nastee assumed an expression of outraged innocence.


  “What a thing to accuse me of?” he cried.


  Tink knew from his attitude that he was guilty.


  “So you did,” he said grimly.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nastee said haughtily.


  “Nastee, you’re lying,” Tink snapped. “You’ve joined the gremlins and you intend to sabotage the lieutenant’s reconnaissance plane, don’t you?”


  Nastee turned on him, scowling.


  “And supposing I am,” he snarled. “What difference does that make to you?”


  Jing looked at him in shocked horror.


  “I don’t believe you could be that bad, Nastee,” she said.


  “Nastee,” Tink said, “you’re going to get yourself in a lot of trouble if you join the gremlins. You know they’re an unsociable, unreliable, treacherous group of little imps.”


  “I like them,” Nastee said. “They’re grouchy all the time. They never laugh or smile. They make people unhappy. They’re wonderful.”


  “They sound dreadful,” Jing said.


  “How long have you been a member?” Tink asked.


  “About three weeks,” Nastee said.


  “And you came here about three weeks ago,” Tink said keenly. “You were assigned to this job by the gremlins, weren’t you? You came here in advance to spy on the lieutenant, didn’t you?”


  “Sure I did,” Nastee said.


  “You ungrateful little imp,” Tink said disgustedly.


  Nastee looked angry. His little face was screwed into a frown.


  “I don’t care what names you call me,” he said spitefully. “I’ve got a job I like and I’m going to keep it. And I won’t have you two around getting in the way of my work.”


  WITH a last indignant glance he swung over the edge of the easel and slid down one of its legs to the floor. He crossed the floor to the open window and climbed to the ledge. He looked back at them and laughed bitterly. Then he was gone.


  “Oh, Tink,” Jing cried, “what are we going to do? This nice young man will be killed if we don’t stop Nastee and the gremlins.” She looked away from Tink to the young girl who was sighing happily in the lieutenant’s arms, and her eyes clouded with tears. “And that would break this poor girl’s heart.”


  “I know, I know,” Tink said irritably. “We’ve got to do something, but what?”


  “Couldn’t we warn the lieutenant to be on his guard?” Tink suggested hopefully.


  Tink shook his head.


  “There’s only one thing to do,” he said finally. He swung around and faced Jing. His little eyes were gleaming with determination. “It may be dangerous, but it’s our only chance. Are you game?”


  “Oh, yes,” Jing cried.


  “We’re going with the lieutenant,” Tink snapped. “We’ll go along as his bodyguard, and I’d just like to see Nastee or the gremlins start anything.”


  Jing clapped her hands together excitedly.


  “Oh, Tink,” she cried, “you’re wonderful!”


  Tink smiled modestly.


  “That thought has often occurred to me,” he said . . .


  THE London airport from which Lieutenant Tom Diggles was taking off, was a large, dark area, with only a few blue landing lights visible.


  Tink and Jing arrived there a few days after they had decided to help the young lieutenant. They had heard nothing of Nastee since that time, and Tink knew in this case, that silence meant trouble.


  They found the reconnaissance ship that the lieutenant was flying and went aboard. Tink left Jing in the cabin while he searched the ship. He looked thoroughly, diving into every nook and cranny but he found no evidence of Nastee or the gremlins.


  “Everything looks all right,” he said, when he returned to the cabin. “Maybe Nastee gave up his idea.”


  “I think we’d better go along, just in case,” Jing said.


  They were waiting in the cabin, sitting on a rheostat of the dashboard when Lieutenant Diggles came aboard. He was wearing his heavy, fur-lined leather flying togs and his face was serious as he rapidly checked the instruments.


  The plane was a two-engined ship with a large cabin, and a special turret in the top for the cameraman. He arrived a few minutes later, a lanky redhead, carrying a heavy camera under his arm.


  “Hi, Tom,” he greeted the pilot.


  “Hello, Red,” Tom Diggles smiled. “Got everything you’ll need?”


  Red patted his camera affectionately and said, “With this baby I don’t need anything else. If you could manage to fly over Hitler’s mountain resort I’ll tell you what he’s having for breakfast.”


  “If I ever fly over Berchtesgaden, I hope it’s not to take pictures,” Tom said.


  “Me, too,” Red said fervently. “I’d like to be sitting right alongside the bombardier, watching those block busters land right in Mr. Hitler’s lap.”


  Tom looked out the glazed window and then said, “Well, I guess we’re ready to go.” He signalled with his hand to the ground crew and a few seconds later the great motors thundered to life. The ship trembled for an instant and then was rolling smoothly down the runway, gathering speed with every foot.


  The lieutenant pulled the stick back slowly and the ship lifted into the air, dropped momentarily and then soared upward again in a steady climb.


  Tom grinned at Red and, over the noise of the motor, said, “We’re on our way.”


  Red closed his fist and pointed his thumb in the air with a wink.


  The lieutenant turned back to his controls, and Tink and Jing settled down for the trip.


  “How long do you think we’ll be gone?” Jing asked.


  “Just a few hours,” Tink said. “We’ll cross the channel, fly over France and then return. Shouldn’t take long at all.”


  They flew steadily for several moments gaining altitude, and then they saw the wide, bright ribbon of the Thames gleaming beneath them, beautifully silvered with moonlight.


  When they reached about thirty-five thousand feet the lieutenant levelled off and headed directly east. The cabin was cold, and despite the automatic oxygen device the air was almost too thin to breathe.


  Jing hugged herself and nestled closer to Tink.


  “I don’t like this,” she said through chattering teeth.


  LIEUTENANT DIGGLES glanced at his instruments and a worried frown settled on his face. He joggled a small switch several times, then shoved his goggles up to his forehead and glanced out the window.


  “What’s the matter?” Red asked.


  The lieutenant shrugged helplessly.


  “Can’t tell for sure. We’re losing altitude. I think the de-icers are on the blink. It’s okay unless we run into real weather, then we’ll be out of luck.”


  Jing looked at Tink and raised her slim eyebrows significantly.


  “Are you thinking what I am?” she asked.


  Tink nodded thoughtfully.


  “I think it’s about time for me to go to work,” he said. “If the de-icers on this plane aren’t working, I’ll bet anything Nastee’s behind the trouble.”


  “Where are the de-icers?” Jing asked.


  “Out on the wings,” Tink said.


  “Well how’re you going to get out there?”


  “Very simple,” Tink said. “Watch.”


  He scampered up the instrument panel and jumped into the breech of the machine gun. Using all of his strength he dislodged a cartridge and crawled into the small dark shell chamber. Then he slipped into the barrel of the gun and crawled along its two-foot length until he reached its open end.


  The cold, lashing wind that whipped past him almost tore his head off, but he fought his way on, until he was able to drop from the gun to the cowling and then to the broad surface of the wing, dangerously slick from its coating of ice.


  He ran along the wing until he reached the de-icer apparatus and there, crouching in the lee of the equipment, he found Nastee, curled up in a small, cold ball.


  His eyes were closed and his teeth were chattering. And he was oblivious to everything except his own discomfort.


  Tink kicked him with his foot.


  “What’s the idea?” he demanded.


  Nastee blinked his frost-laden eyes open and stared with incredulous amazement at Tink.


  “How’d you get here?” he sputtered.


  “That’s beside the point,” Tink said. “What have you done to the de-icers on this plane?”


  In spite of his frozen discomfort, Nastee managed to smile triumphantly.


  “Wouldn’t you like to know!” he said. He chuckled gleefully. “I suppose we’ll be forced to land pretty soon, won’t we?”


  Tink shook his head, then smiled at Nastee’s bewilderment.


  “No,” he said, “we won’t have to land. I just heard the pilot say he can get along without the di-icers if the weather doesn’t get worse. And that seems rather unlikely.”


  It was Nastee’s turn to chortle.


  “That’s what you think,” he laughed. “But I just talked to a gremlin scout and he said we’re heading into a storm within fifty miles. And the temperature is due to drop about fifty degrees.”


  “You’re lying,” Tink said.


  “All right, then,” Nastee said smugly, “there’s nothing to worry about if I’m lying. You just go on back to the cabin and relax.”


  TINK knew that Nastee wasn’t lying. And he knew that if they flew into bad weather, their plane would be forced to drop within range of German anti-aircraft guns.


  “You always think you’re so smart,” Nastee jeered. “I suppose you came along to stop me from doing my work. Well what are you going to do?”


  Tink stared angrily at Nastee.


  “I don’t know, yet,” he snapped, “But get this; this plane isn’t going to crash in France!”


  Nastee laughed spitefully.


  “We’ll see about that,” he said.


  CHAPTER III


  TINK returned to the cabin and told Jing what had happened.


  “But what can you do?” Jing asked, when he finished. “If we’re flying into a cold storm and the de-icers aren’t working, we’ll be shot down, won’t we?” Tink nodded somberly.


  “We wouldn’t have a chance,” he said.


  “Could you fix the de-icers?” Jing asked.


  “No. I don’t know anything about them. And you can bet that Nastee’s done a thorough job of wrecking them.”


  “But we’ve got to do something,” Jing said worriedly.


  Tink snapped his fingers suddenly He glanced up at the lieutenant’s lean, serious features and then his eyes shifted to the dashboard. There was a speculative expression on his face.


  Jing watched him anxiously.


  “Did you think of something to do?” she asked.


  “I think I’ve got it,” Tink said. “We’ve got to dodge that storm or we don’t have a chance.”


  Jing’s slim eyebrows drew together in a frown.


  “But how can you do that?” she asked.


  “We’re flying east now,” Tink said, speaking quickly. “In a few more minutes, we’ll hit the storm. Before we do I’ve got to make our pilot swing south. That will take us out of the storm area.” He glanced at the dashboard again, a bright, beaming light in his eyes.


  Jing shook her head helplessly.


  “But how are you going to do that?” she asked.


  “Watch,” Tink said quietly.


  He crawled across the dial-pitted surface of the dashboard until he reached the compass, and then he went to work, his tiny dexterous fingers working with swift sureness. When he crept back to Jing’s side there was a pleased expression of triumph on his merry face.


  “What did you do?” Jing asked breathlessly.


  “Wait and see,” Tink said.


  Lieutenant Tom Diggles was glancing out the window, squinting into the steadily thickening snow flurries that eddied about the plane, and there was a worried frown on his face. The frown deepened when he turned to the temperature gauge.


  “I think we’re in for it,” he said to Red over his shoulder. “This weather is thickening and it’s getting colder. We’re dropping pretty fast.” He shook his head bitterly. “If only those damn de-icers weren’t on the blink.”


  “Don’t blame our ground crews,” Red said, shaking his head ominously.


  “This looks like the gremlins’ work.”


  “Nonsense,” the lieutenant said irritably. “That’s just a childish superstition.”


  “Don’t bet on that,” Red said gloomily. “I’ve seen some mighty queer things happen up here that weren’t caused by any human factor.”


  “Rubbish,” the lieutenant said.


  HE GLANCED down again at the dashboard and suddenly the expression on his face changed to one of complete astonishment.


  “Well I’ll be damned!” he said loudly-


  “What’s the matter?” Red said, leaving his turret and coming up to the lieutenant’s side.


  The lieutenant was still staring at the dashboard with bewildered incredulity.


  “I should be taken out and tossed in the Thames,” he said finally. He pointed emphatically at the compass. “Look at that! I’m a full ninety degrees off course. No wonder we’re heading into blizzard weather. We’re going straight north.”


  “No!” Red said dazedly.


  He stared at the compass, his lean features blank with astonishment.


  “But how could that happen?” he said.


  “Search me,” the lieutenant said sourly. “I guess I’m just the world’s worst navigator.” He kicked the right rudder and moved the stick slowly, bringing the ship about in a sharp right angle bank. The needle of the compass swung around to E and he straightened the plane out.


  “That’s better,” he said. “Now we’re on course again and with a little luck we’ll flank this heavy weather.”


  Tink was smiling triumphantly at Jing.


  “You see?” he said. “We’re out of trouble.”


  “But I don’t see how,” Jing said.


  “Simple. I threw the compass off ninety degrees. We were heading east but the compass showed north. When the lieutenant corrected the position to east we actually turned due south.” So, Tink grinned, “we’re heading south now, toward warm weather. The plane won’t need de-icers in a little while.”


  Jing clapped her hands together with pleasure.


  “Why, that’s wonderful!” she cried.


  Tink smiled modestly. “It was clever,” he admitted with only a shade of reluctance.


  But an hour later as the plane continued to wing its way south at high speed his cheerfulness faded slightly. The weather was warmer but soupy and thick and the lieutenant was flying on instruments, getting farther off course every minute.


  “I don’t know what to do now,” Tink confessed worriedly to Jing. “I don’t know where we are. And the lieutenant still thinks he’s flying on course. We may run out of gas and be too far from London to return.”


  The lieutenant was scowling anxiously at his instruments and finally he turned to Red and said, “Something’s a bit wrong. I think we’re off course. I’m going to drop down and see if we can’t pick out a landmark.”


  The plane started down through the dense massed clouds, the altimeter needle swinging dizzily as the plane slanted groundward.


  Red’s loud incredulous voice suddenly broke the tense silence.


  “It ain’t possible!” he cried. “My eyes are playing tricks on me.”


  “What’s the matter?” the lieutenant demanded.


  “We’re over water!” Red cried shrilly.


  “That’s impossible,” the lieutenant snapped.


  “Maybe so,” Red said dolefully, “but if that stuff below us ain’t water, it’s a darn good imitation.”


  THE lieutenant straightened the plane out and then scrambled to the side and peered down. He swallowed abruptly.


  “You’re right,” he said in a shaken voice. “It is water.”


  “Then where the hell are we?” Red asked helplessly. “This sure ain’t Europe unless they been having a lot of rain.”


  The lieutenant was staring at” a mistily outlined shore line, and when he turned to Red, his face was pale.


  “Red,” he said, in an odd, brittle, voice, “we’re over the Mediterranean, heading for Africa!”


  “What!” Red stared at the lieutenant and his adam’s-apple bobbed rhythmically. He pointed feebly at the dashboard. “We can’t be!” he cried. “The compass says we’re heading east.”


  “The compass in on the fritz,” the lieutenant said tersely.


  “Oh my God!” Red said weakly. “More gremlin trouble.”


  “Stop babbling about gremlins,” the lieutenant said. “This is a mechanical breakdown, nothing else. And we’re in a mighty tough spot.”


  “Well what’re we going to do?” Red asked.


  “There’s only one thing we can do,” the lieutenant answered. “We haven’t enough gas to make London, and if we return to the French coast, we’ll be captured and dumped into a German prison camp. We’ve got to try for Africa and hope we can find an allied airfield to land on.”


  “Yeah, but there’s lots of Nazi airfields in Africa,” Red said, “especially along the coast. How’re we goin’ to tell one from another?”


  “Let’s worry about that when we get there,” the lieutenant said.


  Tink listened to this conversation in silent misery. He turned to Jing with sagging shoulders.


  “I’ve certainly made a mess of things,” he said dolefully.


  “That’s no way to feel,” Jing said. “You saved them from the storm, didn’t you? It isn’t your fault that this other trouble came along.”


  “I know,” Tink said miserably. “But that’s not much consolation.”


  The sun was edging an orange shoulder over the horizon when they sighted the ragged coastline of Africa, and after a few more minutes they were able to make out the camouflaged site of an airfield.


  “Maybe luck is with us,” Red said jubilantly. “That looks like home-sweet-home to me.”


  “Maybe,” the lieutenant said grimly. “If it isn’t, we’re too low on gas to do much scouting around.”


  They headed in over the airport at about five thousand feet, coming down out of the early sun to keep out of sight as long as possible.


  “I can see some fighters warming up,” Red said excitedly.


  “Take a good look,” the lieutenant said. “Are they ours?”


  “Can’t tell yet. Drop in a little closer.”


  “Okay,” the lieutenant said. He shoved the stick forward slowly. “But make up your mind pretty fast. We’ll be in their laps soon.”


  Red was standing in the turret peering downward, his eyes narrowed to thin slits as he strained to make out the insignia of the planes on the ground.


  “I think I got ’em,” he said.


  “What’s the verdict?”


  “Start climbing,” Red said tersely, turning from the turret. His voice was dull and flat as he said, “They’re Focke-Wulf, 109’s!”


  “Judas Priest!” the lieutenant whispered softly.


  HE JERKED the stick back into his stomach and gunned the ship, but there was an ominous sputter from the left engine as the plane took the extra gas.


  “We’re about through,” he said. “Did they see us?”


  “Can’t tell,” Red said. “They’re still on the ground. But it’s a cinch they heard us.”


  The lieutenant nursed the plane to eight thousand feet, but then the left engine conked, and a few seconds later the powerful throbbing of the second engine began to fade to a labored cough.


  “We’ll have to land,” the lieutenant said. “Can’t do much about it. It’s the law of gravity.”


  They slanted down in a long sweeping dive that carried them toward a distant fringe of vegetation that marked the beginning of the trackless jungle wastes.


  “I always wanted to do a little big game hunting,” Red said, and his voice sounded hollow and loud in the unnatural quietness of the cabin.


  “Then this is your chance,” the lieutenant said.


  At three thousand feet they were over the green carpet of jungle, heading inland at a dead speed of almost three hundred miles an hour.


  “We’re going to hit pretty hard, aren’t we?” Red asked.


  The lieutenant nodded. “Pretty hard. I’ll try and break it as much as possible with a couple of short climbs, but it’s going to be pretty hard.”


  Ten minutes later the fuselage of the plane was sweeping over the tops of the trees.


  Tink took Jing’s hand and held it tightly.


  “We’ll be all right,” he said, “and maybe we’ll save the lieutenant and Red.”


  The lieutenant suddenly stood up and moved quickly toward the tail of the plane.


  “Come on, Red,” he said, speaking quickly. “This is it.”


  A moment later the plane scraped the tops of the highest trees, twisted slightly and then plowed straight ahead into a dense mass of foliage that snapped under its speed with a hissing scrape. It plunged groundward, sweeping a clean wide swash through the underbrush and finally settling with a rocking crash against the yielding mass of tangled jungle vines and foliage.


  Brilliantly plumaged birds wheeled from nearby trees and circled the spot with high piercing screams of terror, before streaking away into the bright dawn. A curious unnatural silence gradually settled over the wreckage of the once-trim plane . . .


  CHAPTER IV


  TINK held Jing tightly until the plane had come to its rocking swaying stop, then he looked down anxiously at the young lieutenant sprawled on the floor.


  The young man wasn’t hurt seriously. He had been thrown to the floor with the impact of the crash, but he was breathing, and even as Tink watched he raised himself with one hand and shook his head groggily.


  The cameraman, Red, was lying farther toward the rear of the plane and his eyes were closed and his face was a deathly white. Tink saw that his left leg was buckled under him at a twisted, unnatural angle.


  The lieutenant crawled slowly to his feet and stood upright, swaying slightly, his hands pressed to his forehead.


  “Is he all right?” Jing whispered.


  “He seems to be,” Tink said, “but the other one has a broken leg, I think.”


  The lieutenant knelt beside Red and felt his pulse. Then, with a relieved expression on his face, he stood up and stumbled toward the door. He opened it with difficulty, and climbed down to the thick, soft carpeting of jungle underbrush.


  The plane had fortunately landed in a small clearing and this had saved it from complete destruction. If it had crashed against one of the towering trees that bordered the clearing it would have been battered into a total wreck.


  Tink and Jing followed the lieutenant outside.


  “I wonder where Nastee is?” Jing asked.


  “We probably won’t see much of him,” Tink said. “He’ll be smart enough to keep out of my way for a while.”


  The young lieutenant staggered slowly to the middle of the clearing and looked helplessly about with bleak eyes. He put a hand to his forehead and shook his head slowly.


  “He doesn’t look very good,” Jing said. “Isn’t there something we could do for him?”


  The lieutenant turned slowly and started back for the plane but he hadn’t taken half a dozen steps before he staggered and dropped to one knee. He made an effort to rise, but his legs gave beneath him and he fell slowly forward on his face. He lay on the rotting floor of the jungle, motionless and inert, and for an instant Tink thought he was dead. But then he saw the slow, uneven rise and fall of his chest and he knew he still lived.


  “Oh, the poor man,” Jing cried. “We’ve got to do something for him.”


  They started across the clearing, but suddenly, to their left, a mighty rumbling roar sounded, and they froze in their tracks. There was a heavy rustling in the tangled underbrush that enclosed the little clearing, and then a great head appeared over the top of the brush, its great mouth opened wide and another thunderous roar rocked the ground.


  JING clung to Tink, trembling, as the underbrush parted and a mighty lion stalked slowly into the clearing, its red eyes intent on the motionless figure of the man lying on the ground.


  “What is it?” she asked fearfully.


  “I don’t know,” Tink said. “It’s awful big, isn’t it?”


  The lion paused for a second on the edge of the clearing, its tail lashing slowly and its little eyes flicking alertly from side to side. Then it trotted slowly across the clearing toward the lieutenant’s sprawled body.


  “Come on,” Tink said urgently.


  “What are you going to do?” Jing said, and her voice was almost a wail.


  “I—I don’t know,” Tink said. For once in his life he was completely stumped. Nothing in his experience had prepared him for a situation like this, but he knew he couldn’t just stand by and watch the lieutenant be devoured by this great beast.


  He started across the clearing running as fast as he could, but the lion reached the lieutenant before him. It paused for an instant sniffing the ground and then it put one huge paw on the lieutenant’s shoulder and turned him over. A deep rumble sounded in his throat and his tail lashed ominously as its little red eyes stared into the man’s white, still face.


  Tink and Jing reached the lieutenant’s side and Tink felt his courage deserting him as he stared incredulously at the size of the monstrous beast.


  He took an involuntary step backward and something sharp jabbed painfully into his back.


  “Ouch!” he cried.


  He looked around and saw that he had bumped into a long, shiny thorn. He rubbed his back ruefully, and then a sudden idea occurred to him. He pulled the thorn from the ground and regarded it with speculative eyes. It was almost twice as long as he was, and its thin hard point was as sharp as a needle.


  Jing was watching him anxiously.


  “What are you going to do?” she asked.


  Tink’s jaw was set firmly.


  “We’re going to attack!” he said grimly.


  “With thorns?” Jing asked incredulously.


  “It’s all we’ve got,” Tink said. “But,” he added, rubbing his back tenderly, “I think it might be enough.”


  He trotted toward the lion, and when he reached the beast’s massive forepaw he extended the thorn like a lance and drove forward, head lowered, with all his strength.


  The needle-sharp point dug into the lion’s tender paw with all of Tink’s weight behind it.


  The lion roared and lifted the paw into the air. His little eyes flickered with rage. Jing had decided on a rear attack and as the lion stood irresolutely on three feet, glaring in baffled anger about the clearing, she drove a thorn into his hind paw.


  THE lion wheeled, snarling wildly.


  His long tail lashed about and there were flecks of murderous rage in the close-set, red eyes. Tink backed slightly away and then dashed in again, imbedding the thorn in the same spot he had first attacked.


  The lion turned and its giant paw flicked out blindly, tearing the thorn from Tink’s hand. The impetus of the blow dumped Tink to the ground a dozen feet away. He crawled to his feet, dazed and bruised, and limped back to the attack.


  But the fight was over. Jing’s second thrust drove in between the lion’s claws and with a frightful roar the great beast bounded from the clearing.


  Tink hurried to Jing’s side.


  “Are you all right?” he asked anxiously.


  Jing was smiling widely.


  “I feel wonderful,” she said. Her face sobered as she glanced at the young lieutenant who was stirring slightly. “What are we going to do with him?” she asked.


  “I think he’s all right,” Tink said. “He just passed out from shock. When he comes to, he’ll feel better.”


  The lieutenant opened his eyes slowly and then struggled to a sitting position. He passed a hand dazedly over his forehead.


  “I must’ve blacked out,” he muttered. “Childish thing to do.” A frown creased his forehead. “I must’ve had a nightmare. I can still hear something ringing in my ears like a lion’s roar.”


  He crawled slowly to his feet and glanced around.


  “Just nerves, I guess,” he muttered. “There’s probably not a lion within a hundred miles.”


  Jing glanced at Tink and smiled. The lieutenant returned to the plane and came out a few minutes later carrying Red’s unconscious form. He stretched the young cameraman on the ground in the shade of the plane and loosened the tight collar. While he was holding a canteen of water to Red’s lips the cameraman stirred and shook his head weakly from side to side. The water trickled down his neck.


  “What’s the idea?” he said, his voice a feeble whisper. But there was a faint grin at the edges of his pain-stiffened mouth.


  “How do you feel?” the lieutenant asked quietly.


  “Not so hot. I’d be better if you’d stop trying to drown me.”


  The lieutenant smiled. “Just saving you the bother of your Saturday night bath, that’s all.”


  Red glanced around the clearing. “Let’s cut the comedy,” he said. “Do we have any chance of getting out of here? Don’t soften the blow. If we’re sunk I can take it.”


  The lieutenant shrugged. “Can’t say, yet. We may be within range of allied reconnaissance planes. If so, we’ve got a fair chance of being spotted and picked up.”


  “Doesn’t sound too good to me,” Red said. “That ‘if’ is a little too large. Now, how about my leg?”


  “Is it bothering you much?”


  Red grinned whitely.


  “Not much.”


  “I can set it,” the lieutenant said. “And a couple of these saplings around here will make fine splints. So you haven’t got a thing to worry about.”


  “Wonderful,” Red said. “And how much food and water have we got.”


  “Plenty,” the lieutenant said. “Anyway,” he added wryly, “we’ve got some.”


  “Fine,” Red said. “Imagine! I thought we were in a tough spot and it turns out to be a flyer’s Valhalla. Better get busy on this leg, Doctor. I’ve got a date with a blonde tonight.”


  “Right away,” the lieutenant said.


  THE two leprechauns had crept close to listen, and now Jing turned worriedly to Tink and said, “We’ve got to do something to help these poor men. They won’t be able to stand it here more than a few days.”


  “That’s right,” Tink said, “but I don’t know what to do. Do you think we could find our way to an allied air field?” He shook his head and answered his own question. “No, that wouldn’t work.”


  “How long do you think they can last here?” Jing asked.


  Tink looked up at the sky and shook his head.


  “I don’t know,” he said moodily. “Well, we simply can’t disappoint that poor girl,” Jing said heatedly. “She’s expecting her lieutenant back and I intend to see that he gets back!”


  BUT four days later Jing’s confident resolve was fading with each passing hour. On the first day, an allied plane had flown overhead, but apparently the pilot hadn’t seen the lieutenant’s frantic signaling. Two days had passed since then, and there was no evidence of any rescue party.


  “Oh, Tink,” Jing said desperately, “we simply must do something!”


  “But what?” Tink said. He glanced across the clearing to the small lean-to which the lieutenant had built for Red. The cameraman was resting fairly comfortably in its shade, his splinted leg propped up on a pillow of moss. But the food and water situation was becoming critical. Tink knew that the lieutenant hadn’t been eating or drinking his share of the rations, but had given them to Red. Still there was only a crumb or two and a few drops of water left.


  It was evening of the fourth day when they heard the sudden, out-of-place sound of a motor reverberating through the drowsy stillness of the jungle. And a few minutes later they could hear the dry crackle of underbrush and the bouncing, jogging noise of a truck as it plodded its way through the tangled trail.


  The lieutenant appeared at the door of the plane, his face alight with hope. Red crawled out of his lean-to and waved joyfully at him.


  “Pack my grips,” he yelled. “I think I’m checking out of this hotel.”


  A second later the underbrush parted and the hood of a gray truck broke into the clearing. The truck stopped and the powerful cough of the motor faded into silence. A slim figure under a crash helmet slid from behind the wheel and dropped to the ground.


  “Hello there, Lieutenant Diggles,” a light voice called.


  The lieutenant was staring at the slim driver with dazed, incredulous eyes.


  “It’s a mirage,” he said hoarsely. “If


  I shut ray eyes it’ll go away.”


  “No it won’t. The air corps maintenance is a lot more substantial than you think,” the light, clear voice said.


  The driver pulled off the huge, cowled crash helmet and lustrous dark hair fell down in long waves. A pair of smiling eyes laughed at the lieutenant.


  “Ann Masterson at your service, Lieutenant Diggles,” the overalled driver said.


  CHAPTER V


  JING smiled happily as the lieutenant vaulted from the door of the plane and ran across the clearing to the girl’s side.


  “Darling!” he cried. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”


  He took her in his arms and kissed her impulsively.


  Ann put her hands on his shoulders and pushed him slightly away.


  “That should convince you,” she laughed.


  Red whistled approvingly.


  “Lady,” he yelled, “I don’t believe in you, either. Come on over here and convince these poor old eyes of mine.”


  “And he doesn’t mean eyes,” the lieutenant said. He grinned and shook her gently. “Come on now, honey, give! How’d you get here?”


  “It’s very simple,” Ann said. “The day after you left I received my orders, transferring me to an allied air base here in Tunisia. This was my first job. One of our reconnaissance planes spotted you two days ago and I was sent out with supplies and equipment. Our base is only about twenty-five miles from here, but I was the only one there the colonel could spare for this trip. It wasn’t a bit dangerous, because all of this territory is controlled by the Allies and we have the entire region under constant aerial reconnaissance.


  I’ve been in radio contact with the base since I left this morning, so they know I found you.”


  She glanced at the plane with competent, experienced eyes.


  “How are the chances of flying out?”


  “Fair,” the lieutenant said. “Provided you brought along the right parts, I can do the repairs.”


  “If it’s a chance,” the girl said, “I won’t take it. I can pile you all in the truck and have you back at the base in eight hours.”


  The lieutenant glanced in Red’s direction and then lowered his voice.


  “We’ll have to fly him out,” he said. “He couldn’t stand eight hours bouncing around in the back of a truck.”


  “I heard that,” Red suddenly cried belligerently, “and it’s a lot of nonsense. I’m not going to risk everybody’s neck just so I can be flown out of here on a rubber mattress. We’ll go back in the truck.”


  “We’ll go back as I see fit,” the lieutenant snapped. “I’m in command here.”


  “I’m sure I’ve got everything you’ll need,” the girl said. “But I don’t know if I’ve got enough gas. I’ve got some, but it will be barely enough to get us from here to the base if we take the plane.”


  “Well, that’s all we need,” the lieutenant said.


  “Shall we get to work on the repairs right away?” Arm said.


  THE lieutenant ran a hand through his dark hair and his teeth flashed whitely against the black stubble of his four-day’s beard.


  “Dou you bring along anything to eat?” he asked wistfully.


  “Why, certainly,” Ann smiled. “I have some canned broth, sandwiches, a thermos of coffee and even a pint of whiskey.”


  “Stop it!” Red begged, holding both hands to his ears. “I can’t bear to hear those things mentioned.”


  “I think we’d better eat first and then tackle our repair job,” the lieutenant said.


  Tink and Jing went aboard the plane while the lieutenant, Ann and Red were eating, and in one of the dark corners of the cabin Tink stumbled unexpectedly upon Nastee.


  Nastee crouched in the corner as Tink stared down at him, hands resting belligerently on his hips.


  “So,” he said, “This is where you’ve been hiding.”


  “I haven’t been hiding,” Nastee said. He glanced warily from Tink to Jing. “You aren’t mad at me, are you?” His eyes met Jing’s in a mute plea for sympathy. “I froze my left ear out on that wing, you know.”


  “It serves you just right,” Jing said. “Aren’t you ashamed of all the trouble you’ve caused these poor people?” Nastee started to reply, but Tink cut him short.


  “Nastee isn’t ashamed of anything he did,” he said. “But he’d lie and say he was, to save his own skin. You’re lucky everything’s turned out all right or you’d have me on your neck for life, because this time I’m really mad.”


  “Did everything turn out all right?” Nastee asked cautiously.


  “Yes,” Tink said grimly. “A unit from an allied field just arrived with food and supplies. The plane will be ready to take-off in a day or so.”


  Nastee looked humbly at the floor. “That’s good,” he said, sighing heavily.


  Cut it out,” Tink said disguestedly. “Your acting isn’t impressing anyone.” He turned to Jing decisively. “While we have him here I think we ought to make sure he doesn’t cause any more trouble. Let’s lock him in the machine gun breech until we reach the allied field.”


  But Jing’s eyes had softened as Nastee looked pleadingly at her.


  “I think this time he’s learned his lesson, Tink,” she said. “Let’s give him another chance.”


  “All right,” Tink said grimly, “but no more monkey business or into the gun breech you go.”


  “I’ll be good,” Nastee said humbly.


  “I doubt it,” Tink said.


  “You’re just too callous, Tink,” Jing said, coming to Nastee’s defense.


  Tink shrugged helplessly.


  “Maybe the lieutenant was right,” he muttered.


  “About what?” Jing asked.


  “About women in war time,” Tink said. “They should be home baking bread while the men do the fighting.”


  Jing sniffed. “You’re just as vain and unreasonable as all men.”


  “All right,” Tink sighed, “let’s don’t argue about it.”


  THEY left the plane and started across the clearing where the lieutenant and the girl were packing away the remains of their lunch.


  The jungle was quiet and there was only the whisper of a breeze moving the brush. Night was dropping quickly.


  “It seems as if we’re on another planet,” Ann said, glancing about at the brooding darkness of the jungle. “It doesn’t seem possible that there’s another human within a thousand miles of us.”


  A twig snapped suddenly at the edge of the clearing. The lieutenant looked up quickly, his lean face tense.


  His hand started for the revolver at his belt, but a harsh voice suddenly said, “Please, do not move.”


  The brush parted and two uniformed figures moved into the clearing. Each held a German Luger in his right hand, and the muzzles of the guns were pointed unwaveringly at the three Americans.


  CHAPTER VI


  “GERMANS!” Jing whispered tensely in Tink’s ear.


  Tink took her hand in his and held it tightly.


  The Germans stopped a dozen feet from the Americans. Their breeches and leather jackets were stained and torn, and their eyes were red-rimmed with fatigue. But the hands that held the guns were steady as rocks. They both wore wings over the sharp peaks of their garrison caps.


  “Permit me,” one of them spoke, his voice harsh and mocking. “Captain Myers, of the Luftwaffe, at your service.” He gestured negligently to the man who stood beside him. “Oberleutnant Schmidt, my navigator. You are Americans?”


  Lieutenant Diggles stood up slowly. “Yes, we are Americans,” he said. “We crashed here a week ago. My cameraman’s leg was broken.”


  “What a coincidence,” the German captain said. “We too crashed, but many miles from here. We are on our way to the coast. This territory is temporarily in British hands and isn’t too healthy for our Nordic blood.”


  He glanced at the plane and then back to Lieutenant Diggles.


  “Can your ship be repaired?”


  He intercepted the warning glance the lieutenant flashed at Ann, and smiled.


  “I see,” he said. He looked at the gray service truck that was parked on the opposite side of the clearing. “Your ship can be repaired. I gather the young lady came here in the truck from some nearby allied field with the necessary equipment. How convenient.”


  “What do you mean?” Lieutenant Diggles said.


  “We will need your plane to make our escape,” the captain said. “Frankly our chances of working our way through this territory to the coast are not good. But we can fly to one of your bases from here in the matter of an hour or so. Tomorrow we will repair your plane. And now we will eat.”


  Ann angrily dropped the large tin food receptacle at their feet.


  “There,” she said, “with all my love. “You’d take it anyway.”


  “Quite right, my dear,” the captain murmured. “We Germans discovered long ago that only fools and weaklings ever ask for anything.”


  He looked steadily at Ann until a slow angry flush colored the girl’s cheeks.


  “How lovely you are, my dear,” the captain said, bowing slightly. “This may be the start of a beautiful friendship.” His voice suddenly hardened again as he swung on Lieutenant Diggles. “We need sleep. My comrade, Oberleutnant Schmidt, will watch while I rest, and I will watch while he rests. If you have any foolish ideas of resisting, get rid of them before they cause you trouble. I warn you, if you make a move we will shoot the girl first.”


  He sat down on the ground beside the container and opened it greedily.


  “While we are eating,” he said, smiling gently, “I think you had better gather some moss and make me a nice comfortable bed.” He gestured impatiently with his gun as the American lieutenant hesitated, his face hardening angrily.


  “You had better do as I say,” the captain murmured, “or I might find it necessary to put a bullet through one of your arms. That wouldn’t be pleasant. Quickly!”


  He chuckled contentedly and dug into the food container as the American lieutenant began to gather armfuls of moss and spread them on the ground.


  THE next morning, under the armed supervision of the German officers, the job of repairing the plane was begun. The American lieutenant had prepared an inventory of the damage and the type and number of replacement parts that would be needed.


  Captain Myers studied the list for a while and then ordered the lieutenant to get busy.


  “And remember,” he added. “I am completely familiar with these machines, so don’t make any foolish attempt to sabotage the plane. And I also know how long each job should take, so I will not tolerate any stalling. Now get busy! We intend to take-off before dark tonight. Oberleutnant Schmidt will help you and also see to it that you don’t do anything foolish.”


  All through the heat of the day Lieutenant Diggles worked on the plane, replacing damaged parts, inspecting every instrument; and the oberleutnant dogged his heels, watching his every move with small, suspicious eyes.


  Finally the lieutenant straightened up from the undercarriage where he had tightened several loose bolts, and wiped his streaming face with a grease rag.


  “That does it,” he said, and he couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice.


  Captain Myers was lying in the shade watching the American work.


  “Excellent,” he said heartily. “Are you sure that everything is in good shape?”


  “Perfectly sure,” Tom Diggles snapped.


  The captain nodded contentedly.


  “Now, if you’ll be so kind as to clear away the brush from the clearing and swing the plane about, we won’t impose on your hospitality any longer. One other thing,” he added, with a soft little smile, “if the plane isn’t in excellent working order it will be most unfortunate for the young lady.”


  “What do you mean?” Tom demanded.


  The German captain flicked a speck of dust from his breeches before replying.


  “Because,” he murmured, “she is coming with us.” He smiled. “She looks as if she might be amusing under different circumstances. So you see it would be a great pity if the plane wasn’t in excellent condition. Because if it crashes, she will crash also. Are you sure now that there isn’t something you’ve overlooked? Some little detail which just escaped your mind?”


  “I said the plane was ready to go,” the young American lieutenant told him frostily, “and I meant it.”


  “I’m quite sure you did,” Captain Myers smiled, “but still the best of us are sometimes forgetful.”


  “What about my cameraman?” Tom asked. “That leg of his needs medical attention badly. Will you take him along too?”


  The captain shook his head.


  “I’m not interested in his condition,” he said.


  “I didn’t think you would be,” Tom said grimly. “You may get away with this Captain,” he said, and his voice was as hard and cold as ice, “but if we ever meet again I think you’ll regret what you are doing.”


  “I admire your sense of the dramatic,” Captain Myers smiled, “but it is extremely unlikely that we will ever meet again. For when we take-off from this place you will be bound securely to one of these trees. It’s only a logical precaution; you must see that. But after we leave there won’t be anyone left to set you free, so you will undoubtedly have a nice long wait before anyone happens along this way. The chances are that some hungry animal with no discrimination will find you a satisfying meal. But it will have to be very hungry before it will eat an American.”


  He leaned back, smiling at his joke. “Now get busy, my young friend, before I decide to shoot you immediately. Your usefulness to me is over, but I enjoy seeing you clear away rubble, and slave like a stupid mule under my orders. That is quite satisfying to me, but I will forego that satisfaction and kill you quickly if you don’t get busy.”


  IN AN hour’s time the American lieutenant had cleared a section of the ground and, with Oberleutnant Schmidt’s help, had swung the plane about to face it.


  Captain Myers got to his feet then and walked across to the lean-to where Ann was changing the dressing on Red’s broken leg.


  “You will “not have time to finish that errand of mercy,” he said ironically.


  “I understand you are taking me with you,” Ann said evenly.


  “That is correct,” the captain said. He smiled and bowed politely. “Don’t look so cold, my dear. In Nazi Germany there can be a great future for a young woman who is both intelligent and beautiful.”


  “Listen, you Nazi rat,” Red yelled, “if you lay a hand on her I’ll tear your head from your shoulders.”


  The captain clapped his hands together in mock applause.


  “Bravo!” he cried. “Spoken like a true American. Full of fury and indignation and stupidity.” He gestured sharply to the oberleutnant.


  “We must be leaving,” he said. “See that these two are bound securely.” The oberleutnant worked with methodical speed and thoroughness. He removed the American’s belts, forced them to sit with their backs to thick trees and bound their arms behind them, with swift sure loops of the stout leather.


  Red twisted in pain and beads of sweat broke on his forehead. But not a sound passed his tightly locked lips.


  Ann watched the scene with hot, dry eyes. Her cheeks were flaming with an anger that was too deep for tears.


  “You beasts!” she cried. “You inhuman beasts! You can’t leave these men here to die.”


  “That is where you are wrong,” Captain Myers smiled. “You don’t appreciate our philosophy yet. It isn’t that I enjoy doing this, but it is necessary, therefore it must be done. When you have spent some time with me you will better understand our methods and principles.”


  “You have none,” Ann cried, in helpless fury. “You’re like jungle beasts masquerading in human form. There isn’t a decent emotion in your body.”


  “Perhaps you’re right,” the captain said blandly. “But our method is successful and that is what counts.”


  “But how long will it be successful?” the American lieutenant asked quietly, but there was a better anger in his voice. “For every one of us you kill there are a thousand to step forward to take our places. And even the Nazis can’t kill enough to silence every man who is joining the fight against them.”


  “I am not interested in these idle discussions,” the captain said. He nodded to the oberleutnant. “You may put the girl aboard now. And it might be a wise idea to bind her also. She is a bit too temperamental to be left loose. She might do something foolish. We must save her from herself.”


  The oberleutnant pinioned the girl’s arms behind her before she could make a move, and with his own belt, strapped her elbows tightly to her sides.


  He led her to the plane and helped her inside.


  WHEN the girl had disappeared into the plane, Jing turned furiously on Tink.


  “If you don’t do something, Tink, I’ll never speak to you again,” she blazed.


  “I’m trying,” Tink said desperately. He scratched his head anxiously. “Let’s go inside,” he said.


  They went aboard the plane. The German oberleutnant had shoved the girl into a chair and was standing at the controls, just in front of her.


  “Couldn’t we untie her?” Jing suggested


  “How?” Tink said miserably. “We can’t reach the straps on her elbows. They’re too high.”


  The German officer was bent over the controls and Jing looked at him with a sudden speculative gleam in her eyes. She glanced at the small, stout boots that Ann was wearing and then looked up again at the stooped form of the German. And as she made a mental measurement, an odd smile curved her lips.


  “Tink,” she said, “I think I’ve got it.”


  “Got what?”


  “A way to untie the girl.”


  “How?” Tink asked excitedly.


  “Watch.”


  She crept under the chair until she reached the booted feet of the girl. With an inch-long piece of straw in her hand, she raised herself on tip-toe and moved aside the cuff of the girl’s trousers.


  Tink watched her in open, undisguised bewilderment.


  “What’s the idea?” he asked.


  Jing didn’t bother to answer. With a prayerful, beseeching expression on her face, she jabbed the tiny piece of sharp straw against the girl’s bare ankle.


  “Ouch!” Ann cried.


  Instinctively her foot lashed out and, without deliberate intent on her part, the stout toe of her shoe collided with the most prominently exposed section of the German officer’s anatomy. She hadn’t kicked him purposely. The movement of her foot had been simply a reflexive reaction against a sharp little scratch on her ankle.


  Oberleutnant Schmidt straightened with an indignant cry and with both hands clasped the injured section of his body. He swung about and glared angrily at Ann.


  “So?” he cried. “You are up to schweinhund American tricks already!”


  “I didn’t mean to kick you,” Ann said. “I’m not sorry, of course, but it was quite accidental. And I wish more accidents would turn out so satisfyingly,” she added scathingly.


  “We will make sure that no more ‘accidents’ like that happen,” the German snapped.


  He grabbed a piece of wire and bound her ankles together. Then he lifted her from the chair and dumped her to the floor.


  “Now there will be no more smart tricks,” he cried.


  “I can still bite,” Ann said grimly, from the floor, “and all I want is a chance.”


  THE oberleutant laughed and turned back to the controls, and Ann twisted herself on one side and stared helplessly at the wall of the cabin. And in that position the straps that secured her elbows were touching the floor.


  Tink patted Jing solemnly on the shoulder.


  “You,” he said, “are a genius.”


  “Oh, hurry,” Jing cried. “You can untie her now, can’t you?”


  “Sure thing,” Tink said.


  He was tugging at the prong of the buckle when Captain Myers climbed aboard and said. “We are ready to leave, Schmidt?”


  “Right away,” the oberleutant said. He turned the ignition switch and the smooth, powerful roar of the twin motors was soon reverberating in the cabin.


  The captain smiled down at Ann and nudged her with the toe of his boot.


  “And how is our spirited and beautiful prisoner?” he asked genially.


  “Hurry, Tink!” Jing said pleadingly.


  “I’m trying,” he said, through set teeth. But the prong of the buckle was under pressure and he couldn’t budge it.


  “Not very talkative, eh?” Captain Myers murmured. “Well, you’ll change that attitude soon enough.”


  He turned his back to Ann and nodded to his junior officer.


  “Whenever you’re ready,” he said, “you may take-off. I will take the controls when we get in the air.”


  The oberleutnant released the brake and the plane started forward slowly. And at that same instant Tink put all his strength into one last effort and the prong slipped from its hole in the leather and the straps hung loosely on the girl’s arms.


  Ann felt the pressure of the straps release and she moved her arms incredulously. She was free! In some miraculous fashion the buckle must have slipped.


  She raised herself cautiously to a sitting position. There was no time to remove the wire from ankles; the captain was standing directly in front of her and the gun at his hip was within reach of her hand.


  She reached for it, and with one quick motion, jerked it from the holster. The captain spun around, his hand snapping frantically to his hip, but he was too late. He found himself staring into the muzzle of his own gun, held unwaveringly in the hand of a girl who looked as if she would relish shooting the eyes out of his head.


  “Tell him to stop the plane!” Ann snapped, and there was no mistaking the grim gesture she made with the gun. She was ready to fire—immediately!


  “Schmidt! Stop!” Captain Myers said frantically.


  The oberleutnant looked over his shoulder and his eyes widened with sudden incredulous horror as he saw the gun pointing at his head.


  He stopped the plane and swung around in the pilot’s seat.


  “Don’t shoot!” he said, his lips trembling so that he could hardly get the words out.


  “Open the door and get out,” Ann said grimly. “And I wouldn’t advise you to make a run for it.”


  THE oberleutnant stood up and moved slowly toward the door, but when he passed behind the captain, he suddenly ducked low, slipped to one side and dove for the girl.


  She shot him in the right shoulder without changing expression. He fell at her feet, moaning softly.


  “I didn’t like doing that,” Ann said quietly to the captain, “but I borrowed a little of your philosophy for the moment. They fight fire with fire in America, and we can learn to fight you with your own tactics if that’s the only way we can exterminate Naziism.”


  The captain licked his lips and said nothing.


  “Now back up,” the girl said.


  When the captain backed away, the girl unwrapped the wire from her ankles with one hand and then stood up, still covering the German with his gun.


  “Open the door and step out,” she ordered.


  Tink and Jing hugged each other as the captain climbed out of the plane with the girl close behind him, pointing the gun squarely at his head.


  Red and the young lieutenant watched the two emerge from the plane with incredulous expressions on their faces.


  “I don’t believe it,” Tom Diggles said feebly. “It’s a mirage.”


  “You’re still underestimating the air corps maintenance,” Ann said. “We’re pretty substantial.”


  Red yelled happily, “That ain’t the half of it. Where’s the other kraut-head?”


  “In the plane,” Ann said, as she came to a stop before them. “He’s not feeling awfully good right now.” She jabbed the gun into the captain’s back. “Get down on your knees and untie those two men,” she said.


  When the lieutenant climbed to his feet he grinned at the girl.


  “Will you pardon me a minute, I’ve got a little job to handle?”


  “What, Tom?”


  “This,” Tom said grimly.


  He swung the German captain around and said, “I told you we might meet again, and I told you you’d regret it.” He stripped off his leather jacket and walked slowly toward the German, his hands swinging loosely at his sides.


  “Prepare to get awfully regretful,” he murmured.


  “Oh boy,” Red said happily, “this is all I need to make my day complete.


  A ring side seat to watch a can of sauerkraut get punched full of holes.”


  The captain backed slightly away, his eyes narrowed in his face. He was heavier through the shoulders than the American and he was fully twenty pounds heavier. There was a fleeting expression of triumph on his face as he raised his fists.


  “This may be interesting,” he said.


  CHAPTER VII


  TINK and Jing settled down contentedly to watch the fight, but after a few minutes their faces were set in worried frowns.


  The German, using his greater weight, was driving the American relentlessly back, driving sledge-hammer blows into his face and body with every step.


  The lieutenant fought savagely standing toe-to-toe and slugging furiously, but he was forced back steadily under the powerful punches of the German.


  “Box him!” Red screamed. “Box him, you fool!”


  He almost climbed to his feet in his excitement.


  “Jab him, use your left. Who d’ you think you are—Joe Louis?”


  The American fought back grimly, desperately, but the terrific punches of the German were sapping his strength. His face was bleeding and his breath was coming in deep, laboring gasps.


  The German circled slightly and drove in again, driving the American toward Ann. There was a desperate cunning gleam in the depths of his eyes and his face was a hard mask of hatred.


  When he maneuvered the American within a half dozen feet of the girl, he planted himself solidly and snapped across a hard, driving right that sent the lieutenant sprawling to the ground.


  Ann swung to watch the lieutenant, a pleading expression in her eyes and, for that second, the German was out of range of the gun in her hand. And that had been his plan.


  With a savage cry he lunged for her, his hand grasping for the gun.


  Red yelled a frantic warning and the girl spun back, but it was too late. The German was upon her, one powerful arm closing about her waist and drawing her to him, while the other hand grabbed for the gun.


  She struggled helplessly in his iron grip.


  “Get rid of the gun!” Red yelled.


  The German’s hand was inches from her wrist, and there was a gloating expression of triumph on his face as he drew her closer. Ann jerked away from him with every ounce of her strength behind the effort, and hurled the gun into the tangled brush that surrounded the clearing.


  With a wild curse the German flung her aside. He glared at the lieutenant who was crawling back to his feet.


  “It’s an even fight now,” he snarled. “There’s no gun in my back this time. And when I beat the rest of your brains out, I put a bullet through the cripple’s head and take the girl with me just as I planned. You haven’t won, my stupid friend, you have only delayed the inevitable.”


  The American glanced dazedly at Ann’s huddled, limp figure on the ground, sprawled where the German’s powerful shove had thrown her, and gradually the fog faded from his eyes and they hardened to points of cold anger.


  “Okay, krauthead,” he murmured, “that was only the first round.”


  “Attaboy!” yelled Red.


  THE German smiled tightly and moved in, but this time the American circled him, jabbing a fast, blinding left into the face. The German shook his head angrily and threw a half dozen wild punches into the air, but still the left was in his face, stinging, blinding, tipping him off balance before he could set himself to punch.


  A flush of rage crept into his cheeks and he lunged forward swinging wildly with his right. The lieutenant let it whistle harmlessly over his head, and then he stepped in and slammed three hard punches into the German’s body.


  The German gasped and dropped his hand to cover his stomach. And Tom Diggles set himself and slugged him with a right on his unprotected jaw.


  The German’s eyes glazed and he staggered back, trying to lift his arms to protect his face. The lieutenant drove in, both fists flying, and the German fell back another step. A hard right toppled him off balance and his knees began to buckle slowly. As he fell Tom swung his right arm in a vicious chopping stroke that smacked against the side of the captain’s jaw with a sound like a brick falling on a pavement.


  The German hit the ground, rolled once and was still.


  For an instant the American, swaying slightly on his feet, stared at the limp figure of the captain, then he shook his head and moved to the girl’s side.


  She was sitting on the ground, smiling.


  “Are you okay, honey?” he asked anxiously.


  “What I just saw,” she said, “would cure me of anything. You were wonderful.”


  The lieutenant grinned slowly.


  “It was kind of fun, too,” he said.


  CHAPTER VIII


  THE motors of the plane were throbbing powerfully and the young American was at the controls making a last-minute check of his instruments.


  Ann was at his side, watching him anxiously.


  “Everything okay?” she asked.


  “Our only problem is gas,” he answered. He glanced back at the two Germans, one bound carefully with leather belts and the other stretched out unconscious, and then his eyes moved to Red, who was propped up in the center of the cabin.


  He glanced back at his gas gauge and shook his head.


  “We’ve got quite a load,” he said, “All we can do is a lot of hoping.”


  Tink and Jing were sitting at the edge of the doorway, taking a last look at the green depths of the jungle.


  “Isn’t it wonderful how nicely everything turned out,” Jing said, sighing happily. “I just can’t believe all our troubles are actually over.”


  “I can’t either,” Tink said nervously, glancing over his shoulder.


  “You mean you’re worried about Nastee?”


  Tink nodded. “I wonder where he is,” he said.


  “Who wants to know?” a familiar and impudent voice said behind him.


  Tink swung around and saw Nastee standing behind him, a contented smirk on his face. His hands were in his pockets and he was rocking impudently back and forth on his heels.


  “Oh, oh,” Tink said.


  And then he saw that Nastee was not alone. At his side was a wizened, sullen looking little imp with bulging eyes and a small bitter mouth.


  Jing was tugging at Tink’s arm.


  “Who’s that?” she whispered.


  “A gremlin,” Tink said grimly.


  “You bet he’s a gremlin,” Nastee said, chuckling happily. “He got here just a while ago and he showed me a lot of clever little tricks.”


  “Do you mean that you two have sabotaged this plane again?” Tink said angrily.


  Nastee laughed gleefully. “Just wait’ll we get in the air and you’ll see.”


  “Now, just a minute you two,” Tink said, getting to his feet and staring from one to the other with determined eyes. “I’ve stood all I intend to of your interference and orneryness. And I’m sick and tired of your stupidity.”


  “Stupidity?” the gremlin queried, his eyes sharp and bright. “How do you figure that?”


  “I’ll tell you,” Tink said disgustedly. “We exist because people believe in us. If everyone stopped believing in us we’d stop existing. Even a gremlin should be able to figure that out. And yet you’re working for the Germans. And do you think they’ll believe in us. They don’t believe in love or honor or decency, so what makes you think they’ll believe in fairies.”


  The gremlin scratched his head. “You got a good point there,” he said, at last.


  “Now, you’re going to tell the rest of the gremlins what I’ve told you,” Tink said, “and if they don’t think it makes sense, tell them I’m going to be on their necks until they do.”


  He swung the gremlin around in the front of the door and kicked him out of the plane.


  “Don’t forget,” he shouted after the gremlin, “you’ve had your last warning.”


  The gremlin sat on the grass and looked up at Tink with respect in his eyes.


  “Okay, chum,” he said, “I’ll talk to ’em.”


  ANN walked to the door and closed “All set, Tom,” she said.


  “Okay.” He released the brake and the plane slowly gathered speed as it rolled slowly down the make-shift runway. With a slight tremble it left the ground, lagged for an instant and then began a slow, steady climb that took it over the tops of the surrounding trees with several feet to spare.


  “Now,” the lieutenant said, relaxing in the pilot’s seat, “we have nothing to worry about as long as the gas holds out.”


  Tink turned to Nastee.


  “What did you do to this plane?” Nastee laughed. “You can shove gremlins around, but I’m different.”


  “Then you aren’t going to tell me?”


  “Why should I?” Nastee said scornfully, “if you’re so smart, why don’t you find out for yourself.”


  Tink started for him but Jing grabbed his arm and Nastee took advantage of the opportunity to scurry away.


  “Why did you do that?” Tink demanded.


  “I’ve got a little idea,” Jing said with a smile. “I’m going after Nastee now and you follow me in a little while.”


  “All right,” Tink grumbled, “but you should of let me beat it out of him.”


  “Just like a man,” said Jing with calm superiority. “Only one approach to every problem, brute force.”


  “Hurry up,” Tink said. “Don’t stand here making wise-cracks.”


  Jing hurried away, and after a few minutes search she found Nastee up in the nose of the plane, sulking.


  “Nastee,” she said, “I think you’re just terrible.”


  Nastee grinned at her. “You aren’t fooling me. Tink sent you to get me to tell you what I did to the plane.”


  “Oh no he didn’t,” Jing said. “I wasn’t even thinking of that. I was talking about the terrible way you fool everybody.”


  “Fool everybody?” Nastee said blankly. “What do you mean?”


  “Just what I said,” Jing said firmly. “You’re so anxious to impress everyone with how bad you are, that you even lie about it. You know you do. And actually you’re just quiet and nice and afraid to do anything wrong. But it’s lying about it and making people think you’re bad when you’re really not, that’s terrible.”


  “But I am really bad,” Nastee protested. “I don’t lie about that.”


  “Oh yes you do,” Jing said. “You lied when you said you’d done something to the plane. And I know you didn’t.”


  “How do you know?” Nastee challenged.


  “Because I just heard the pilot talking,” Jing said, “and he said everything is working perfectly.”


  Nastee grinned slyly. “He doesn’t know yet, that’s all. Just wait a while.”


  “Now you’re just lying again,” Jing said.


  Nastee looked at her in quick irritation.


  “Oh, is that so,” he snapped. “Well, just you look here.”


  HE BENT down and pulled aside a metal disc under which ran one of the main gas lines. There was a slow, steady leak from the pipe. Gas had collected at the base of the small steel chamber in a three inch puddle and it was rising steadily.


  “You see,” Nastee chuckled, “We punctured the gas line.”


  Jing looked helplessly at the steady trickle of gas that was dripping from the pipe into the small chamber. Nastee was on his knees peering gleefully at the slowly rising pool of gas and, suddenly, Jing stood up, and from sheer helpless irritation raised her foot and kicked Nastee squarely in the rear.


  He squawked loudly and fell forward into the small, gas-filled chamber. She saw his legs threshing about wildly, and then he got himself straightened out and stood up sputtering indignantly-


  “What’s the big idea?” he squeaked wrath fully.


  The gas was at his neck and rising steadily. He looked at her and suddenly the belligerence left his face. He swallowed nervously.


  “What are you going to do? he asked weakly.


  “I don’t know,” Jing said.


  Tink suddenly appeared at her side. He patted her back again solemnly. He peered down at Nastee and chuckled as the drenched little leprechaun shook an angry fist at him.


  “Get me out of here,” Nastee shrieked. “This gas will be over my head soon.”


  “Not if you’re smart,” Tink said.


  “What do you mean?” Nastee cried.


  “Well,” Tink said, “you can reach the leak, can’t you?”


  Nastee stood on tip-toes and reached up until his hand closed over the small puncture in the gas pipe.


  “Why, yes,” he said, “I can.”


  The gas had reached his chin, but it stopped rising as the trickle from the pipe stopped.


  “Well you’ve got nothing to worry about,” Tink grinned. “As long as you hold the leak, you won’t drown.


  “But I’m soaking wet,” Nastee cried. He stared at Tink and Jing grinning down at him over the edge of the chamber, and his little face suddenly flushed with anger.


  “It was all a trick,” he shouted. “You did this just to save the gas. Well I won’t do it. I’ll drown first.”


  “I don’t think so,” Tink grinned.


  He waved cheerfully at Nastee and then closed the cover of the metal chamber.


  He put his arm around Jing’s waist and smiled at her.


  “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” he said.


  And in the cabin of the plane the young lieutenant duplicated the gesture but he added a little something to it that the leprechauns haven’t gotten around to imitating yet.


  He kissed her soundly.


  THE NEEDLE POINTS OF DEATH


  First published in the January 1944 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Jeff was about to lose both his life and his wife. Then a wavering needle pointed to an odd solution!


  JEFF MORAN made several last-minute adjustments on the square apparatus which was in position on his lab bench. The equipment was constructed of gleaming metal and its four smooth sides were studded with rheostats and gauges. On top of the box-like device was a calibrated bar that recorded a measurement of temperature down to within a fractional decimal point of absolute zero. There was a barometric gauge above this, and a sensitive pressure indicator.


  Jeff’s lean face was anxious as he studied the equipment and made the last final checks. Everything was right. He’d know in a few more moments whether his months of research and work had achieved a practical result.


  Twenty, thousand miles above the tiny Venusian weather-base his partner, Bill Dexter, was circling slowly in a space ship, waiting for word from Jeff.


  A door opened behind him and Jeff turned quickly. Ann, his wife, smiled at him as she came toward him.


  “Kind of jumpy, aren’t you, mister?”


  “I guess so,” Jeff said, feeling his nerves slowly relaxing again. He knew he was keyed up to an impossible tension—had been for the last few months. It hadn’t been easy for Ann, he knew, but if things went well today, they could both forget the harrowing, nervous strain of those months.


  “You’re about ready for the final test, aren’t you?” Ann asked.


  Jeff nodded. “Dexter’s waiting for my signal right now. We’ll know in a few minutes—one way or the other.” Ann put her hand on his arm. “Jeff, if things don’t turn out the way we hope, it won’t really matter to us. We’ll just go on trying until it does.”


  Jeff patted her shoulder and smiled into her eyes. At moments like this he realized how lucky he was to have Ann at his side. She was a small girl, with a quick smile and short brown hair, and in her leather trousers and shirt she looked like a young boy.


  “I think I’ve got it this time,” he said, “but there’s always a chance I overlooked something.”


  “I wish I understood more about your work,” Ann said. “Sometimes I feel that you’d like to talk to me about things, but can’t because I’m such a ninny.”


  “That’s nonsense,” Jeff grinned. “You’re the perfect listener and that’s all any scientist wants. Anyway, this device isn’t particularly complex. It’s simply a means to determine the temperature in space at any given time. You know, of course, that the temperature in the void is always pretty close to absolute zero; but it would be a great help in rocket construction and navigation if we could know that temperature exactly, especially in areas like this where there is considerable variation. If my reasoning and work has been correct the Allied Research Council will have me on its staff inside of two weeks to superintend mass production of the altoscope. And that will be living again for you, honey. This drab hole is no place for a woman.”


  “I’ve never minded,” Ann said.


  “You’d say that anyway,” Jeff said. “But you’ll appreciate Earth a lot more after your two years here.”


  JEFF TURNED to the radio switch and contacted Dexter. In a minute his partner’s brash, confident voice was in the room.


  “All set, Jeff?”


  “Yes. Let me check your position again.”


  “Twenty thousand miles on the head, northeast of the base by 21 degrees. Got it?”


  “Okay. Now what’s the temperature reading?”


  There was a short silence and Jeff felt a film of perspiration beading his brow as he waited. Finally Dexter’s voice came.


  “.005,” he said. “Check?”


  “Got it,” Jeff said.


  He wiped his hands after he made a notation of the figures on a chart. Then he turned to the box-like device on the bench and slowly closed a switch. The lab seemed unnaturally still as the delicate registering needle began to flicker back and forth across the calibrated bar.


  He could feel his heart beating loudly and rapidly and his hands were clenched tightly. Finally the swinging needle came to a stop and Jeff bent quickly down and read the number. He felt a sudden singing sensation in his ears. “Ann!” he yelled. “Look!”


  Ann’s head was close to his as she bent down and he could see the happy, excited flush on her cheeks as she checked the number.


  “Oh, Jeff,” she said breathlessly, “how wonderful!”


  The needle was pointing squarely at the numerals, .005. It was all over.


  He signaled Dexter excitedly.


  “Dex,” he shouted, “it worked! Can you hear me?”


  There was a short pause. Then: “Sure I can hear you. Congratulations. You’ll be the big shot of Allied Research now for sure.”


  Jeff didn’t miss the bitterness in his partner’s voice. Bill Dexter was a good enough scientist, but he had a peculiar streak in him. He resented other people’s good luck, and he had the idea that he had been shelved away in an unimportant spot because he lacked the right connections.


  “I suppose,” he went on, “you’ll clear out of here fast enough now that your luck has turned.”


  “That won’t be up to me,” Jeff said. “Anyway the altoscope hasn’t really been proven yet. I want to make quite a few more tests before I consider it right. Maybe this was just a fluke.” He felt annoyed at himself for practically apologizing to Dexter for his own success.


  “I’m sure it’s no fluke,” Dexter said, after a moment. “You aren’t the kind who makes mistakes. Great scientists never do. They leave them for suckers like me who haven’t an uncle or brother on the Council.”


  HIS voice went off with a click. Jeff signaled him again, but the set was dead. He turned to find Ann regarding him with a worried little smile.


  “Dexter sounded rather bitter,” she said.


  “I know. It’s too bad he has to take it this way, but that isn’t my fault.” Ann turned away and said quietly, “I’ll be glad to get away from here for one reason.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Dexter.”


  “I thought you two got along all right,” Jeff said with a puzzled frown. His face hardened swiftly and he put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. “Did he ever give you any trouble?”


  “Oh, nothing like that,” Ann said. She shrugged and tried to smile. “May be I’m just being a silly woman, but he looks at me sometimes with that arrogant smile of his and I feel—oh, I don’t know how to say what I mean.”


  “I know,” Jeff said. “We’ll be gone soon, but if he ever bothers you I’ll break him over my knee.”


  “I shouldn’t have said anything to you about it,” Ann said. “You’ve got enough on your mind without worrying about your temperamental wife. Now go on with your work. I’ll fix you some lunch.”


  Jeff was busy recording the results of the experiment when Dexter walked in. He was a big man with, wide shoulders and wavy blond hair. His blue eyes were slightly mocking as he nodded to Jeff.


  “Feel pretty good I imagine,” he said. “No more of this life for you.”


  “I feel good,” Jeff said evenly, “but not because I may get a little more comfortable job through this work of mine. I’m thinking about the additional safety this device will bring to space navigation. If it saves one life it’ll be well worth the time and labor I’ve spent on it.”


  “Hear, hear,” Dexter said jeeringly. “Save that for the banquets when you get to Earth.”


  He sauntered over to the lab bench and studied the gleaming instrument with an odd look in his eye. His attention was centered on the red needle that indicated the temperature.


  “I’ve got to hand it to you at that,” he said finally. “It’s a neat piece of work.”


  “Thanks,” Jeff said dryly.


  Dexter poked an inquisitive finger at the needle, but Jeff caught his wrist before he could touch it.


  “What’s the matter?” Dexter demanded. “Do you think I’m a saboteur?”


  “No,” Jeff said, “but that needle is charged with almost five thousand volts of electricity.”


  Dexter dropped his hand back to his side with an almost frightened gesture.


  “Hell of a thing to leave exposed,” he said.


  “I had to,” Jeff said patiently. “When it goes onto a space ship, naturally it will be insulated or covered with glass. But I’ve had so many checks and alterations to make that I didn’t bother about it now.”


  “How do you work on it if it’s charged?” Dexter asked.


  “I use an insulated screwdriver to remove it,” Jeff said.


  He was silently wondering what was behind Dexter’s questioning. Dexter had never displayed any interest in his work; in fact, he had been almost contemptuous of the labor Jeff had put into it. Now his sudden interest seemed suspicious.


  “I see,” Dexter said.


  He yawned and glanced at his watch.


  “I think I’ll grab a nap,” he said. “Where’s Ann?”


  “She’s fixing lunch,” Jeff said. He glanced up at Dexter and added, “Why?”


  “Just wondering,” Dexter said. He grinned at Jeff and sauntered out.


  JEFF sat before the bench for several moments after he’d gone, a worried frown on his face. He knew Dexter’s type pretty well, and it was a type he didn’t care for. In his years here he had carefully avoided trouble with the man, but he felt now that Dexter had something on his mind. His questions about the altoscope might indicate just a normal curiosity, but . . .


  Jeff shrugged and tried to concentrate on his work. The designs and specifications for the altoscope were locked securely in the vault and he was suddenly glad that he had taken that precaution.


  He worked, then, until Ann came in to tell him lunch was ready.


  Dexter didn’t show up for lunch but when they were finishing he appeared in the doorway with a paper in his hand. He was grinning sardonically.


  “Sorry to interrupt your little chat,” he said, “but this flash just came through from Earth.”


  “What is it?” Ann asked.


  “Seems a squadron of Martian ships are passing this way today. The Chief wants you to go up on reconnaissance, get their number and description.”


  “Where were they sighted from?” Jeff asked.


  “The belt asteroid group saw them go by at 2369 on a Northwest course,” Dexter said.


  Jeff frowned and looked at his watch. He made a quick mental calculation. The Martian ships would be passing overhead in a few minutes.


  “Are you sure of the time?” he asked Dexter.


  Dexter reddened slightly.


  “You can call back and check my figures, if you like,” he said stiffly.


  “I was just asking,” Jeff said. “Did the chief ask for me particularly?”


  “If you think I’m lying,” Dexter said with sudden anger, “why don’t you say so? I’m giving you the dope as I got it. The chief evidently doesn’t trust me anymore for a routine assignment. Well, he can go to hell if he doesn’t like my work. And that goes for you too.”


  “No one has said anything about your work,” Jeff said quietly. “You’re doing all the talking, Dexter.” He stood up and tossed his napkin onto the table. “Is the ship ready?”


  “Yes,” Dexter said. “She’s all set.”


  “I’ll have to hurry, then,” Dexter said. He bent quickly and kissed Ann. “I’ll be back in a hour or so.”


  When he straightened he saw that Dexter was staring at him with hard cold eyes; but he turned and walked from the room before Jeff could say anything to him.


  Ann said, “Do you have to go, Jeff? I’ve got a funny feeling—call it a woman’s intuition—that something might happen to you. Why don’t you tell Dexter to go?”


  “Because it’s my job,” Dexter said. He smiled down at his wife. “And I wouldn’t worry about your premonitions. As the wife of a scientist, you should be ashamed of such ideas.”


  “I don’t care,” Ann said. “My hunches have a way of turning out right.”


  Jeff kissed her again and mussed her hair with his hand.


  “I’ll be back before you know it,” he said.


  OUTSIDE, the mechanic had readied the single-seater for an immediate blast-off.


  “She’s ready to go, Mr. Moran,” he said, smiling.


  “Thanks,” Jeff said.


  He ascended the mooring tower and climbed into the small sleek ship. He checked the controls carefully but quickly and then signaled to the ground for power.


  The noise of the compressing motors hummed in his ears for an instant and the ship was hurled from the tower with a hissing roar.


  Jeff braced himself as the ship cleaved through the thin atmosphere and blasted out into the void. He climbed quickly, gaining altitude and then he started a slow wide circle, watching the fore and rear visi-screens for the first sight of Martian ships.


  They should be coming into sight any second. He wondered fleetingly if there was any significance behind their flight. Relations between Earth and Mars were ostensibly cordial, but any unusual operations in the void were carefully checked by both Powers.


  Maybe things were heading for a flare-up. Jeff had a certain satisfaction in the thought that if trouble did break his alto scope would be an important addition to the fighting forces of Earth.


  He sat up in his seat as a single ship appeared in fore screen but it turned out to be a lumbering Venusian freighter. It passed him on his port side, a couple of thousand miles away. He acknowledged its signal automatically and then settled back to wait. But his face was creased with a worried frown. Was it possible that he had missed the Martian ships?


  They were overdue by now and still the void was completely empty. Finally, after another ten minutes, he signaled the asteroid belt. It took him another five minutes to get in touch with their operator.


  “Hello,” he said, when he got a go-ahead, “this is Jeff Moran from Venus, station 9. Am I coming through?”


  “Getting you fine, but a little interference,” the operator said. “Where the hell are you?”


  “About twenty thousand miles out,” Jeff answered.


  “Well, no wonder!” The operator’s voice in his ears sounded surprised. “What can I do for you?”


  “I want a check on the time you sighted the Martian flight,” Jeff said.


  There was a pause and then the operator said, “You’re on a wild goose chase, Moran. We haven’t sighted any Martian squadrons for the last three weeks.”


  “What!” Jeff exclaimed. His frown deepened. “Are you sure of that? We got a report from the chief that a Martian flight passed your base heading this way at 2369.”


  “Something’s screwy, then,” the operator said. “I’ve been on here all day and I haven’t heard a word about it. Why don’t you check with the chief?”


  “Okay, I will,” Jeff said.


  HE CUT the circuit and signaled Headquarters. Colonel Walker, chief of the meteorology staff on Venus, answered.


  Jeff wasted no time.


  “Colonel,” he snapped, “did you send a message to base 9 about a half hour ago concerning a group of Martian ships?”


  “Who’s talking?” Colonel Walker asked irritably.


  “This is Moran, Jeff Moran, of 9.”


  “Oh. No, I sent no message to you today. What was that about Martian ships?’


  Jeff didn’t bother to answer. He broke the connection and sat motionless for an instant, his brain spinning frantically. Dexter had lied to him. But why?


  There was only one answer and it sent a wave of fear through him.


  Not for himself. For Ann.


  If Dexter was planning to get him out of the way it could only be for one reason. He intended to make his own escape in the emergency ship at the base. And Jeff knew that Dexter wasn’t planning to leave alone.


  With all the strength in his arms he swung the ship back toward the base in a steep dive. But suddenly he felt a heavy constriction about his lungs, and then he was fighting desperately for breath.


  He glanced at the oxygen meter and saw that its needle was pointing squarely at zero.


  He was still minutes from the base and his air supply was gone. Already he could feel his legs growing numb and before his eyes there was a flickering maze of blackness.


  Recklessly he plunged the ship toward the base. He was off the directional beam that would lead him to the tower, but he didn’t have the time to reset his course.


  He knew that he had, at best, about a minute left. And he had to get to the ground within that time. His legs ached with a dull steady pain and his hands on the controls were sluggish. His mouth opened and closed frantically as he fought for air.


  Dimly he heard the whine of friction the ship made as it sliced into the atmosphere of the planet. He was flashing down at full speed for a head-on crash.


  With his last atom of strength he groped for the repulsion rocket switch. The ground raced toward him on the fore visi-screen at a speed his eyes couldn’t register.


  He snapped the switch shut and his head snapped forward as the repulsion rockets suddenly roared into life, checking the hurtling speed of the ship. His safety belt almost cut through his body as he was flung forward with the tremendous velocity of the ship.


  Twenty feet from the ground the ship came to a dead stop—then it dropped to the hard rocky earth with a jarring crash.


  Jeff unbuckled his safety strap and staggered to the door. For a moment he feared the buckling of the frame had hopelessly jammed the hatch, trapping him in the ship. But it was only his own weakness. His fingers clawed desperately at the handle and finally it swung open.


  A reviving draft of air blew into his face as he stumbled out of the ship. He sucked air gratefully into his laboring lungs and his head began to clear.


  He was about a hundred yards from the base laboratory. With a prayer on his lips he began to run . . .


  THE front door of the small building was open and the living room was empty. He crossed the floor with rapid strides and flung open the laboratory door.


  Ann was struggling in Dexter’s arms, her face a mask of loathing and terror. She saw Jeff as he stumbled into the room.


  “Jeff!” she cried.


  Dexter’s back was to Jeff, but he wheeled at Ann’s cry and whipped a ray gun from his belt. He was wearing a rubber space suit and there was a heavy valise on the floor beside him.


  “Don’t move!” he panted, glaring at


  Jeff. “You got back here but it won’t do you any good. I’m leaving here, you understand? And I’m taking your wife and the plans for the alto scope with me. But you’re not coming! You’re going to stay right here with a dozen holes in your body to keep you company.” Jeff watched him as he spoke and he saw the insanity in the man’s eyes. Dexter was not bluffing. He meant just what he said.


  “You thought you were so smart,” Dexter said with a gloating leer, “but I’m holding the high cards now. You should have died out there in space and saved me the trouble of shooting you.”


  “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to kill me,” Jeff said quietly. “If I hadn’t called and checked on your phony story about the Martian ships, I wouldn’t have had time to get back here to the base.” He glanced casually about the laboratory and then walked deliberately to the bench that held the altoscope. Every foot of the way he expected a searing bolt from the gun in Dexter’s hand, but it didn’t come.


  “Don’t make another move,” Dexter cried, his face working. “I’m not just talking.”


  “Yes you are,” Jeff said coolly. “If you’re going to shoot me, go ahead.”


  A wild, thousand-to-one possibility had occurred to him, but he had to stall long enough to put it into action.


  “I intend to go on working,” he said with his back to Dexter. “If you want to shoot me that’s your business.”


  He pulled a pair of rubber gloves onto his hands and picked up a long coil of wire from the bench. Quickly he fastened the wire to the altoscope needle and then picked up a screwdriver.


  “I don’t know whether you intend to shoot me or not,” he said quietly. His back hid the screwdriver from Dexter’s eyes as he quickly tied the wire to its steel tip. “But if you’re going to I wish you’d get it over with.”


  “Turn around!” Dexter snarled. “I want to see your face when I blow a hole in your belly.”


  “Jeff!” Ann screamed. “He’s going to shoot!”


  “Then let him,” Jeff said.


  He turned slowly, holding the screwdriver in his hand, Dexter was standing about four feet from Ann, his finger tightening on the trigger of the gun.


  “All right,” Dexter suddenly screamed, “you’re begging for it!”


  HE RAISED the gun slightly and at that instant Jeff flung himself to one side and hurled the screwdriver at Dexter’s face.


  The blast from the gun caught Jeff in the shoulder and he fell to the floor, teeth clenched in pain; but the screwdriver struck Dexter in the face.


  A blinding flash lighted the room and Dexter’s scream was that of a soul in hell. His eyes were glazed in death as he sprawled to the floor.


  Jeff crawled to one knee and stared at his limp body with grim eyes. The screwdriver he had thrown had been connected to the electrically charged altoscope needle with the coils of wire. It had been charged with over five thousand volts of electricity and Dexter’s space suit had grounded him perfectly. Ann was at Jeff’s side, sobbing.


  He put his good arm about her.


  “It’s all over,” he whispered. “He got just what he deserved, don’t worry.”


  “I’m not thinking of him,” Ann said tearfully. “But you’re hurt.”


  “I’ll be all right,” Jeff said.


  He forced a weak grin to his lips. “And I’ve got a hunch we’ll be on our way back to Earth before many more hours.”


  Ann smiled at him through her tears. “But you don’t believe in hunches.”


  “From now on I will,” Jeff said.


  PHANTOM CITY OF LUNA


  First published in the January 1944 issue of Amazing Stories.


  At first Evans swore it was only a mirage—a phantom city. Then horror struck in the night!


  CHAPTER I


  “WE WILL blast-off for Mars within five minutes,” Captain Malcolm, commander of the Earth observation ship, Astra, said to his assistant, Phillip Evans. “I just received the clearance order from the central tower,” He glanced at the tall, wide-shouldered young man who stood beside him close to the gleaming hull of the Astra. “Are we all set?”


  Phillip Evans rubbed his lean jaw and took one more careful look at the sheaf of papers he held in his hands.


  “Yes,” he said deliberately, “everything is ready. The supplies were aboard last night. I checked them myself.”


  “Good,” Captain Malcolm nodded. He was a solidly built, middle-aged man with graying hair and alert blue eyes. He was one of the most prominent scientists of Earth, having been appointed to the supreme command of the Central Earth Laboratories five years previous, in 2245 A.D. “We’ll be excavating on Mars for several months, completely dependent on our own resources, so we can’t take any chances on leaving anything behind.”


  “We haven’t,” Phillip said emphatically. “The provisions and equipment we have will take care of us comfortably for six months. The scientific apparatus, charges for the blasting rays, chemical supplies, everything is aboard.”


  “All the men present and accounted for?” Captain Malcolm asked.


  Phillip nodded. “They arrived in a group from the Central laboratory over an hour ago. We have sixty-two field men, a dozen chemists, four ray specialists, a hundred laborers and thirty-two miscellaneous cooks, waiters and servants. I checked everyone aboard personally. Their papers and planetary passports are all in order. I know most of the scientists personally, I’ve worked in the field with many of them. But I was particularly careful with the laborers and others. I’m sure we’ve got an excellent crew.”


  “Fine,” Captain Malcolm said. “I have great hopes, Phillip, for this expedition. I’m working on a completely new theory for the Martian excavation and I think that this time we’ll definitely find traces of their civilization and culture.”


  “There’s just one thing missing,” Phillip said a trifle grimly. “The men are all aboard, but Nada Connors hasn’t arrived yet.”


  CAPTAIN MALCOLM grimaced.


  “I knew we were going to have trouble with a woman along on field trip,” he said, shaking his head disgustedly. “I have been opposed from the start to taking her with us, but she used her influence with the Secretary of Research and I was forced to consider her application. The woman is a competent scientist, I won’t take that from her, but she has no business on a Martian field trip. Maybe,” he said hopefully glancing at his watch, “she won’t make it. We’ve got only two minutes left and I’m not holding the Astra for anyone.”


  “We can hope,” Phillip said, “but she’ll probably get here at the last minute.” He ran a hand through his close-cropped black hair and said bitterly, “she’s probably a long-nosed spinster who wouldn’t miss a trip to Mars with a couple of hundred men anymore than she’d stop breathing.”


  “You’ve never seen her?” Captain Malcolm asked, smiling.


  “No,” Phillip said, “but I know the type. Any woman who’d force herself on a scientific expedition because her uncle happens to be the State Secretary of Research, can’t be a very admirable sort of person.”


  “Don’t misunderstand me,” Captain Malcolm said. “My objections to her presence are purely a matter of principle. From the standpoint of competence, Miss Connors will carry her own weight, I assure you.”


  “I’ll have to be shown,” Phillip said ironically.


  “Perhaps you won’t have the chance,” Captain Malcolm said. He glanced at his watch again and then walked up the steps to the open door that was a dark oblong against the gleaming hull of the Astra. He turned in the doorway and glanced up and down the empty ramp. “It looks as if Miss Connors has been detained. If she isn’t here in sixty seconds we will be forced to leave without her. I’m going up to the control bridge now and signal Central Tower that we’re leaving on schedule. You’d better wait here on the ramp until the Tower’s all-clear rockets go up; then come aboard and check the seal valves.”


  “Right,” Phillip said.


  He glanced at his watch as Captain Malcolm disappeared, then folded his arms over his chest, prepared to wait exactly fifty seconds before following him. And once the hermetically sealed doors of the Astra closed they would not open until the ship reached Mars. He glanced down the deserted epa.ee ramp toward the sliding steel door that separated this section from the rest of the vast terminal. Miss Nada Connors, if she came at all, would come through that door.


  The Astra was resting in a propulsion slot that was used only for special departures. Overhead, Phillip could see pin-point streaks of light against the sky: the rocket blasts of great transports that were flashing from the terminal’s regular propulsion slots at a rate of a dozen a minute.


  He glanced at his watch.


  Thirty seconds . . .


  HE LOOKED down the ramp again toward the steel door. No one was in sight. He watched the second hand on his watch revolve slowly for fifteen seconds, before turning and, with a final last glance along the ramp, starting up the steps to the Astra’s open door.


  He had one foot inside the ship when a faint cry arrested him. Turning he saw a small figure running down the ramp toward the Astra.


  Phillip’s lips tightened stubbornly. It was Nada Connors without a doubt. But she was just five seconds too late!


  She was fifty yards from the door and Phillip could see her small white face. A loud flaring explosion sounded above him, and he knew that Central Tower was signalling the Astra with all-clear rockets. He glanced up and saw the great blue bulbs directly above the Astra’s propulsion slot, gleaming with a pale blue luminescence against the black velvet background of the night.


  He knew that Captain Malcolm would be signalling the power section of the ship this very second for full speed ahead; and that in a matter of seconds the Astra’s great, gleaming hull would be hurled into the heavens by the propulsive force of its mighty aft rockets.


  The girl was only a dozen yards from the steps and Phillip saw the entreaty in her eyes as she cried out desperately:


  “Please, just another second—”


  One ankle twisted under her suddenly, and she fell forward to one knee, an involuntary cry of pain breaking from her lips.


  Phillip cursed savagely. Women!


  He plunged down the steps and reached her side in three giant strides. “Thank you,” the girl said fervently, “if you’ll laid me your arm—”


  “Shut up, you little fool!” Phillip snapped.


  He whipped, an arm about her small waist, lifted her to his shoulder and ran toward the open door of the space ship. He took the steps in one stride and dove through the door to the interior of the ship. He dumped the girl unceremoniously to the floor and sprang to the switch that hermetically sealed all valve doors throughout the ship.


  He closed it and instantly the door slid shut with a hiss of escaping air as the compressed air chambers forced it into position under tremendous pressure.


  And that sound had hardly faded when the aft rockets of the Astra roared into a sudden full song of releasing power and the great ship trembled like a live thing.


  Phillip dropped to the floor beside the girl.


  “We haven’t time to get to a blastoff chamber,” he said quickly. He put his feet against one wall of the narrow passage and pressed his back against the other. He put his arm around the girl’s shoulders and pulled her close to him.


  “Hang on,” he said.


  The girl struggled against the pressure of his arm.


  “Is this necessary?” she gasped.


  “Not unless you want your neck broken when we blast-off,” Phillip said bitterly. “Now shut up and hang on tight. I—”


  The words were forced back into his throat as the Astra blasted from its propulsion slot at a speed of several hundred miles a minute.


  Phillip felt as if his back were going to be shoved straight through the steel wall of the ship. He braced himself using very ounce of muscle in his body, and he held the girl in the vise-like angle of his arm until the pressure slowly lessened and the Astra reached a comparatively level position on the arc of its trajectory.


  CHAPTER II


  PHILLIP got slowly to his feet and shook his head until the buzzing in his ears stopped. He glanced down at the girl. She was still huddled on the floor, hands clasped over her ears.


  He bent down, put his hands under her elbows and lifted her to her feet.


  “Take your hands away from your ears,” he ordered. “That won’t help now. A few deep breaths and you’ll be all right.”


  The girl obeyed his orders, but there were spots of color in her cheeks.


  “I’m sorry I’ve caused you this trouble,” she said coolly.


  “If you’d gotten here on time you wouldn’t be apologizing now,” Phillip said curtly. “But I suppose punctuality is too much to expect from such a distinguished personage as the niece of the Secretary of Research.”


  The girl regarded him with steady eyes and Phillip noted that she was rather pretty, with dark hair that curled to her shoulders and fine pale skin. She wore a leatherette shirt and breeches that accentuated the slim, feminine outline of her form.


  “You know who I am. then?”


  Phillip nodded.


  “But of course,” he said sarcastically. “Who but the renowned Nada Connors would arrive five seconds before the ship was ready to blast-off?”


  “I’m sorry you don’t like me,” Nada Connors said quietly. “Your objection seems based on the fact that I am a woman and that my uncle is Secretary of Research, two facts which I can’t very well change. I’m grateful for what you did for me but you needn’t worry that I’ll bother you in the future.”


  “Fine,” Phillip said.


  “Perhaps you could do me one more favor and tell me where I can find Captain Malcolm. I’d like to let him know that I finally got here.”


  “He’ll be overjoyed,” Phillip said. “He’s on the central control bridge now, probably checking our course.”


  “Thank you,” the girl said. She looked uncertainly down the narrow corridor that ended abruptly against a closed steel door. “How would I get there?”


  “There’s an elatube just beyond that door that takes you directly to the bridge,” Phillip said. “I’ll show you.”


  HE WAS feeling slightly ashamed of himself for his attitude toward the girl. After all, she was in a tough spot and maybe it hadn’t been her fault that she was late. The least he could do was give her an even break.


  The girl moved away from the wall and Phillip saw that she was limping, favoring the injured ankle.


  “Here,” he said, “take my arm. It’ll be a little easier.”


  The girl looked at him and he saw then the stubborn line of her jaw and the determination in her eyes. And he realized that this girl was the type who might bend, but would never break.


  “I wouldn’t think of bothering you,” she said quietly.


  She limped to the end of the corridor and he opened the door for her, feeling that he was getting only what he deserved.


  He opened the elatube compartment and followed her into the small car.


  “I’ll go up with you,” he said, “I’ve got to see the captain myself.”


  They flashed up past the eight layers of the great ship in silence and stepped out onto the bridge of the Astra. Captain Malcolm was standing between two men studying the electro-magnetic chart recorder that covered one entire wall of the large room.


  This room was the heart of the great space ship. Communication tubes reached every section of the ship from the bridge and one microphone used only in emergency cases, carried the captain’s voice to every lounge and compartment of the Astra.


  Opposite the chart recorder was a large visi-screen which mirrored the reaches of the void into which the Astra was now hurtling. Every asteroid, planet or ship for thousands of miles dead ahead was brought into scale focus by the visi-screen.


  Captain Malcolm turned and greeted Nada Connors with a smile.


  “Glad to have you aboard,” he said. “We thought for a while you weren’t going to make it.”


  “I almost didn’t,” the girl said. “If it hadn’t been for this young man,” she nodded to Phillip, “I probably wouldn’t have gotten aboard.”


  “Then you two have met?” Captain Malcolm asked.


  “No, we haven’t,” Nada Connors said. “Everything happened so quickly that we didn’t have time for introductions.”


  “No time like the present to remedy that,” Captain Malcolm chuckled. “Miss Connors, my assistant, Phillip Evans, probably the best planetary archaeologist in the business.”


  The girl nodded politely to Phillip. “Of course I’ve heard of Mr. Evans,” she said. “His books are standard texts at most universities.”


  Captain Malcolm turned to the man who was standing at his right, a very tall, heavily built man of middle age.


  “I’d like you both to meet Jarah Simar, one of the members of our expedition. Mr. Simar is an outstanding authority on rock and lava formations.”


  PHILLIP had met the man that morning when he had checked his papers, but he hadn’t had an opportunity to talk to him. He shook hands with him now and was surprised at the strength in Simar’s large, soft hand. Simar smiled at him, bowed slightly to Nada Connors. His face was flat and expressionless and the skin stretched tightly over the cheekbones when he smiled. His eyes were set deeply in his head and they seemed strangely lusterless. Black, glossy hair lay on his scalp like a closely fitting cap.


  “How do you do?” he said. His voice was soft, modulated, but strangely flat and lifelesss.


  Phillip had never heard of the man before checking his papers that morning. And he was surprised because he certainly should have met or heard of the man at some time, considering his reputation.


  There was something about Simar that puzzled him. He couldn’t place the feeling definitely and he decided, with a slight irritation at himself, that he was being ridiculous.


  “I feel as if I know you both, by reputation at least,” Simar was saying in his quiet, listless voice. “I consider it an honor to be associated with you on this expedition. I have the feeling that we are going to accomplish something magnificent under Captain Malcolm’s scholarly guidance.”


  “We all hope so,” Nada said. “I hope, Mr. Simar, that you don’t share Mr. Evans’ aversion to my presence aboard the Astra on this trip.”


  Simar raised his eyebrows in surprise. “It seems incredible,” he murmured, “that anyone should object to your presence, Miss Connors—anywhere, anytime.”


  Phillip found himself disliking the man, but he realized that his feeling was completely illogical and ridiculous.


  “My opinion of Miss Connors’ presence is of no importance,” Phillip said. “She is here and will, presumably, do her share of the work, competently and thoroughly. That is all that matters. I’ll admit I didn’t like the idea of a woman along on an expedition of this sort, but that’s neither here nor there.”


  “I’m sure we’re all going to get along splendidly,” Captain Malcolm said smiling tactfully at all of them. “At least we’re off to a fine start. We should be beyond heaviside by this time and in a few more minutes we will pass Luna and then we can open up the Astra to full speed. Is this your first trip into the void. Miss Connors?”


  “Yes, it is,” the girl said eagerly. Her face was lit with excitement. “I can hardly wait until we actually reach outer space.”


  “It will be an interesting experience at this time of the year,” Captain Malcolm said. “You should see more spectacular meteor storms and we may see some comets at rather close range.”


  “When will we pass Luna?” Simar asked softly.


  “Very shortly,” Captain Malcolm said. “She is off to our side right now, beyond the range of the fore visi-screen. Would you like to see Earth’s moon at close range, Miss Connors? I can flash on a side screen and give you a pretty good view.”


  “That would be interesting,” Nada said, smiling. “I can remember several nights on Earth when I was interested in the moon for other than scientific reasons.”


  CAPTAIN MALCOLM smiled and turned to a uniformed young man who stood at a gleaming control table.


  “Turn on the port screen, please.”


  The young man nodded and flicked one of the switches. Instantly the screen on the port wall began to gleam with pale, pulsing light and, dimly at first, and then with rapidly developing clarity the great orb of Luna came into view, glowing with warm lambent luminescence, ethereally beautiful against the blackness of the void. The outline of its thin atmosphere surrounded it like a filmy halo.


  But no one noticed its beauty. Every pair of eyes was centered on the incredible sight of a great city, sprawling for miles in one of the cavernous depressions of Luna, its majestic white spires reaching high into the air.


  “Good Lord!” Captain Malcolm cried. “Am I dreaming?” He stared like a man in a trance at the sight of the mighty city on Luna.


  Phillip felt as if all the breath had been squeezed from his body.


  A city on Luna!


  It was too fantastic to contemplate. Luna had been under observation by powerful telescopes from Earth for centuries and no trace of a civilization had ever been discovered. And dozens of expeditions had explored the small satellite and had found evidence that it had been inhabited.


  But there was no doubting the evidence of their eyes. Everyone was staring at the great city as if it were some strange specter. Nada Connors’ lips were slightly parted and her eyes were dazedly incredulous.


  There was a strange expression on Simar’s fiat, taut features. Even in the tenseness of the moment, Phillip found himself puzzled by the sudden light in the man’s eyes and the proud, glowing expression on his face that was as if he were staring at something that moved him to the core of his being.


  But he forgot that in his absorption with the great city revealed on the visi-screen.


  The tenseness of the moment was suddenly shattered by Captain Malcolm’s crisp command to the operator at the control panel.


  “Change course immediately and prepare ship for landing on Luna!”


  CHAPTER III


  A COMPLETE silence followed the captain’s order, broken only by the operator’s quiet voice as he repeated the instructions into a battery of communication tubes that faced him from the control panel.


  The velocity of the Astra had by this time carried them past the great city that had been revealed for an instant on the visi-screen. But already Phillip could feel the swinging list of the ship as it began a great arc to circle Luna and come in for a landing.


  “Captain Malcolm,” he said worriedly, “shouldn’t we flash Earth that we’re changing our course.”


  “Time enough for that when we land,” Captain Malcolm said crisply.


  Phillip’s eyes were troubled.


  “Are you sure it’s wise to land?” he asked. “After all, we have an important job to do on Mars and this interruption may cost us several valuable days.”


  Captain Malcolm’s eyes were burning brightly as he watched the course of the Astra changing on the chart recorder.


  “What is our work on Mars compared to this discovery?” he said excitedly.


  Simar cleared his throat gently.


  “Permit me to say, Captain, that I agree with you completely. Luna has always been considered uninhabited. The man who proves otherwise will live forever in the respect of scientists in every quarter of the earth.


  “Yes, yes,” Captain Malcolm said tensely. “We’ve got to land. We must.”


  Phillip glanced at the captain with troubled eyes.


  Malcolm was not the type to become so completely exhilarated and excited about anything. He was a casual, deliberate scientist and the plaudits of the mob had never been a factor in his scientific explorations. Now he seemed to be changing type completely, as if his brief glance of the city of Luna had upset his orderly, methodical attitude.


  “Another thing,” Phillip said, “we can’t be sure of the reception we’ll receive if that city is inhabited. The people might not be friendly to an invasion of their privacy.”


  Simar turned slightly toward Phillip and his flat, expressionless features were blankly polite.


  “An excellent point, Mr. Evans,” he said. “You are quite right to be apprehensive of the danger. But don’t you think the potential importance of Captain Malcolm’s discovery counterbalances any risk we may be taking.”


  “I certainly do,” Nada Connors said warmly. “I don’t think we should let anything prevent us from visiting that city. No risk will be too great. I, for one, am not afraid.”


  Simar smiled at her.


  “Very gallantly spoken, Miss Connors,” he said. “I don’t think Mr. Evans is afraid, either. He is, I should say, only cautious.”


  “We’ll all be taking the same chance,” Nada said, turning to Phillip. “That should certainly ease any fears you might have.”


  PHILLLIP stared at the girl with narrowing eyes and a slow flush burned his cheeks.


  “There’s no point in discussing the matter,” he said shortly. “We are going to land, that’s that. With your extensive experience in void exploration, Miss Connors,” he said with deliberate, icy sarcasm, “you undoubtedly will be familiar with any sort of trouble that might arise. And if we encounter unfriendly inhabitants, I shall look forward eagerly to the spectacle of your routing them with a sharpened hair pin.” He turned from the girl and snapped an order to the operator of the main control panel. “Order the crew to stand by for landing party. And tell them to be armed.” He glanced then at the fore visi-screen, which was mirroring the dead surface of Luna as they came in at high speed for a landing. “Reduce speed,” he ordered curtly. “Set off fore repulsion rockets and lower landing gear.”


  Captain Malcolm turned from the visi-screen and nodded approvingly. “Good boy, Phil,” he said.


  Phillip turned and strode toward the elatube. Nada followed him and caught his arm.


  “I was just being fresh a minute ago and Pm sorry.” She smiled ruefully. “I seem to be making a career out of apologizing to you. I know you don’t like me, but it might be more pleasant for both of us if we’d stop hitting in the clinches.”


  Phillip studied her small intense face for a moment.


  “Sure,” he said. “Let’s forget it.” He stepped into the elatube and closed the door. His words, curtly spoken, had been like a slap in the face to the girl. He shrugged as the car started downward. Her crack about his being afraid to make a landing hadn’t been easy to take.


  When he reached the main level of the ship he found several of the crew waiting at the main hatch for the Astra to land.


  He noted that they were all armed with ray tubes. They all looked at him inquiringly.


  “What’s up?” one of them asked.


  “We’ll know in a minute,” Phillip answered noncommittally.


  A few seconds later he felt the Astra bump lightly on the surface of the moon.


  “I don’t think we’ll need oxygen helmets,” Phillip said. “We’re in one of the depressions of the Lunar surface and there should be sufficient atmosphere.”


  He stepped to the door and snapped the switch that controlled it. It slid open with the hissing sputter of releasing air.


  PHILLIP stepped through the doorway and dropped to the hard, flaky surface of the small satellite. His eyes swept about for several seconds and a tight worried line formed about his mouth.


  There was nothing in sight except the dead craters of the moon and the vast, unbroken expanse of shale and rubble stretching to the horizon.


  There was no trace of the mighty city they had seen for a flashing instant on the visi-screen.


  Several of the crew had dropped down beside him and they were glancing about carefully, their hands close to their weapons.


  Captain Malcolm and Simar stepped out of the ship together. Captain Malcolm swept the horizon with puzzled eyes.


  “Where is it?” he asked.


  “Possibly we overshot it,” Phillip said.


  The captain shook his head.


  “Impossible! I checked our position when we sighted it on the visi-screen and we returned to that exact position. We can’t be more than a few hundred yards off, one way or the other.”


  From where they were standing a great, desolate valley spread before them, surrounded on three sides by bleak, towering mountains.


  Simar, Phillip noticed, was staring hungrily at the great depression and his face was lighted with the same proud expression that he had noticed when they first sighted the city of the towering spires.


  “What’s your guess, Phillip?” Captain Malcolm asked.


  Phillip shrugged. “Possibly our instruments are off and we’ve landed miles from the city. Or maybe we were all suffering from an optical disturbance and didn’t see a city at all, but some weird distortion that resembled a city.”


  “I can’t believe that,” Captain Malcolm, shaking his head emphatically.


  “I agree with you,” Simar said gravely. “We actually saw a city, there’s no doubt of that. I think Mr. Evans may be close to the truth when he suggested that our instruments might be off a fraction. That would be enough to place us miles from the spot where we originally saw the city. The only solution is to search the area until we find it.”


  “But that may take weeks,” Phillip protested.


  “What does time matter,” Captain Malcolm said irritably. “We must find that city. Don’t you realize how important this thing is?”


  “Frankly, I don’t,” Phillip said. “We can communicate with Earth, advising them of our discovery and they can send dozens of ships here to investigate. It isn’t essential that we waste time here looking for a phantom city, when we should be on our way to Mars. And this search may take so long that circumstances on Mars will have changed and we won’t be able to make the explorations we planned.”


  Captain Malcolm turned suddenly on Phillip and his eyes were blazing.


  “Why are you opposed to finding this city?” he asked. His voice was quivering with a rage, that was as bewildering to Phillip as it was sudden. “What are your real reasons? I am commander of this expedition and my authority is complete. I say we will remain on Luna until we have found the city we saw in our visi-screen, and that is final.”


  PHILLIP checked the angry retort that was trembling on his lips. The captain seemed to be a different person as he stood glaring at him, and Phillip’s concern for the man outweighed his anger.


  “As you say,” he said quietly. Captain Malcolm coughed and laid a hand on Phillip’s shoulder.


  “Sorry I had to speak brusquely, son,” he said, “but this thing is important.”


  “I think I have a suggestion which might help,” Simar said. “Our chief problem is finding this city as quickly as possible so we will not take too much time from the important work we must do on Mars. I have done considerable experimentation with a machine that locates metals and minerals that are above the ground. We used the machine in Asia to determine the exact location of cities and found it very successful. The machine has never been used practically, for its uses would be limited to warfare and we have fortunately had no wars on Earth for many centuries.” He smiled at Captain Malcolm. “If you think it worthwhile I could build a small replica of my machine in a matter of hours and we could locate the city with it very quickly.”


  “I think it definitely worthwhile,” Captain Malcolm said enthusiastically.


  “Thank you,” Simar said.


  “I wish you’d get to work on it immediately. I’ll send a few scouting expeditions out to search the immediate neighborhood, just in case the city is within a few miles of us. And if they don’t find it, well use your machine tomorrow. Do you think you can have it ready by that time?”


  “Certainly,” Simar said. “I will need to use the ship’s laboratory for several hours.”


  “I’ll arrange that,” Captain Malcolm said; “and if you need any supplies I’ll give you the necessary requisitions.”


  “That will be excellent,” Simar said, inclining his head slightly. “I will get to work immediately.”


  He walked up the portable steps which had been lowered from the hatch and disappeared into the interior of the ship.


  Captain Malcolm followed him with his eyes.


  “He’s a stimulating fellow,” he observed. “I can’t remember when I’ve been so impressed by a man.”


  “He is very interesting,” Phillip said thoughtfully. “I’m going to enjoy finding out more about him.”


  He left Captain Malcolm and walked slowly up the stairs to the ship.


  CHAPTER IV


  HE MET Nada Connors in the corridor that led to the hatchway.


  “What happened?” she asked.


  “Nothing,” Phillip said. “We must have been a little off our course. There’s no city in sight.”


  “What are we going to do now?”


  “Send out searching party in the immediate vicinity,” Phillip answered. “If they don’t find anything, Simar is building some sort of a machine that may do the trick.”


  “When are the searching parties starting?” Nada asked.


  “As soon as the captain gets them organized and gives each of them a definite territory to cover. But I’m leaving right away, by myself.”


  “Could I go with you?” Nada asked. “I promise I won’t be any bother.” She went on hurriedly as Phillip didn’t answer, an embarrassed flush staining her cheeks. “I know you don’t think I’ll be any help, but I’m an excellent shot and I never get lost. Please take me with you.”


  Phillip looked down into her eager, anxious face and the edge of ice around his heart began to melt.


  “Okay,” he said. “Get yourself a ray gun and oxygen helmet. We’re leaving right away.”


  “I won’t be a minute,” Nada cried. She turned and stared quickly down the corridor, but she stopped at the door and looked back at him, smiling. “Thanks a million times,” she said and disappeared through the door.


  THEY left the ship ten minutes later and Phillip headed directly down into the great depression that stretched for miles from the site where the Astra had landed. The ground was rocky and uneven, covered with a thin filmy shale dust that slipped treacherously beneath their leather boots.


  “Watch yourself,” Phillip said over his shoulder to Nada. “You won’t do us much good with a broken leg.”


  They walked for a half hour and by that time they were out of sight of the Astra, descending deeper and deeper into the great hollow formed by the three towering mountain peaks.


  Phillip called a halt when they reached a great flat boulder and they both sat down gratefully. The atmosphere was heavy and dense and breathing was a laborious job. But they hadn’t used their oxygen belts.


  Nada leaned back on the palms of her hands and swept her eyes slowly over the vast, spreading valley that now appeared covered with a white mist which was actually the thick, settling atmosphere of the tiny satellite collecting in the basin of the depression. Phillip glanced at her profile.


  “Do you find it interesting?”


  “Yes,” she answered slowly. Her slender, arched eyebrows drew together in a frown and she looked at him anxiously. “You’ll think I’m silly,” she said, “but there’s something here, an intangible presence, that is.” She smiled apologetically and said, “I was going to say frightening, but that’s ridiculous.”


  “Maybe,” Phillip said. He glanced out over the valley and he noticed that the misty atmosphere seemed to be thickening, drifting toward them in slow, deliberate waves. And he had the sudden, peculiar sensation that something was plucking at his mind with long, soft fingers. He shook his head irritably.


  “I don’t like the place any more than you do,” he said decisively. “Possibly we’re both just superstitious but I think we’d better get back to the ship.”


  He stood up and helped the girl to her feet and they started back up the long slope that led to the ship. Phillip stumbled over a hard, rocky object a few feet from the boulders on which they had rested, and he bent down automatically and picked it up.


  The dense swirling atmosphere was pressing so closely on them now that he could hardly see what he held in his hand. But he waited until a faint breeze moved the heavy cloying air, then he glanced down and his heart began to beat with sudden excitement.


  For the object in his hand was shale-encrusted piece of metal, broken and corroded, but still recognizable as a small, delicately shaped urn.


  He called Nada to his side and showed her the piece of metal. She took it in her hands and studied it closely.


  “It looks like processed steel,” she said. Her voice was incredulous.


  “That’s just what is it,” Phillip said, “and it was shaped by an intelligent hand.”


  A DOZEN thoughts were racing through his mind. This piece of steel, produced by a forge and shaped by a mold, was evidence of an advanced civilization governed by rational life of a high order of intelligence. But how had it gotten here? Was it a relic of some civilization that had existed thousands of years ago on this small satellite of Earth?


  That thought was not quite as preposterous as it would have seemed to him twenty-four hours before; for he had seen the image of a great city on this moon through the Astra’s visi-screen.


  He dropped the piece of metal into his pocket.


  “Let’s not say anything about this for a while,” he said to Nada.


  “Whatever you say,” she said. Her voice seemed strangely weak to him and he noticed that her face was white and drawn. He looked at her anxiously.


  “How do you feel?” he asked.


  She put a hand to her forehead.


  “All right,” she said. She shook her head slowly. “Physically there’s nothing wrong with me, but my head feels as if it were going to split open. It—it’s like a hand were squeezing my brain down to the size of a marble.”


  Phillip put an arm about her waist. “Lean against me,” he said. “We’ll be out of here in a few minutes.”


  He started up the slope, his lungs laboring with the effort of practically carrying the girl. There was a tight line of worry about his mouth. He was feeling again the sensation of tiny fingers plucking at his brain, drawing from it all strength and power of thought and decision. He wondered if the girl’s sensation were similar.


  He realized then that the sensation had disappeared when he had been concentrating on the problem of the urn-shaped piece of metal he had found. Whatever influence was sapping his mind, it was powerless apparently when his brain was focused completely on something else.


  He glanced down at the girl. Her eyes seemed to be glazing and her lips were parted slightly, as she breathed the heavy, murky atmosphere into her laboring lungs.


  “Nada!” he said sharply.


  The girl shook her head weakly and put a hand to her forehead.


  “I can barely hear you,” she said, and her voice was only a feeble whisper in his ears.


  “Nada!” he cried. He knew he had to snap the girl out of the fogged, comatose condition she was drifting into. He had to shock her, force her mind to concentrate its focus on something that would break the effect of the trance-like spell that was gripping her brain. “Nada!” he cried. “Listen to me!” He saw a momentary flicker of consciousness in her eyes.


  “You’ve got to think!” he snapped. “We’re in danger. Unless you snap out of it neither of us will have a chance.” He forced a bitterly, jeering sarcastic note into his voice and said, “I told you this would happen. You’re just a liability on this trip. You can’t carry your own weight. I hope you’re convinced now that I wasn’t just talking to hear myself talk.”


  NADA twisted against his arm and faced him, angry color in her cheeks. Her eyes were glinting like bright blue diamonds.


  Phillip felt a happy surge of relief. The rage the girl felt had cleared her mind and driven away fog-like vapors that had been plucking at her consciousness.


  “Take your arm away from me,” she said, “I can manage myself. I don’t need you for anything, Phillip Evans.” She struggled away from him and strode on ahead, her small shoulders squared defiantly.


  In another ten minutes they were out of the basin of the valley and the air was clearer. Phillip found that he no longer had to fight against the queer sensation that seemed to be induced by the thick, heavy atmosphere.


  Nada was still stumbling on ahead of him and he could tell from the straight, angry lines of her back that she was still seething.


  He caught up with her.


  “Nada,” he said, “I—”


  “There’s nothing to say,” she said coolly, keeping her eyes fixed straight ahead and her small chin tilted stubbornly. “I suppose I should thank you,” she said, after a moment of silence. “I almost passed out, and, as you reminded me so clearly, I was definitely a liability. But,” she added icily, “I can’t work up much respect for a person who uses a time like that to start crowing, ‘I told you so.’ ”


  “You silly little fool,” Phillip said disgustedly. “You don’t know the score and it looks as if you’ll never find out. I talked that way to snap you back to consciousness. If you can’t realize that, you’re hopeless.”


  He strode on, glowering. Damn this girl! Why did they have to be at each other’s throats all the time? He realized that if he were tactful and diplomatic he could probably explain the necessity for what he had done but he had no intention of being tactful or diplomatic. If she couldn’t understand without having a drawing shoved in front of her eyes, she could just go right on thinking him a cad and a boor.


  They were within sight of the Astra now and Nada went on ahead. When they reached the ship she turned in the hatch way and said, “Thank you for a very lovely trip,” and then disappeared into the interior of the great space craft.


  Phillip was still glaring at the door when Captain Malcolm appeared.


  “Hello, Phillip,” he said. “Did you find anything?”


  Phillip shook his head.


  “Not a trace.”


  “I’ve sent four parties out,” the captain said, “but only two have reported so far. They’ve found nothing. Simar, however, has almost completed his machine. Would you like to take a look at it?”


  “Very much,” said Phillip.


  He followed the captain into the ship, wondering whether he should tell him of the powerful influences that seemed contained in the atmosphere in the basin of the valley.


  For some reason he decided to wait.


  CHAPTER V


  SIMAR was alone in the Astra’s large, well equipped laboratory when Captain Malcolm and Phillip entered. He was working over a small delicate machine, hardly six inches square, constructed of gleaming metal and bristling with tiny filaments and rheostats. He looked from his work when he saw them and smiled his flat, expressionless smile.


  “Come in, gentlemen,” he said affably. “I am almost done with my work. Would you care to inspect it at close range?”


  Captain Malcolm moved forward eagerly and Phillip followed.


  The machine had four handholds, one on each side, and from above a cone pointed down toward the top of the machine, bathing it with a powerful orange ray.


  “Would you explain how it operates?” Captain Malcolm asked.


  “With pleasure,” Simar replied.


  He pointed to a band of rheostats on the front panel of the machine and began to explain the purpose of each, talking swiftly, surely. His explanations were thick with scientific phrases and many bewildering inconsistencies were apparent to Phillip as Simar talked on, pointing to various parts of the machine and discussing their operations at great length.


  The conviction gradually grew in Phillip that the man was lying. That his explanations were simply meaningless phrases intended to bewilder rather than clarify. What purpose Simar could be serving, Phillip couldn’t fathom, but he was increasingly sure that Simar’s machine was not built to locate the missing city.


  “What is the purpose of the ray?” he asked, when Simar paused for breath.


  Simar glanced at him and smiled.


  “I’m not sure you will be able to understand,” he said smoothly. “Not that I mean to belittle your scientific comprehension,” he added, with a slight deferential bow, “but the principle of this ray is based on theories which I, alone, have undertaken to examine.”


  “Simar,” Phillip said, choosing his words deliberately, “I think you’re a fraud. I don’t think this machine will locate the city we’re looking for. Your explanations of its operations didn’t make a particle of sense. They were simply meaningless phrases thrown together in a sort of scientific mumbo-jumbo either to cloak the fact that your machine is useless, or to hide its real purpose.”


  Captain Malcolm swung angrily on Phillip.


  “I won’t have you insulting Simar this way,” he cried. “He’s doing his best to help us locate the city which is more than can be said for you.”


  Phillip shrugged.


  “If the machine works I am ready to apologize. But,” he said with a grim smile, “Simar knows it won’t work as well as I do.”


  “I regret that you are so skeptical,” Simar said. “If a demonstration will convince you, I am only too happy to oblige. The machine is ready to operate now.”


  HE an adjustment on the band of rheostats and a slow curving smile flattened his lips against his teeth.


  “I am waiting to be shown,” Phillip said curtly.


  Simar straightened from the machine.


  “May I crave your indulgence for a few moments,” he asked quietly. “I promised Miss Connors’ that I would tell her when I was ready to demonstrate the machine. She seemed quite interested in its operation. If you will wait here for just a second I will go and get her.”


  “Go right ahead,” Captain Malcolm said. “A few minutes won’t make any difference.”


  “Is that agreeable to you, Mr. Evans?” Simar asked.


  “Of course,” Phillip said.


  Simar returned in a few minutes with Nada. Phillip glanced at her but she avoided his gaze. He noticed that she had changed into a short tunic and soft slippers that buckled about her slim, bare ankles.


  “Will you please step to the machine?” Simar said. “It will be necessary that each of you hold one of the handholds on the sides.”


  Phillip took a place between Simar and Captain Malcolm, facing Nada over the gleaming machine. The metal handhold was cold to the touch and Phillip sensed that it was throbbing faintly, as if an unfelt electric current were coursing through it.


  “We are ready,” Simar announced.


  He adjusted one of the rheostats and flicked a switch on the side of the machine.


  “It will not take long,” he murmured. He was smiling softly as he watched the orange cone of light glow with greater strength on the gleaming surface of the machine.


  Phillip felt nothing at first, but gradually he noticed that the room was growing darker. He glanced at Nada and he had trouble focusing his eyes on her white face. She was looking at Simar with worried eyes.


  “Do not be alarmed,” Simar said gently. His flat expressionless face seemed to be glowing with an inner radiance against the growing darkness of the room.


  Phillip tried to speak but he couldn’t. A sudden suspicion flashed into his mind. He tried to cry out but the words made no sound.


  The darkness was almost complete.


  With a savage wrench he tried to jerk his hand from the machine, but he couldn’t force his tightly clamped fingers to open.


  Simar was grinning satanically and his face was the only thing visible in the darkness; and it shone strangely like something ghostly and unreal.


  Phillip saw him stretch a hand to the machine and turned one of the rheostats with a slow, deliberate motion and, as he did so, he flung his blazing face back in a savage gesture of ecstatic triumph.


  “I have not failed, O mighty Aganda!” he cried.


  SWIRLING light suddenly flashed about them, but it was not light from any of the beams of the Astra. It was blinding white light that might have come from the depths of space, where the black of the void faded and unborn worlds blazed defiantly against the illimitable darkness.


  Phillip heard a roaring in his ears and felt the force of a mighty suction that grew steadily more powerful, more irresistible.


  And then he was swept upward like a twig before a violent storm and he felt all of his senses leaving him as blackness, deep, vast and unending, closed like an inexorable pall over his consciousness.


  CHAPTER VI


  RETURNING to consciousness was like swimming upward through murky, impenetrable water toward a flicker of light miles above his head. His eyes opened slowly and the flicker of light suddenly grew from a pin-point to dazzling brilliance that struck his eyes painfully.


  He blinked and opened his eyes again and this time he made out two dim figures standing over him, looking at him with speculative eyes.


  When he opened his eyes the third time he identified the figures as Simar and Captain Malcolm. Simar’s flat face was expressionless as usual, but the captain’s features looked dazed and his eyes were dull and vacant.


  Phillip was lying on smooth ground and the sky above his head was a bright, glaring blue. Turning slightly he saw that Nada was lying beside him, her eyes closed, breathing evenly.


  He struggled to a sitting position and then he saw the things that surrounded him, and his heart began to thud desperately against his ribs.


  The creatures that circled him were thin, greyish and their hideous bodies seemed composed of some pulpy material that visibly pulsated as they moved. They wore metallic garments that ended at their waists and left their long, tendril-like arms and legs free. Their faces were blank, smooth. One colorless eye gleamed in each forehead. And each of those terrible eyes was fixed in a dead stare on Phillip and the girl.


  “You seem alarmed,” Simar murmured. “You needn’t be. My comrades will obey my slightest command and it is not my intention to have you killed.”


  Phillip tore his fascinated gaze from the weird monstrosities and turned to Simar.


  “What kind of a game are you playing?” he demanded.


  Simar smiled and stepped to one side and gestured toward a deep valley surrounded on three sides by towering peaks. In the basin of the valley was a great city, sprawling for miles. Great buildings loomed high in the air, their white sides glistening under the harsh light of the sun.


  “Perhaps this will aid in your orientation,” Simar smiled. “Do you recognize the place?”


  Phillip climbed to his feet and he felt that his brain was reeling on its foundations. For this valley was the Lunar depression which he and Nada had explored. And this city was the one they had seen mirrored on the Astra’s visi-screen.


  The thought of the Astra caused him to turn sharply toward the place where the great ship had landed. But his eyes met nothing but the smooth, unbroken terrain, stretching for miles.


  The Astra was gone!


  “Your ship is not here,” Simar said quietly.


  “Where is it?” Phillip demanded. He felt dazed, breathless with shock. “Have they gone without us?”


  “No,” Simar smiled, “the Astra is precisely where we left it, one hundred thousand years in the future”


  PHILLIP felt the words of Simar crash into his brain with an almost physical impact.


  “One hundred thousand years in the future!” he cried. “You’re mad!”


  “You will find I am quite sane,” Simar murmured. “I will tell you everything when we reach our city and you will find much of your bewilderment erased.” He smiled pleasantly. “You must accept the situation whether you like it or not, so I’d advise you to be practical. Haven’t you noticed how adaptable our Captain Malcolm is?”


  Phillip stared at the captain’s vacant face and dull eyes and a chill of horror swept through him.


  “What have you done to him?” he said grimly. “If you’ve harmed him—”


  “You are in no position to be threatening,” Simar said quietly. “You will come with us now, agreeably or otherwise.”


  “I’ll be damned if I will,” Phillip said hotly.


  Simar shook his head sadly.


  “It is unfortunate that you are adopting such an uncooperative attitude,” he murmured. He turned slightly and faced the silent creatures who were watching Phillip with fixed, dead eyes.


  He spoke no word, he made no movement, yet with one accord the creatures suddenly moved with bewildering speed toward Phillip. Before he could move a half dozen of their rope-like tentacles had whipped about his arms, pinioning him helplessly. Others snapped about his legs and he was lifted into the air, unable to move a muscle.


  “You see how useless is resistance?” Simar asked.


  Several of the creatures picked up the girl and started down the long slope toward the city. Phillip was borne along after them.


  Simar chuckled.


  “Your education will begin very shortly, my impetuous young friend,” he murmured.


  Captain Malcolm followed behind them, his face expressionless, his feet dragging loosely on the smooth ground.


  CHAPTER VII


  WHEN they reached the city, the weird creatures carried Phillip and the unconscious girl along a broad avenue flanked on either side by the great white buildings that were characteristic of this metropolis.


  They came to a stop at last before an immense domed building which was guarded by several ranks of the weird, tentacles-armed creatures.


  Philip was lowered to the ground and the great metal door of the domed building swung ponderously open.


  Simar came up to Phillip’s side.


  “This is the palace of our ruler, Aganda,” he said. “When he has seen you I will take you to your quarters where you will be fed.”


  Phillip glanced at Nada who was still held aloft in the tendril arms of the weird creatures. He prayed that she would stay unconscious.


  “What about the girl?” he asked Simar.


  “She will not be harmed.”


  He strode ahead of Phillip through the great door and the strange captors secured Phillip’s arms with their ropy tentacles and led him through the door into a huge shadowy room that was completely bare except for the raised dais in the center of the floor and completely unoccupied except for the creature who sat silently there watching their approach with an unwinking, lifeless eye.


  Simar prostrated himself before the dais and the enthroned creature, who was identical to the others Phillip had seen, except that, if possible, he was even more repulsive in appearance, stared at Simar’s prone figure with a glassy, expressionless eye.


  Phillip sensed that the two were communicating and it was not hard to guess that the subject of their conversation was he and the girl, who had been brought in and stretched before the throne.


  His guess was confirmed when the creature on the dais turned his eye slowly from Simar and fixed its dead stare on him. The creature’s inspection lasted for a full minute and then it swung slowly to the slim figure of the girl before the throne.


  Again the inspection lasted a full minute, before the eye swung back to Simar who rose immediately to his feet and turned to Phillip.


  “Come with me,” he said quietly.


  Nada stirred slightly and a low moan passed her lips. She moved her head weakly from side to side and then her eyelids fluttered and opened. She stared for a blank, uncomprehending moment at the hideous creatures who stood over her and then a convulsive shudder passed through her slim body.


  She pressed the back of her hand against her mouth to choke back the scream that tore at her throat. Her eyes were wide with a loathing fear.


  PHILLIP dropped to his knees beside her and held her close in his arms.


  “What are they?” she cried, her face pressed against his chest. “Take me away from here, please.”


  “Get hold of yourself, honey,” he whispered. “We’re in for a bad time but we can’t crack.”


  Simar coughed meaningly.


  “Are you ready? Or shall I have my comrades use a bit of forceful persuasion?”


  Phillip turned to him, his face a mask of cold, white fury.


  “If one of these slimy monstrosities tries to touch Nada I’ll kill her myself rather than let that happen.”


  Simar shrugged.


  “Then supposing you come along under your own power? I am trying to be gentle with both of you but your attitude may force me to change my tactics.”


  Phillip helped Nada to her feet. She buried her head against his shoulder. “I can’t look at them,” she whispered. Her voice was choked with horror. “I just can’t.”


  Phillip put his arm about her waist and held her close.


  “You don’t have to,” he said. “Keep your eyes closed and I’ll lead you.”


  Supporting Nada with his arm, Phillip followed Simar and several of the weird creatures across the great hall through a door that led them into a labyrinthine system of connecting corridors and finally brought them to a row of dungeon-like cells hundreds of feet below the surface of the ground.


  Each cell was constructed of thick wire mesh and a door was its only opening. One of the creatures opened the door and Phillip and Nada were shoved into the cell.


  Simar followed them in and closed the door behind him. The four creatures that had escorted them to the place moved a few dozen feet away and crouched in the corridor, watching the cell with sluggish eyes.


  Phillip glanced about the small cell. There were cots facing each other from opposite walls and a tube of running water in one corner. That was all.


  Simar noticed his inspection and smiled.


  “True,” he murmured, “the quarters are not palatial, but if your attitude becomes more cooperative you will find that we are not completely without physical comforts here at Lunas.”


  Phillip led Nada to one of the cots and sat down beside her, still holding his arm about her shoulders. She was sobbing, now, but the sound was muffled against his chest. He could feel her slim shoulders quivering under his hand.


  He looked up at Simar and his eyes were bleak and hard as frozen steel.


  “All right, Simar,” he said, “you apparently hold all the cards. What do you want with us?”


  “Now you are being more sensible,” Simar said.


  HE SAT down carefully on the cot facing them and smiled his flat, humorless smile.


  “First,” he said, “let me caution you against attempting to escape from Lunas. You will be under constant surveillance and the penalties for any such action will be very severe. I hope you will be sensible in this matter.”


  He leaned forward slightly on the cot and cleared his throat softly.


  “I will begin my story by telling you something of this place. You must try and think in terms of the past, the past of a hundred thousand years ago, when this moon of Earth still possessed sufficient heat to nurture vegetation and make its surface habitable. In that time the creatures you have seen, of which I am one myself, were a flourishing, highly developed species of intelligent life. Civilizations, however, do not all progress along the same lines, and our advancement was chiefly marked by the development of elementary devices to span time and the cultivation of a system of thought transference, which did away with the necessity of speech, with the result that the vocal chords of our people eventually atrophied.


  “In all lines of science we were striving ceaselessly to attain perfection and if we had developed normally there is no limit to the ends we might have achieved.”


  Simar paused and Phillip noticed that his eyes had left their faces and he seemed to have forgotten their presence.


  “We might have grown great and glorious,” he went on in a changed voice that was charged with bitterness, “but life on Lunas was obliterated in the twentieth of a second and the greatest civilization the Universe has ever known was reduced to a pile of rubble in the twinkling of an eye. A meteor storm of unprecedented size and speed smashed Lunas into the dust, destroying it forever.”


  Nada had raised her head as Simar spoke and only the redness of her eyes indicated that she had been crying. She was listening closely to Simar’s story, and now she said,


  “Hadn’t your scientists been able to predict the course of the storm?”


  “They had,” Simar answered, “and we had built a force shield to deflect the meteors but we hadn’t sufficient experience to make the shield work effectively. We were working frantically on it when the storm struck. And before a man could draw a breath the life of Lunas was sealed under millions of tons of molten metal.


  “And the very suddenness of the onslaught was the thing that saved us from complete obliteration. It may be hard for you to understand but the very speed with which the life of Lunas was crushed out prevented the life forces from escaping completely from the area. Millions of us were destroyed in a physical sense, but our life forces were held in suspension under the tons of metal that had destroyed our city.


  “After the molten meteors had cooled, thousands of years later,” Simar continued, “we were able by sheer, disembodied will power to project a life substance to Earth where it assumed the form of a human being.”


  SIMAR smiled then and then bowed slightly in a self-depreciatory gesture.


  “And I, as you may have guessed, am that humble person,” he said. “I appropriated this body and then the rest you can probably surmise. I constructed a time machine on the principles we had discovered thousands of years before and arranged to be included among the members of your expedition. But I had no intention of going to Mars. I wanted to return to Luna and that was easily managed. The city that appeared in the visi-screen was but a phantom, a figment of your collective imaginations induced by the concerted will of the millions of life forces still held in suspension on the buried city of Lunas.”


  “What did you do to Captain Malcolm?” Phillip asked.


  “Captain Malcolm as you know him is dead forever,” Simar said. “His body was absorbed by a liberated life force before he readied Lunas.”


  Phillip had difficulty in controlling an impulse to spring at Simar’s throat and crush the dead, unclean life from his body.


  But he fought back the red rage that coursed through his body in hot waves. He knew that Nada and he were in terrible danger and their only hope was to play for time, to find, somehow, a means to return to their own time.


  “It wasn’t hard,” Simar continued, a cool smile on his lips. “As a matter of fact, when you and Miss Connors explored the basin of the Lunasian valley, her mind was almost taken over by one of the life forces. If you noticed, the ectoplasmic emanations from the buried city of Lunas drifted toward you the instant your presence in the valley became manifest. If you hadn’t distracted her mind, forced her to concentrate on something else she would have been lost to you forever.”


  Nada squeezed Phillip’s arm with her hand,


  “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “You tried to tell me that but I wouldn’t listen. I’ve been nothing but a drag on you since we left Earth. It’s no wonder you despise me.”


  “Skip it,” Phillip said. “You’ve got more guts than most of the men on the Astra” He grinned down at her and rocked her chin gently with his fist. “We’ll lick this thing.”


  “I beg your pardon,” Simar said, “but I am afraid I must disappoint you. You are here to do a specific job and when that job is done you will be—ah—liquidated is the word, I believe.”


  HE crossed his legs and leaned back comfortably on the narrow cot.


  “I will tell you now why I brought you here. At this moment the meteor storm I spoke of has not yet occurred. It will occur tomorrow evening. Before that time you are going to examine our force shield and put it in working order. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Supposing I can’t fix it?” Phillip asked.


  “You will repair the machine,” Simar said, emphasizing each word carefully. “Unfortunately you are not going to have much time. I miscalculated slightly in my entropy estimate and consequently we arrived back at Lunas only a day before the impending destruction of the city by the meteor storm. But your skill will avert that catastrophe and Lunas will be saved.”


  “Has it occurred to you,” Phillip said, “that you aren’t in a very good position to be making demands? You need my knowledge to save your own life and the life of every person and thing on Luna. Supposing I refuse to help you?”


  “That has occurred to me,” Simar said blandly. He smiled as if he were enjoying the taste of something on his tongue. His eyes moved slowly to Nada. “I noticed that you are quite fond of our charming guest,” he murmured. “That is the reason I brought her with us. She is the lever I may have to use on you—a very beautiful lever and a most effective one. If you don’t cooperate, it will not be very pleasant for her. Has that occurred to you, Phillip Evans?”


  “Don’t listen to him, Phillip!” Nada cried. “He intends to kill us anyway after you have saved their city. I don’t care what happens to me.”


  “Don’t you, my child?” Simar said gently. “That is only because you have no idea of the refined tortures we have prepared for you.” He glanced at Phillip and smiled. “You have seen my people? Probably they seem quite repugnant to you, but they are actuated by the same fundamental desires that motivate any thinking organism. They have impulses that are quite normal and moderate from their viewpoint. But—” He paused and chuckled softly. “I wonder if Miss Connors would think so?”


  “You filthy beast!” Phillip spat the words out harshly. “You couldn’t possibly be that rotten and corrupt.”


  “I might surprise you,” Simar said. “At any rate, I am going to give you a few minutes to think this over. That is why I placed you in the same cell.” He stood up and walked to the door. “I’ll be back shortly for your decision. And remember, Miss Connors would be a dainty diversion for some lucky citizen of Lunas.”


  He bowed mockingly to them and stepped into the corridor, closing and locking the door behind him.


  PHILLIP put his arm about Nada’s shoulder and held her tightly.


  “Don’t worry, honey,” he whispered. “Nothing like that is going to happen to you. I promise you that much.”


  “Why don’t you agree to help them?” Nada asked. “They intend to kill us both, but that way you’d gain a little time. If you refuse to help them they may kill us immediately.”


  “I think maybe that’s the best idea,” Phillip said. He took a small knife from his pocket—his only weapon—and handed it to the girl.


  “If anything happens to me,” he said, “you know what to do with this.” Nada slipped the knife into the front of her tunic and nodded slowly.


  “Yes, Phillip,” she whispered, “I’ll know what to do with it. And I won’t be afraid.”


  “I know you won’t,” Phillip said. He patted her gently on the cheek and smiled into her eyes. “You’ve got everything it takes.”


  “Thanks,” she said simply.


  Phillip stepped to the cell door and called Simar.


  “Have you reached a decision?” Simar asked mockingly.


  “Yes, I have,” Phillip said. “I’ll help you.”


  CHAPTER VIII


  THE force shield had been constructed at the edge of the city. When Simar and Phillip, escorted by a half dozen of the ropey-armed inhabitants of Lunas, reached the spot where it had been erected, a huge battery of brilliant lights was directed on the machine bringing it into sharp focus against the soft, velvet blackness of the Lunas night.


  Phillip studied the machine with an engineer’s practiced eye. It towered two dozen feet in the air and was easily twice that wide. From its flat, gleaming surface a dozen barrels pointed skyward like the menacing feelers of some giant bug.


  A control panel and observation platform was reached by a narrow flight of iron steps.


  “Come with me,” Simar said. “There is no time to lose.”


  He led Phillip up the steps to the observation platform.


  “The principle of the machine is simply a variation of ray projection,” he explained. “These barrels throw a powerful ray screen miles into the air which, when magnetized, become as dense as the hardest metal. It should be sufficient to deflect the meteor storm. Your job is to make this machine work. Our scientists are completely unable to discover the flaw in its operation. That, as you know, is why you and Captain Malcolm were brought here.”


  “Bring me the necessary tools to tear this machine to the ground and I’ll get to work,” Phillip said, studying the control panel with narrowed, thoughtful eyes.


  He worked steadily that night and the following morning, familiarizing himself with the construction and operation of the force shield machine. When the sun reached its zenith he was covered with grime and sweat and his face was pale and drawn with fatigue. He had inspected every square inch of the monster machine, had dug into every compartment, every housing and had re-checked the original designs and figures from which it had been built.


  And he found nothing wrong.


  Simar paced restlessly up and down the platform, occasionally glancing worriedly up in the direction the barrels of the machine were pointed.


  “Have you found anything?” he asked for the dozenth time. His usually expressionless face was twisted now into a worried scowl as he peered over Phillip’s shoulder.


  “Get out of the light,” Phillip said shortly. “When I find something, I’ll let you know.”


  Simar stared at his back in baffled rage, then resumed his worried pacing.


  “If you’re trying to trick me,” he snarled, “that wench of yours will curse you a thousand times before she dies.”


  Phillip had felt a return of his confidence as he saw Simar’s anxiety. The creatures of Lunas were like robots, without emotion, without feeling, but Simar was as edgy as a cornered rat. With the human body he had stolen he had also acquired a complete set of human emotions.


  “If I don’t get this machine operating,” he said grimly, “none of us will have any worries after tonight.”


  SIMAR glanced up at the sky. He was chewing his lower lip and his hands were shaky as he glanced at his watch.


  “You haven’t got much time,” he said and his voice was tense.


  “Where is Captain Malcolm?” Phillip asked.


  “What difference does it make?” Simar said harshly. “Keep working on that machine.”


  “Captain Malcolm might be able to help me,” Phillip said.


  Simar paced the platform in silence, clenching and unclenching his hands.


  “I’ll have him brought here,” he said finally.


  One of the Lunasian creatures moved off immediately and returned a few moments later leading the dazed, glassyeyed figure of the captain.


  “He’ll be no help!” Simar snapped.


  Phillip shrugged. “Maybe not. But I wish you’d leave him here on the platform. The association with the machine might help restore his own consciousness. He was one of the most brilliant scientists on Earth. He could solve this problem in ten minutes.”


  “All right, all right,” Simar said harshly, “let him stay here.”


  When the Lunasian released the captain he moved slowly, awkwardly to the control panel of the force field machine and ran his hands gently over the gleaming row of directional dials. A pleased, vague smile touched his face.


  Phillip turned away, choking back the rage and bitterness in his heart. The fine, keen mind that had brought illumination to a thousand subjects was a dim, tragic thing now, its brilliance clouded forever.


  “Hurry!” Simar’s voice cracked like an angry whip about his ears. He was staring at the sky, his face pale with terror. “I think I can see the light of the meteor storm.”


  Two hours passed slowly and darkness was settling slowly on Luna. And as the darkness came the eastern sky was illumined by a cherry-red glow that seemed to emanate from the boundless wastes of space.


  Sweat was standing out in tiny drops on Simar’s forehead.


  “The meteor swarm will be here in hall an hour,” he said, and his voice was thick with mounting terror. He wheeled on Phillip, his face savage. “Damn you!” he shouted. “You’ve tricked me.”


  Phillip didn’t bother to look up. His fingers worked rapidly and desperately repairing a broken cable he had discovered but a moment before.


  “Don’t worry,” he said bitterly, “your hide is saved, Simar.”


  “Have you found the trouble?” Simar asked tensely.


  Phillip nodded. “I’ll have it fixed in ten minutes.”


  An audible sigh of relief passed Simar’s lips.


  He straightened his shoulders and slowly the old expression of calm arrogance spread over his features. His eyes were again cold and hard.


  PHILLIP worked as swiftly as possible but it was twenty minutes before he finally straightened and faced Simar. The eastern sky was a blazing red now and the heat from the on rushing billions of meteors was beginning to grow uncomfortable.


  “The machine’s ready,” he said. Simar stepped to the control panel and snapped the three main connections into place, then threw the switch that sent sparks to the ray chamber.


  Instantly a dozen solid rays of orange light flashed upward from the mouth of the barrels. When they passed through Luna’s atmosphere they merged into a solid band of opaque light that widened as it moved void-ward to repel the meteors.


  Simar watched the force shield for a moment and there was a cold expression of triumph on his face. He turned then and drew the ray tube from his belt and pointed it squarely at Phillip’s chest.


  “Your usefulness is over,” he said. He smiled mockingly. “I didn’t tell you all the details of my plan for I was afraid you would refuse to cooperate, regardless of what I might do to you or the girl. You see,” he continued, grinning sardonically, “the entire population of Lunas is to be transported into the future by time machines. Once there, we will have little difficulty in subjugating the entire Universe, and your precious Earth will be the first to feel the weight of our attacks. Lunas has waited long and patiently for its moment of supreme glory and it shall not be denied. I am going to kill you now, Phillip Evans. The girl I intend to keep alive, at least as long as she amuses me. When I tire of her charms I shall pass her on to one of the delightful creatures you have seen here on Lunas.”


  He laughed openly as Phillip took an involuntary step toward him, his face blazing with rage.


  “You don’t like that thought, do you?” he said jeeringly. “And you don’t like the thought of an attack launched against an unsuspecting Earth that will cripple her beyond the threat of any possible retaliation. But don’t worry too much about that. You won’t be present to witness the destruction of your beloved Earth.”


  Phillip was tensed for the searing bolt from the ray tube, but from the corner of his eye he saw Captain Malcolm moving slowly, steadily toward Simar. And in the captain’s eyes was a flickering gleam of awakened awareness.


  “For Earth!” he said softly.


  And as Simar wheeled toward the sound of the unexpected voice, Captain Malcolm threw himself in front of the ray tube—and died instantly as a searing livid bolt burned a clean hole through his forehead.


  But Simar’s shift of attention gave Phillip a million-to-one chance. And he took it.


  He leaped in as Simar swung back to him and his right fist chopped down with a vicious, axe-like stroke that smashed into Simar’s jaw with sickening force.


  The ray tube slipped from his fingers as he fell backward, his jaw hanging queerly.


  Phillip kicked the weapon across the platform and it dropped to the ground twenty feet, below. He dodged the rush of one of the Lunasian creatures and sprang to the force-shield’s control panel.


  His arm rose and fell three times and the delicately wired, glass-encased panel smashed into a mass of tangled wreckage under the bludgeoning blows of his fists.


  SIMAR scrambled to his feet and his face was wild with terror. Phillip turned from the wreckage of the control panel and laughed at him, bitterly, mockingly.


  “Where are your mad dreams now?” he said harshly.


  He glanced up at the angry red sky that seemed to be seething with wild violence as the meteor storm drew closer and closer to the doomed city of Lunas.


  “There’s your end, Simar,” he snapped. “The force field is shattered beyond repair and in a few minutes there’ll be nothing left of this area but a mass of molten ruins.”


  Simar stared at the crimson sky and his features worked fearfully. The heat from the approaching meteor storm was intense now and the very air seemed charged with the ominous feel of impending destruction.


  The creatures of Lunas had scrambled from the base of the machine and were scurrying down the slope to their great city, driven by some desperate necessity to find safety in familiar surroundings.


  The two men—Phillip and Simar—were left alone on the observation platform of the ruined machine.


  Phillip was smiling grimly as he walked toward the fear-crazed Simar.


  “We’ll be dead in a few minutes,” he said, “but I want the pleasure of wringing your neck before I go out.”


  Simar backed away from him, his lips foam-flecked with terror. Suddenly he wheeled and dashed for the steps that led to the ground. Phillip leaped after him, but he was too late. Simar reached the steps first, plunged down them three at a time and started the slope toward the city at a wild, terror-driven run.


  He was a hundred yards away before Phillip realized the reason behind his mad flight.


  The time machine!


  Simar would know where the machine was and he was heading for it, striving desperately to save himself from the death that was hurtling at the city from the skies.


  Phillip dropped to the ground and started after him. Simar had a long lead but Phillip forced himself until his lungs were at the bursting point, and gradually he cut the distance between them, until, when they reached the city, he was but fifty yards behind him.


  The frantic creatures of Lunas paid not the slightest attention to the running men. They had collected in the streets of the city and were staring at the sullen red sky with a hopeless apathy. They awaited their death with a queer blend of terror and fatalism.


  When Simar reached the great palace building he rushed through the gate and by the time Phillip reached the mammoth throne room he had disappeared.


  But there was only one other exit from the room and Phillip headed for it without breaking his stride.


  He charged through the door, and something crashed into the side of his head with stunning force. He fell to his knees, blinded by the blow.


  “You fool!” Simar’s harsh voice grated in his ears.


  PHILLIP tried to rise, but Simar’s foot crashed into his face, sprawling him to the floor. He heard dimly the sound of Simar’s retreating foot steps, but before he could crawl to his feet the sound had died away and he was alone in a wide corridor that stretched endlessly ahead.


  He started down the corridor at a half-trot, disregarding the hammering pain in his skull. His heart was pounding frantically. He had to find Nada and he had to stop Simar from leaving with the time machine—and in a matter of seconds a million tons of molten death would strike the city of Lunas, burying it forever.


  He staggered on desperately, halfsobbing and half-blinded with pain, until he could go no further; his knees buckled and he fell forward on his face.


  He lay there for a moment and the rest was like paradise. A delicious weariness flooded him and the darkness in front of his eyes grew deeper and blacker.


  He made no move to rise. His muscles were like tangled, twisted rope. He had tried. He had done everything possible. There was no longer any use fighting. He couldn’t even move.


  A high-pitched scream of terror sounded faintly in his ears, and it cut through the fog of weariness like a clean, sharp knife.


  With a strength he didn’t know be possessed he climbed to his feet and staggered in the direction of that sound. It had been close and as he stumbled forward he listened for a repetition of the sound. But no other sound broke the stillness.


  He charged on like a drunken man and if he hadn’t lost his balance and reeled against the wall, he would have passed by a door that fitted perfectly into the wall and that swung open as his weight pressed against it.


  He twisted to keep from falling and plunged into a small room, outfitted as a laboratory.


  “Phillip!”


  The voice was to his side. He swung about and saw Nada struggling in Simar’s arms. One of Simar’s hands grasped the handhold of the gleaming time machine and with the other he was attempting to force Nada’s fingers about one of the three remaining handholds.


  “Damn you!” Simar shouted harshly, as he saw Phillip’s staggering figure. He grabbed a heavy metal bar from the table and sprang toward him, but Nada twisted and stuck her foot in his path. He stumbled and fell, his face disfigured with insane rage.


  And before his wildly twisting body could strike the floor Phillip stepped in and slugged him with every ounce of his weight and strength behind the blow.


  Simar fell, and when he struck the floor he didn’t move.


  Phillip stepped over his body and grabbed the handhold of the time machine.


  “Hang on, honey,” he said.


  HE threw the switch and instantly the orange cone of light appeared, bathing the gleaming machine with its brilliance.


  There was a loud, roaring noise above them that grew steadily in volume. The heat was intolerable in the small room.


  “How much time do we have?” Nada asked.


  Phillip started to speak but a screaming, whistling roar drowned his words.


  “The comets have struck the moon’s atmosphere,” he said. “We have about five seconds.”


  Darkness, unreal and ghostly suddenly dropped over the room. A vast suction plucked at them and a new noise smashed against their eardrums.


  “Hurry, hurry,” Nada cried, and her voice held a prayer.


  A roaring, crashing crescendo of noise broke about them and they felt the floor beneath their feet tremble suddenly as if a giant’s fist had smashed against it. A great fissure broke in the wall and a section of the heavy ceiling fell dangerously close to them, crumbling the floor beneath its weight.


  And at that instant, as the heavy walls began to crumble, they felt the sudden powerful suction lifting them upward, and then the darkness closed about them, as the mighty palace of the Lunasians dissolved in a fiery hail of thousand ton meteors.


  CHAPTER IX


  PHILLIP regained consciousness slowly. He glanced to one side and saw Nada lying beside him and when he climbed to one knee he recognized the surroundings as the laboratory of the Astra.


  A deep feeling of relief swept over him. Simar was dead, the Lunasian city had been destroyed and he and Nada were safe.


  But there still remained a big job to be done.


  He revived Nada and when she looked around her eyes were suddenly wet. “I can’t believe we’re safe,” she whispered.


  He helped her to her feet and held her close to him.


  “We’re safe, but there’s still work to be done,” he said. “Before we leave Luna I intend to blast the valley of the Lunasian city to dust. That should release the disembodied life forces that are clinging to the area like some hateful miasma. I won’t feel really safe until that’s done. As long as there remains the possibility of the life forces taking possession of human bodies I would never rest easy. I’m going to give the orders immediately.”


  He pressed a button on the lab bench that sent a signal through the ship for Eric Marmon, the third in charge, to report to the laboratory.


  Marmon arrived a few minutes later and he looked surprised to see them. He was a small wiry man, with piercing blue eyes and dark hair.


  “Where have you been?” he asked. “We thought you and the captain were out on a private scouting party.”


  “Nothing like that,” Phillip said. He didn’t intend to tell anyone his story until the valley had been blasted and they were safely away from Luna. “I want you to order every available man to assist you in preparing the valley for immediate blasting. Spray liquid explosive over the entire area and we’ll detonate it when we take off. Understand, I don’t want any man to go into the valley for any reason. Is that clear?”


  “Why, yes,” Marmon said, “but it sounds rather odd. Where is Captain Malcolm?”


  Phillip thought of the captain’s last, action and he said slowly, “I don’t really know, but I am sure he’d be satisfied with what we’re doing. Will you get on it right away, Marmon?” Marmon nodded agreement and left the room.


  “I’m going to change,” Phillip said to Nada, “then I’ll be outside keeping an eye on the job. Would you like to watch the work?”


  “I’d love to,” Nada said. “I’ll join you outside in a few minutes.”


  PHILLIP changed into clean clothes and it was fifteen minutes later when he stepped out of the ship. A dozen of the crew were setting up the explosive sprayers which were capable of drenching a twenty-five mile area in a matter of minutes.


  The liquid explosive was pumped under compression and the huge nozzles of the sprayer pointed upward at about the angle of an artillery mortar.


  Marmon was in charge. Phillip glanced at the gauges on the three huge tanks of explosives and then checked the angle of the nozzles and the automatic regulator devices. Everything was in perfect order, but the rest, of the crew was not in evidence.


  He glanced at Marmon.


  “Where are the rest of the men? I told you to put the entire crew to work on this.”


  Marmon had been staring at the ground with a faint smile on his lips and when he looked up Phillip felt a chill of horror as he saw the man’s glazed, sullen eyes.


  He shot a quick glance at the man standing behind Marmon and he saw the same glazed expression, the same vacant stare that Captain Malcolm had worn.


  These men were possessed by the life forces that emanated from the valley of the Lunasian city!


  Marmon was still smiling at him with cold, glazed eyes.


  “Don’t you know me?” he said softly. “You left me lying for dead on the floor of the Aganda’s palace in Lunas just a short while ago.”


  Simar!


  Phillip drew a sharp breath.


  Yes, there was no doubt of it. Somehow Simar had bridged the gap in time! His life force had lived in the buried ruins of Lunas and was now in possession of Marmon.


  “You asked about the crew,” the man he had known as Marmon said softly. “They are aboard the Astra, chained in the brig. You are going back to the Astra and seal the hatchways, Mr. Evans. Are you curious about what is going to happen to you? I won’t keep you in suspense. We are going to turn the explosive spray on the Astra and blow it and everyone aboard clear to hell. Now, start back for the Astra!”


  A ray gun appeared in Marmon’s hand and he gestured viciously toward the ship. Phillip backed slowly away from the group of men and he saw that they were swinging the nozzles of the explosive spray to bear on the Astra.


  His mind was racing furiously, but he could think of nothing that might save the situation. He stepped aboard the Astra and he saw Marmon raise his hand and shout an order to the men at the explosive spray.


  But before they could move one of the mighty atomic cannons in the nose of the Astra swung swiftly about in its turret; an orange blast billowed from its muzzle and the man that had been Marmon was blown into nothingness by the tremendous charge. The cannon swung again, another blast ripped from its muzzle and the group at the explosive sprayer disappeared into fragments.


  PHILLIP slammed the hatch door and ran down the corridor to the firing tower of the ship. He found Nada behind one of the huge atomic cannons. Her head was buried in her arms and she was sobbing.


  “I had to do it,” she moaned. “I found the crew in the brig but I couldn’t get them out.”


  Phillip patted her on the shoulder.


  “It was the only thing to do,” he said.


  He glanced out the steel-enforced window and he saw that the second blast had swung the explosive sprayers about and that great streams of liquid were spraying over the valley. A pool of the tremendously explosive liquid had already collected in the basin of the valley and Phillip knew that soon the entire depression would be completely inundated.


  He stepped to the control panel and discharged the rear rockets. As the Astra began to tremble under the swiftly building power, he moved to the breech of the atomic cannon and fired a blast directly into the collecting pool of high explosives in the basin of the valley.


  The Astra blasted off with a whistling roar of power, streaking void-ward with its rockets leaving trailing pin-points of light gleaming in the thin atmosphere of Luna.


  And below the valley of the Lunasian city exploded with a tremendous, cataclysmic roar that heaved the relics of the eon-old city miles into the air; and the undead life forces of the ancient, evil city died then—a hundred thousand years after their appointed time.


  Phillip and Nada watched the explosion in the rear visi-screen.


  When the terrific velocity of the Astra carried them beyond the range of Luna, Phillip glanced down at the girl in his arms and smiled. Nada started to speak but suddenly she found her lips occupied with other matters.


  THE MAD ROBOT


  First published in the January 1944 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Rick Weston came to Jupiter and found himself in a maze of hate and intrigue—with insane robots used as animate tools.


  CHAPTER I


  RICK WESTON arrived at the Earth space-port outside Greater New York at six o’clock in the morning. He was driven directly to the mooring tower where his slim, fast pursuit single-seater was being readied for his trip to Jupiter.


  The chief mechanic, a grizzled Scotchman, who loved machinery more than he did his wife, wiped his hands on an oil-stained rag and nodded to Rick.


  “She’s purrin’ like a cat,” he said enthusiastically. “Shouldn’t give you no trouble at all.”


  “Well, it hadn’t better,” Rick smiled. “If something goes wrong out there in space I can’t very well drop into a convenient mooring tower and have it fixed.”


  He glanced at his watch and then looked down the long ramp that led to the central offices of the vast sprawling field.


  “Has Captain Wilson been around?” he asked MacPurdy, the chief mechanic.


  MacPurdy shook his head.


  “Not yet, but he sent work over that he’d be here before you left.”


  “Good,” Rick said. “I’ll go aboard and wait for him.”


  He had to stoop going through the door of the ship and turn his wide shoulders slightly. He was a big man with solid, capable features, but his weight was evenly distributed over his frame. There was a solemn expression on his face as he stepped into the small control cabin and began a careful, thorough check of the various panels and equipment. He was careful and deliberate in his inspection and when he finished he knew the ship was right.


  He sat down then and lit a cigarette. His big frame was relaxed and his eyes were almost sleepy as they watched the smoke curl toward the ceiling in lazy blue spirals; but there was a suggestion of dormant power in his loose position and he looked as if he could move with speed if the need arose.


  The cigarette had burned half its length when there was a step on the landing plank of the ship and a second later a tall, keen-eyed man in uniform appeared in the doorway of the control cabin.


  “Early bird, as usual,” he greeted Rick, smiling warmly. “Been here long?”


  “Just a few minutes,” Rick said, getting to his feet. He shook hands with Captain Wilson and said, “How soon do you want me to leave?”


  “Right away,” Captain Wilson said. He glanced about the small cabin with alert eyes. “Is the ship ready?” Rick nodded.


  “Fine,” Captain Wilson said. He pursed his lips and frowned at the floor. “I want to talk to you a minute, Rick. You don’t know why you’re being sent to Jupiter, do you?”


  Rick shook his head.


  “My orders were to take this ship to Jupiter. As far as I’m concerned that’s all there is to the assignment.”


  “There’s more to it than that,” Captain Wilson said. “I was asked by the divisional command to select a man for an important mission to Jupiter. I picked you, not because you’re a personal friend, but because you are trustworthy, observant, and most important of all, close-mouthed.”


  “Thanks for the bouquets,” Rick said, smiling faintly.


  CAPTAIN WILSON glanced at Rick and his eyes were serious.


  “You probably know,” he said, “that the Earth-Mars council has for some time been conducting robot experiments on Jupiter. We have quite an extensive lay-out there, under the Joint command of our Doctor Simon Farrel and a brilliant scientist from Mars, Ho Agar. We aren’t completely satisfied with progress to date. And our Intelligence is vitally interested in a complete report of what’s going on there. You are going to compile that report, Rick. You will have no official status, other than that of pilot in the Earth Space Command. Ostensibly you are making this trip to Jupiter to deliver supplies which are needed there. The supplies are in the storage compartment of the ship now. You’ll have to depend on your own ingenuity to get the information we want.”’


  “And just what is the information you want,” Rick asked.


  Captain Wilson shrugged his shoulders helplessly.


  “I can’t tell you because we don’t know. We don’t suspect anyone, we aren’t actually dissatisfied with the production figures and experimental reports that are sent us by Doctor Farrel, but we do want to know if anything is wrong. You’ve got to find that out.”


  Rick lit another cigarette slowly.


  “What kind of a guy is Farrel?” he asked.


  “Brilliant but eccentric,” answered Captain Wilson. “He stands for no interference, no questioning, but goes his own way in his own time. That’s why you are being sent in an unofficial capacity. If he suspected that you were spying on him I don’t know what he’d do, but it wouldn’t be anything calm or temperate. He’d likely destroy his formulae and tell us all to go to blue blazes.”


  “And how about the Martian—Ho Agar?”


  “I don’t know him personally,” Captain Wilson said, “but his reputation as a scientist is one of the finest in the Universe. His work on metallurgy has been absolutely amazing. And from all reports he is agreeable, easy to work with and thoroughly cooperative.”


  “Sounds all right,” Rick said. “One other thing: what excuse will I have for hanging around there after I deliver my supplies? Won’t it look suspicious if I don’t return immediately?”


  “That’s been arranged,” said Captain Wilson. “Orders will be sent to you there to wait for the next ship from Earth, which will be equipped with experimental apparatus. Your orders will be to transfer that equipment to your ship for the purpose of testing it at high speed on your return trip to Earth. That should ease any suspicion your delay in leaving might create.”


  “Good enough,” Rick said. “You haven’t given me much to go on, but I’ll keep my eyes open.”


  “That’s all I want you to do,” Captain Wilson said. “Trust your common sense and observation. And if you find anything that you think should be reported immediately, don’t use the communication sets at our Jupiter base. Take your ship out beyond the range of their interceptor frequency and send your message on the ship’s set.”


  “I understand,” Rick said. He glanced at his watch. “It’s six-twenty now. Shall I be getting under way?”


  “Right,” Captain Wilson said. He shook hands with Rick and stepped to the door, “Luck. This is a big job, Rick, and you may need it.”


  “Thanks,” Rick said. “I’ll be careful.”


  WHEN the captain had gone Rick seated himself at the control panel and closed the switch that hermetically sealed the doors and the hatches of the ship. Then he signaled the field’s central tower for clearance and turned on the juice that set the rear rockets throbbing.


  When a brilliant flare shot up from the main tower in answer to his signal he was ready to go. He set the rocket rheostats at full power and slowly released the suction clamps that locked the ship in its mooring slot.


  The atmosphere of Earth screamed past the sides of the ship as it blasted void-ward.


  CHAPTER II


  RICK WESTON arrived at the mighty planet of Jupiter seven days later. The great glowing orb of the greatest unit of the Solar system had grown steadily in his fore visi-screen with every passing hour; and now that he was within range of its atmosphere it obscured the entire surface of the screen.


  He set the automatic controls and fired the fore repulsion rockets. His ship was slicing through Jupiter’s heavy atmosphere and the sound of its passage was a thin high wail.


  The mooring tower and group buildings of the Earth-Mars base were suddenly visible on his visi-screen and he felt his ship suddenly slide onto their beam and plummet directly toward the landing slot. He breathed a faint sigh of relief. Although he was a veteran of many such landings he never failed to feel grateful when his ship slanted onto a mechanical beam that would lead him directly and gently to the safety of a tower.


  His speed was reduced to almost zero as the slim nose of the ship nuzzled softly into the tower socket. A compressed air lock snapped shut with a hiss and the ship stopped with a faint jar.


  When he descended to the ground there was a short, swarthy man in uniform waiting for him. The man smiled and stuck out a hand.


  “I’m Hawkins,” he said, “charge of maintenance here. Have you got all the stuff we ordered?”


  “I guess so,” Rick said. “But I really wouldn’t know. I’m just a pilot. Your supplies are in the rear storage locker of the ship.”


  “Fine,” Hawkins said, “I’ll have some of the boys get busy unloading right away. I suppose you’re in a hurry to get started back.”


  Rick shrugged and said, “Not particularly. I feel like a little rest first.” He glanced around curiously at the vast factories and buildings that were shining under the pale cold light of the distant sun. The main building was a one-storied, duralloy structure that was at least a half-mile long. In the middle of the enclosure formed by flanking factories was a comfortable looking, four-storied building with curtained windows.


  Hawkins followed his glance.


  “That’s the living-quarters of the scientists and technicians,” he explained. “The long shed houses the robot assembly line.”


  Rick saw only a few workers about and he commented on that fact to Hawkins.


  “There’s only a dozen or so of us here altogether,” Hawkins said. “Most of the work is done by completed robots.”


  “I see,” Rick said. He glanced about a moment and then he lit a cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke into the cold thin air. “These robots seem to be the coming thing,” he said absently. “They’ll be ready for import to Earth and Mars pretty soon, won’t they?” Hawkins looked away and Rick saw that the man’s face had become expressionless. It was as if a curtain had been pulled down suddenly over a lighted window.


  “I wouldn’t know about that,” he said.


  Rick didn’t push the questioning any further. He knew a blank wall when he saw one. But Hawkins’ reaction was interesting and he filed it away in his mind.


  “Where can I find Dr. Farrel?” he asked.


  “I suppose he’s in his office now,” Hawkins said.


  “Where would that be?”


  Hawkins gestured toward the four-storied building.


  “Thanks. I’ll be seeing you,” Rick said, as he started for the doctor’s office.


  Hawkins smiled but his hard bright eyes were not amused.


  “Sure,” he said. “I’ll be seeing you.”


  RICK crossed the cleared ground and entered the building that housed Doctor Farrel’s office. A hall extended the length of the building and an open door led from this hall to a spare office, furnished with a desk, a laboratory bench and several chairs.


  Rick took off his hat and stepped into this office. It was empty. He looked around curiously and then walked toward the desk.


  A door on the other side of the room opened suddenly and a stooped, grayhaired man in ill-fitting clothes appeared and his eyes narrowed angrily as he saw Rick.


  “Who are you?” he snapped, limping into the room. “What do you mean by snooping around my office?”


  Rick felt the blood mounting to his face. He fought down his swiftly growing anger.


  “I’m Captain Weston of the Earth Space Command,” he said evenly. “I presume you’re Doctor Farrel.”


  “Yes, I’m Doctor Farrel,” the grayhaired man said, limping around behind his desk and sitting down. “What do you want?”


  “I just arrived from Earth with a cargo of supplies,” Rick answered. “I have some papers for you to sign.”


  Doctor Farrel grunted and picked up a glazed communication sheet from his desk.


  “You’re going to be here a while, Weston,” he said. “I just got a message from Earth ordering you to remain here until another ship arrives.” He tossed the message back to the desk and scowled at Rick. “What’s it all about?” he snapped.


  “I haven’t the faintest idea in the world,” Rick said quietly. “It’s my business to take orders. I leave their interpretation to my superiors.”


  Doctor Farrel chewed viciously on his lower lip and glared at Rick. Rick noticed that the man’s small eyes focused on his for only a second or so. They slid off his face and shifted to the top of the desk.


  “You’ll stay here at this building, until your ship arrives,” he said. He looked up at Rick and his watery eyes held Rick’s for a second, then shifted away again. “Keep away from the robot factories and don’t question my men. I’ll have no snooping interference in my work. Do you understand?”


  “I understand,” Rick said dryly. He forced back the angry words that quivered on his lips. He turned on his heel and started for the door.


  “Just a minute,” Doctor Farrel snapped. “I’m not through talking to you.”


  Rick turned in the doorway and his face was hard as chiseled granite. His steady gaze forced the doctor’s eyes down to the desk.


  “What do you want?” he said in a clipped, flat voice.


  “I want to remind you that I am in complete charge here,” Doctor Farrel said. “If you remember that we’ll get along much better.”


  RICK opened his mouth to reply, but before he could speak, the door opened and a tall, dark-haired girl walked into the room.


  “Hello, Dad,” she said to the man behind the desk. “I—”


  She noticed Rick then and her words trailed off in confusion. A flush of color appeared on her slim throat and crept upward to her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” she said, turning to the door, “I didn’t know you were busy.”


  “Stay where you are,” Doctor Farrel said irritably. “Our guest,” he added, sarcastically, “is just leaving.”


  Rick glanced at the girl and was surprised at her shy, hesitant beauty. Her hair, dark and lustrous, fell in simple waves to her shoulders and her features were regular and delicate. She wore a jacket and trousers of light soft leather and a wide belt was buckled about her slim waist. The costume was severely practical and yet the simple clothes accentuated the slim, gracious lines of her body. It seemed unbelievable that this lovely girl should be the daughter of the twisted, bitter man behind the desk.


  Rick saw that the doctor did not intend to introduce him, so he nodded to the girl without speaking and left the room.


  Outside, in the hall, he almost bumped into a tall, slender Martian. The Martian drew back and smiled pleasantly. He was as tall as Rick but he was thin, with the delicate bone-structure that was typical of his race. His lidless eyes were amber-colored, and the only difference in his appearance from that of an average Earthman was the boneless, spatulate nose and the pale greenish cast of his skin.


  “You are Rick Weston, I suppose,” he said, in a high, soft voice, that was not unpleasant. He extended a hand. “Hawkins told me of your arrival. I am Ho Agar. Permit me to welcome you to our base.”


  Rick shook hands with him and said, “Thanks.” He glanced at the door that led to Doctor Farrel’s office and added dryly, “Doctor Farrel doesn’t seem to share your sense of hospitality,” Ho Agar chuckled and patted Rick on the arm.


  “Don’t mind the doctor,” he said. “He’s a good sort underneath all that crust. You’ve got to know him a while before he warms up. When I first arrived I expected to be thrown out bodily before the week was over, but we get along excellently, now. Of course,” he added with a grin, “there are still occasions when I think he’d like to have me boiled in oil, but they’re becoming less frequent.”


  Rick felt his feeling of bitter anger cooling somewhat as a result of Ho Agar’s friendliness.


  “Well, I’m going to be here a little while,” he said, “but I think I’ll just keep out of his way. I don’t think we’d ever develop a sweet, lasting friendship.”


  “Maybe not,” Ho Agar smiled, “but the doctor will have forgotten he met you by tonight. You’ll have to be introduced to him again at dinner.”


  “That’s certainly something to look forward to,” Rick said ironically.


  Ho Agar laughed and then a look of friendly concern appeared on his face.


  “I stand here gabbing,” he said ruefully, “when you probably want to get to your room and get some rest. I’ll take you up and see that you have everything you need. Come along.”


  “I’m not tired,” Rick said, “but I would like to wash and get into some clean clothes.”


  HE FOLLOWED the Martian down the hall to an elevator that took them to the third floor. Ho Agar led him to a large comfortable room that had a shower and bath attached.


  “You’ll find everything simple and plain,” Ho Agar said, “but I think you’ll be comfortable.” He sat down on the edge of the wide bed while Rick took off his leather jacket and shirt. “I’m on the same floor, a few doors down, so if you need anything at any time just give me a call.”


  “Thanks,” Rick said. He sat down in a chair facing the Martian and lit a cigarette. “After meeting you I don’t feel quite so much like an intruder.” He shook his head ruefully and stared at the glowing tip of his cigarette. “Doctor Farrel practically ordered me to stay in my room until I was ready to leave for Earth again, and he told me to keep away from the robot factories in no uncertain terms. You’d think I was a well-known saboteur, to judge from his reception.”


  “You mustn’t let that bother you,” Ho Agar said. “He treats everyone that way. His life is completely absorbed with his work here and he is often suspicious and belligerent for no reason whatever. If you’d like to look over our plants I would be happy to act as your guide. The work we are doing here is not secretive and much of it is very interesting. Whenever you feel like taking a tour just let me know.” He smiled. “You wouldn’t know it to talk to Doctor Farrel but I am equally in command on this base. We don’t have any arguments about the division of authority, because I let him do pretty much as he likes. I know that he is interested solely in the production of safe, dependable robot life and that is all that matters to me.”


  “I certainly appreciate your offer,” Rick said. “I think I’d better take advantage of it as soon as possible, because I haven’t any idea when my ship will arrive.”


  “Fine,” Ho Agar said. “We’ll go immediately if you like. I don’t have anything pressing to do right now, and, even if I did, I feel in the mood for a holiday.” He got to his feet and walked to the door. “Will half an hour be too soon?”


  “Not at all,” Rick said. “I can wash and change in half that time.”


  CHAPTER III


  A HALF hour later Rick and Ho Agar walked across the cleared compound to a graveled walk that led to the long steel shed that housed the robot assembly line.


  “We’ve made great strides here,” Ho Agar said, as he noted Rick’s obvious interest in the sprawling factories. “Four years ago when Doctor Farrel and I arrived, this was as desolate a place as you could imagine.”


  “How about the doctor’s daughter?” Rick asked. “I saw her but I didn’t meet her. Did she come along with the doctor on the original trip?”


  “You mean Rita,” Ho Agar said. “She arrived about a year later. Her mother died on Earth and she had completed her schooling, so she joined her father here.”


  “Not a very normal life for a young girl,” Rick said.


  Ho Agar shrugged. “She seems contented. She acts as her father’s secretary and is very efficient. She is not an easy girl to know, but I have found her very intelligent and charming.” They had reached the steel shed, and an armed guard unbolted and opened a massive steel door as they approached. Ho Agar nodded to the man and stepped through the doorway. He waited inside until Rick joined him, then he turned and swept his arm in a gesture that took in the entire mighty plant that stretched ahead of them for an unbroken mile. “This is your first view of robot life at work,” he said, over the noise of the factory. “Someday such scenes may be familiar to the entire world.”


  Rick stared in fascination at the hundreds of steel robots that were working with mechanical speed and rhythm beside the two long assembly lines. There was only an occasional human being visible throughout the great plant and these men were present in a supervising capacity.


  Ho Agar smiled at Rick.


  “It’s rather impressive, isn’t it?”


  “It’s wonderful,” Rick said.


  The robot workers were fashioning others of their kind. Each robot performed a specialized operation, for he had been expressly built. Some had intricate tools bolted to their wrists, others were equipped with long, sensitive steel fingers that moved with uncanny sureness and bewildering rapidity, checking delicate equipment, making minute adjustments on complicated rheostats and gauges. The robots were not uniform in shape. There were some constructed in a crouched position, others were built with extra-long arms or extra-long fingers to suit more perfectly the particular work they were doing.


  The heads of the robots were simply steel balls, about eight inches in diameter, with a tiny slit in the front in which was set a high-powered lens. On the chest of each robot was a coil of fine filament wire, protected by a metal screen.


  “The coils,” Ho Agar explained, “are simply sensitive microphones that transmit orders to the brain of the robot, The lenses you see in their foreheads act as motion-picture cameras that impress the image of what they ‘see’ on the robot’s brain. Those operations are simply mechanical,” Ho Agar continued, as he led Rick down the long assembly line, “but the real problem has been to find some way to give robots a mechanism that would act as a human brain to interpret orders.”


  “You seem to have solved that problem brilliantly,” Rick said.


  HE WATCHED a robot assembling tiny screws on the surface of a slim metal bar. The long, deft fingers moved swiftly, unerringly through the screw container, selecting the proper size and groove, then fitting them into the metal bar and moving them under a machine that automatically tightened them into place. “This robot here,” he said, “is certainly more than a machine.”


  Ho Agar nodded. “All the workers here are completed and have passed all their tests.” He glanced at a metal tag on the assembly line directly in front of the robot, on which were stamped the numerals 18435.


  “Watch,” he said to Rick. He turned slightly and spoke directly to the robot. “18435 cease work.”


  The robot stopped working immediately and waited motionlessly.


  Ho Agar said to Rick, “You see they obey perfectly. They are not automatons, by any means. They actually use intelligence and reason of a sort in obeying our commands.” He nodded to the robot. “You may resume work, 18435.”


  The robot commenced work again without an instant’s hesitation.


  Ho Agar walked along, pointing out various interesting phases of the robot activity, until they reached the end of the line. Ahead of them was a massive door, bolted and protected by a combination lock.


  Ho Agar twirled the dial for several seconds, then swung the door open.


  “Ordinarily only Doctor Farrel and I are permitted in this laboratory, but I think we can make an exception in your case,” he said.


  Rick followed him into a steel-walled, windowless room about forty feet square, equipped completely with delicate laboratory apparatus. One wall of the room was covered by a chest of small drawers that extended from floor to ceiling. Each drawer, of which there were thousands, bore a small white card on which a serial number and a chemical equation were inscribed.


  In the center of the room was a steel table about four feet high, with powerful spring clamps at both ends and heavy leather straps dangling from its sides. There was a raised head-rest at one end of the table that was set between the cushioned jaws of a vise.


  “It looks like a medieval rack,” Rick said.


  “Its purpose is more humane,” Ho Agar smiled. “In this laboratory the robots are supplied with brains. Since the operation is highly delicate, we lock the robot into an immobile position, so that it won’t inadvertently upset our work with an untimely movement. The head is secured in a vise and the arms and legs are held by these clamps.”


  “I see,” Rick said. He was silent for a moment, then said, “I’d like to ask you a question, Ho Agar. You may consider it impertinent, but I’m going to take a chance. These robots I’ve seen work splendidly. Why aren’t you able to export some of them to Earth and Mars, now, to take over some of the work they’re able to do?”


  HO AGAR shook his head slowly.


  “We aren’t ready yet,” he said. “That’s what I’m asking,” Rick said. “Why aren’t they ready? They look ready.” He shrugged and smiled. “Of course you can tell me to go to hell; it’s none of my business, but I can’t help being curious.”


  “Yes,” Ho Agar said, “your curiosity is understandable.” He sighed and sat down slowly, as if he were suddenly very tired. There was a serious expression on his face that Rick hadn’t seen before and his eyes were solemn.


  “We are near success,” he said. “Our robots are eminently satisfactory in most respects. I have no doubt that we could put a number of them into service in factories on Earth and Mars with excellent results. “But,” he shrugged and smiled bitterly, “we can’t be sure. Things have happened here that we have kept secret, because if they were known it might prejudice the public against ever accepting robot life. I am trying to explain to you that all the robots produced here have not been successful. Some we were forced to demobilize because they were too dangerous to have about. You see,” he said, glancing up at Rick with an almost pleading expression on his face, “we can’t take the chance of sending a robot from here that might, even years later, go berserk and destroy human life. We must continue our experiments until we are absolutely certain that our robots will operate favorably under all circumstances, until they wear out. There can be no compromise. We either succeed or we fail. We cannot be satisfied with anything less than perfection, because the results of imperfection would be too horrible to contemplate.”


  “But good lord,” said Rick, “haven’t you been able to figure out what causes these imperfections?”


  “Not yet,” Ho Agar said, with a bitter shake of his head. He was silent a moment, then added, “Do you remember when Doctor Farrel first announced his theory for the creation of practical robot life?”


  Rick nodded. “That was about ten years ago, wasn’t it? I was just twenty-two then, in training at the Earth space school.”


  “Then you probably know something of the methods we use to create intelligent robot life,” Ho Agar said. “Do you remember, when Doctor Farrel’s plan was adopted by the Earth-Mars Federation, that we began a universal appeal for persons of sound mental health to bequeath their brains to the Foundation after their death?”


  “Yes, I remember that,” Rick said, nodding. “There was considerable squeamishness on the public’s part for a while, but they got over that. The idea of bequeathing brain tissue to be used in robots became as common as giving blood had been a few centuries before.”


  “Precisely,” Ho Agar said. “Doctor Farrel collected brain tissue for five years before we actually began work on our first robot. I was selected by the doctor because of my experiments in grafting metal and flesh together. Doctor Farrel’s theory is comparatively simple. He experimented for years at attempting to devise a brain of some synthetic substance that would act, in lay terminology, as a sounding board to carry commands to the robot’s motor system. After trying thousands of substances he used human brain tissue, which had been kept alive electrically. The results, of course, were highly satisfactory, and he announced his plan for the collection of sufficient brain tissue to build a few hundred experimental robots. Actually in six years he received enough tissue to build millions of robots, for each robot only requires a section of brain tissue a half inch square.”


  “I REMEMBER the response was tremendous,” Rick said. “I signed up and I don’t think there was a cadet at the base who didn’t. My best friend, Jimmy Haines, died shortly after, and his brain was sent to the Foundation. That’s why I always had a sort of personal interest in the work here.”


  “Haines?” Ho Agar repeated, frowning. “He died on Mars, didn’t he?” Rick nodded. “He crashed. Forgot to set his automatic controls for landing and missed the beam.”


  “I remember the case,” Ho Agar said. “His tissue was sent here with the first consignment. Of course, we keep no record of the various brain tissue, other than a serial number and chemical formula,” He pointed to the thousands of drawers in the wall cabinet. “That’s our present repository, and we have thousands more on Mars, waiting to be shipped here. But it’s a safe guess that your friend’s brain is at work right now somewhere on the assembly line. Of course, you understand, the will and memory and personality of James Haines ceased to exist when his brain was removed from his body.”


  “Yes, I know that,” Rick said. But it was a peculiar feeling to realize that one of those metal creatures he had passed was being motivated through the medium of a man who had been dead for nine years and whom he had known intimately and loved like a brother.


  “But the one thing Doctor Farrel hadn’t foreseen,” Ho Agar continued, “was that using human tissue in these metal robots would endow them with certain human qualities. And that’s the way it has worked. Some of our robot products have been operating for four years, admirably. Others have been unsuccessful from the start. While still others have gone along month after month giving not the slightest trouble and then have gone wild, smashing machinery, attacking other robots within their reach and generally behaving like monsters.” Ho Agar spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “Last month we had our first casualty. A robot went crazy on the line and destroyed one of our guards while the man was attempting to demobilize it. We are not ready yet to admit defeat, but unless our percentage of satisfactory robots takes a sharp upswing, we’ll have to face the fact that we have failed utterly.”


  “I see,” Rick said slowly. “I can understand, now,” he said, after a moment’s silence, “why Doctor Farrel hasn’t got the time and energy to play the gracious host.”


  “Yes, it weighs on him terribly,” Ho Agar said. “We all feel a sense of defeat, but the doctor holds himself responsible personally for the entire failure. His room is on our floor and many nights I hear him working hours after the rest of us have gone to bed for the night.”


  He stood up and smiled.


  “So you see there is a real excuse for his bitterness. And now I think we had better be getting back. Dinner will be served soon and Miss Farrel likes to have everyone there on time.”


  When they left the laboratory Rick saw the swift darkness had fallen, and a wind had sprung up, beating against the metal sides of the buildings with cold, stinging blasts. There was the feel of rain in the air as they hurried across the cleared compound and into the four-storied building that housed their sleeping quarters.


  CHAPTER IV


  DINNER was served by candle-light in a long, wood-paneled room that was warmed by a roaring, open fire. There were eight at the table: Doctor Farrel sat at the head, flanked by Ho Agar and Hawkins, the chief of the maintenance division. Rita Farrel was at the foot of the table. Rick sat at her left beside an engineer named Webber, a gaunt, taciturn man who looked hungry. Across from him, on Ho Agar’s side of the table, were two research chemists, Morgan and Blair, both men in their middle fifties. Morgan was small, red-cheeked and balding; but Blair was a huge man with fiery red hair and bushy eyebrows that shadowed his small, peculiarly expressionless eyes.


  Rick ate hungrily, for the food was excellent and it had been hours since he’d had a decent meal; but despite the attention he paid his food, he couldn’t help noticing the strained, unnatural silence that dominated the room. Doctor Farrel ate little and his eyes circled the faces at the table restlessly.


  The silence of the room was broken only by the growing fury of the storm that was blowing over the base. Great sheets of water smashed into the side of the building with a continual booming sound and above this the thin, high wail of the wind could be heard, screaming like a tortured animal,


  Rick noticed that Rita Farrel shivered involuntarily as a wind-driven sheet of water struck the side of the building like surging surf, rattling the glasses on the table.


  “Good night to be inside, isn’t it?” he smiled.


  She turned to him gratefully.


  “It isn’t that there’s any danger,” she said, “but the noise frightens me.”


  “I think it does everyone,” Rick said. “The only advantage to storms in the void is that you never hear a thing. I remember once seeing two meteor swarms collide just beyond Earth’s Heaviside layer, and it was like something from Dante’s Inferno. But the only thing I heard was the sound of my cigarette striking the floor of the control cabin.”


  He went on talking to the girl and her nervousness faded gradually. Finally she laughed outright at something he said, and Rick saw her father’s eyes focus in their direction.


  The old man looked irritable.


  “Pardon me for interrupting your gay chatter,” he said with heavy sarcasm, “but could I have your attention for a moment, Mr. Weston?”


  “Certainly,” Rick said.


  “I have learned,” Doctor Farrel said, settling back and placing his hands on the arms of his chair, “that you chose to disregard my instructions about visiting the robot assembly line. Was there any good reason for your violation of my orders or did you just spend the afternoon there because you found time heavy on your hands?”


  “I was just curious,” Rick said, Hawkins looked at him and there was no smile on his face as he said, “That seems to be a predominant characteristic of yours, doesn’t it?”


  MORGAN, the red-cheeked, affable little chemist, smiled nervously. “After all, gentlemen,” he said with spurious heartiness, “where would science be today if men weren’t curious?”


  “Shut up, Morgan!” Doctor Farrel snapped, “I’m talking to Weston. I want to know, Weston, why you disregarded my orders and went snooping about the robot assembly plant?”


  “Please, just one moment, Doctor,” Ho Agar interposed suavely. “Mr. Weston is a guest of ours. It was at my invitation that he visited the robot plant. You are being unfair if you suppose he used his own initiative.”


  Doctor Farrel banged his fist suddenly on the table.


  “It doesn’t matter how he went there, or with whom he went,” he shouted. “He was ordered not to, yet he deliberately chose to ignore that order.”


  “Please, Father,” Rita Farrel said quietly. She glanced around the table. “Shall we have our coffee in the lounge?”


  “An excellent idea, my dear,” Morgan said, rising to his feet with alacrity.


  Hawkins said, “I think I’ll wait here until I have Weston’s answer to the doctor’s question.”


  Rick glanced at Hawkins. The man’s swarthy face was flushed with anger. He wondered why his visit to the plant should have upset the doctor and Hawkins to such an extent.


  “You don’t like me, do you, Hawkins?” he asked quietly.


  “I don’t like snooping spies,” Hawkins snapped. He stood up abruptly, knocking his chair to the floor. “I don’t give a damn about the other men here but I’m serving warning on you right now: Keep out of my department, if you know what’s good for you.” Rick smiled thinly and his face was bitterly hard.


  “If I want to go into your department, Hawkins,” he said, “don’t try to stop me.”


  “I’ve said my piece,” Hawkins said. He glared about the room for an instant and then strode through the doorway.


  There was an uncomfortable silence in the room after Hawkins left. Rita Farrel stood up and the rest of the men rose to follow her into the lounge, a comfortable living-room with windows that overlooked the compound.


  Farrel went directly to his office and the other men drifted away, leaving Ho Agar, Farrel’s daughter and Rick alone in the room.


  “You mustn’t mind Father,” Rita Farrel said to Rick, and there was an almost pleading note in her voice. “He’s so nervous and overworked that he’s snapping at everyone.” Her eyes begged him to understand.


  “I think,” Ho Agar said in his soft voice, “that Rick understands what your father and all of us are undergoing.” He moved to the window and drew the curtain aside as he spoke, and the almost continual bursts of lightning revealed the glistening, mile-long shed that housed the robot workers.


  “Our robots are working harmoniously now, but none of us can guess when one or more of them might transform into a raging creature of destruction.”


  “Please!” Rita said, turning away from the window.


  “I am sorry,” Ho Agar said simply.


  RICK looked over the wind-swept, rain-drenched compound at the mighty robot plant and felt a sensation that was close to terror as he thought of thousands of mighty metal creatures, working with unbroken, unchanging rhythm week after week, month after month, feeling nothing, caring for nothing but their appointed work. The realization that that limitless energy might at any instant be transformed into a blind destructive force was unnerving. Rick moved away from the window, feeling an irritation with himself for letting the tension of this place get on his nerves.


  Ho Agar excused himself a while later and went to his room. Rick and the girl talked for awhile over their coffee, and he found her company charming. It and went to his room. Rick and the girl glanced at her watch and gave a low exclamation of surprise.


  “Why, it’s almost midnight,” she said. “This is way past my bedtime.” She stood up and extended her hand to Rick in a frank, impulsive gesture. “Thanks for tonight,” she said. “It’s been fun.”


  Rick smoked another cigarette after the girl had gone, then went up to his own room. He undressed slowly. The storm had increased in intensity and the blasts of lightning threw weird flickering shadows into his room. He got into bed and stretched luxuriously. He switched off the light at the side of the bed and closed his eyes. In a few minutes he was asleep.


  How long he slept he didn’t know. Some subtle sixth sense warned him of danger and he found himself sitting upright in bed, staring into the darkness of the room, listening with straining ears for the sound that had awakened him.


  The house was silent; but an instant later Rick’s flesh crawled as the quiet darkness was shattered by a high-pitched scream of mortal horror.


  CHAPTER V


  RICK sprang out of bed and snapped on the lamp; he shoved his feet into shoes, jerked his trousers on over his pajamas and stepped into the corridor.


  Doctor Farrel was just emerging from his room, fully clothed. There was a dazed, helpless look on his face as he stared at Rick.


  “Rita!” he gasped feebly.


  Ho Agar, the Martian, appeared in the doorway of his room. He looked as if he’d been sleeping, but his eyes were alert.


  “The scream came from below,” he said crisply. “Let’s go down.”


  Rick followed him down the steps at a reckless run. When they reached the second floor, Ho Agar strode along the corridor to Rita’s room. One glance told them an instant and terrible story.


  The door was smashed open and was hanging crazily on one hinge. There was a hole in the center panel that could have been made only by a heavy bludgeon. Inside, the room was in wild disorder. Bedclothes were strewn about the floor, a chest of drawers had been hurled on its side, and the room was empty of life.


  Rick felt a tightening in his chest as he stared dazedly at the smashed room. Rita’s slippers and robe were lying on a chair, mute evidence that she had not left the room of her own will. Ho Agar touched his arm and pointed to the floor, to great gouged imprints that had been ripped and splintered in the wood.


  “Those marks were made by the metal stumps of a robot,” he said tensely. His fingers tightened on Rick’s arm. “There’s not a second to lose. One of the robots has gone berserk and taken Rita. We’ve got to find her before—”


  Doctor Farrel appeared at the door, his eyes glazed with terror.


  “Where is my daughter?” he cried wildly. He shoved past Rick into the room and stared in horror at the smashed room, the torn bedclothes.


  “We don’t know yet,” Ho Agar said, “but we’ll find her. I’m sure.”


  He drew Rick into the corridor.


  “There are weapons downstairs,” he said. “We must start the search immediately. We won’t wait for the others.”


  Downstairs, in the lounge, Ho Agar took two powerful ray-rifles from a cabinet and handed one to Rick.


  “They’re loaded with maximum charges and will melt anything within fifty yards,” he said.


  They strode into the main corridor. The front door of the structure, a solid oaken timber three inches thick had been torn completely from its frame and was lying in a crushed, splintered heap on the floor.


  Ho Agar grabbed two coats from a closet off the main corridor and handed one to Rick.


  “We’ll need these,” he shouted over the roar of the storm, which was whipping in through the open doorway. Outside, the ground was ankle-deep with rushing rivulets and the wind lashed at their faces like stinging whips. Ho Agar bent low against the force of the storm and ran across the compound to a small steel hut built at the base of the mooring tower.


  HE UNLOCKED the door and the wind snapped it open with a shattering bang. Rick had followed him across the compound and when he reached the steel hut, Ho Agar was emerging, carrying in his hands two phosphorous lamps, whose brilliant rays cut through the murk of the storm for hundreds of yards.


  He handed one to Rick, then, shouting to make himself heard, he said, “Follow me. There are not many places a robot could hide in this area.”


  Rick nodded and set out after Ho Agar. He carried his rifle in the crook of his left arm and the lamp in his right. The glaring white rays of the latter danced ahead of him for dozens of yards, but there was nothing in its range but the lashing storm and puddled ground.


  Ho Agar circled the great steel structure housing the robot assembly line and set out for the rocky wastes that surrounded the Earth-Mars base.


  They struggled through ravines, waist-deep in surging water, clambered to the tops of slopes, where their powerful lamps illuminated the surrounding territory for hundreds of yards, then plunged on again, making a great, ever-widening circle about the base.


  It was the lightning that eventually showed them their quarry. They were standing on the top of a slope, feet braced against the buffeting power of the storm, when a brilliant fork of lightning flashed over their heads; and by its searing light Rick saw a grotesque metal figure a few hundred yards from them, staggering crazily over the rutted, craggy ground. And in the creature’s extended arms was Rita Farrel, still, white and pitifully small against the metal bulk of her captor, her dark hair streaming in the wind.


  Rick grabbed Ho Agar’s arm and pointed; but before the Martian could turn, the glare had faded and the darkness seemed intensified.


  “Follow me!” Rick shouted.


  He plunged down the slope, into a shallow valley that was half full of water, fought his way against the current and started across the uneven ground on the other side with all the speed, he could force from his aching legs and laboring lungs.


  He tripped and sprawled headlong half a dozen times; and he couldn’t be sure he was heading in the right direction, or that the robot hadn’t changed his route; but he kept going, forcing one leg in front of the other, straining his eyes into the swirling blackness of the storm for some glimpse of the robot or the girl.


  He had lost his lamp, and had left Ho Agar behind, but he drove on into the darkness, sobbing for breath and cursing the rutted, uneven ground that seemed to be working against him with diabolical purpose.


  Another burst of lightning showed him nothing but the ragged terrain, stretching endlessly before him like some nightmare view of Hell.


  HE STOPPED for an instant, his breath coming raggedly, and tried to think. He might be hundreds of yards off his course. Any of the falls he had taken might have set him off in the wrong direction; or the robot might have circled, or changed its direction after he had first sighted it.


  But he couldn’t stop now. There was a chance, growing slimmer each second, that the robot was still ahead of him, so he had to keep on moving forward.


  He was at the base of a small slope when he started moving again, driving himself up with legs that ached and trembled. A few feet from the top of the slope he heard a noise directly ahead, and that same instant a brilliant fork of lightning ripped apart the darkness.


  By its lurid light, Rick saw a great robot facing him from the top of the slope like some wild barbaric beast, its metal body gleaming in the light, its tremendous metal hands reaching toward him, fingers opening and closing convulsively.


  The robot moved toward him. Rick tried to swing his gun into position but before he could do so the robot’s great arm lashed out with the force of a battering ram, striking him on the shoulder and hurling him backward as if he’d been a toy doll.


  Pie rolled down the rocky slope and the gun slipped from his hand and clattered to the base of the hill. His shoulder ached terribly and his whole side was gradually numbing from the effect of the robot’s savage blow.


  He crawled to his feet at the bottom of the slope and he heard the great metal feet of the robot plunging down the hill, powdering the rocky surface with their weight.


  Blinded by pain and stunned by the blow he had received, Rick staggered back from the charging robot, but his foot caught on a rock and he sprawled helplessly to the ground. He started to crawl to his feet, but he felt a slim, metal surface under his hand and he realized with a sudden wild hope that he had found the ray-rifle he had dropped.


  The robot was only a dozen feet away, groping toward him, his gleaming metal body shining faintly in the blackness, when Rick snapped the rifle to his shoulder and fired four murderous blasts as fast as he could trigger the weapon.


  The smoking blue beams of energy struck out from the muzzle of the gun like flaming lances and Rick saw the body of the robot suddenly transformed into a shapeless mass of molten metal. There was the acrid smell of disintegrating steel in the air for an instant and then the body of the robot crashed to the rocky ground, arms and legs flailing in a last desperate convulsion.


  Rick carefully circled the destroyed creature and struggled to the top of the slope. He found the girl lying beside a great boulder. Her eyes were closed but he saw that she was still breathing.


  The flimsy nightdress she was wearing was wet and tattered and her face was blue with cold.


  Rick removed his own coat and wrapped it about the unconscious girl, then he lifted her in his arms and started down the slope.


  At the base of the slope he saw a phosphorous light in the distance coming in his direction, and a few seconds later Ho Agar appeared, drenched and muddy, his face anxious.


  He glanced quickly at the girl in Rick’s arms, then felt her pulse.


  “She’s all right,” he said. “Nothing but shock and exposure. Where is the robot?”


  Rick nodded toward the shapeless mass of twisted metal and Ho Agar swung his light on the molten remains of the robot. He moved to the side of the creature and removed a metal identification plaque from one of the arms.


  He read the numerals and then glanced at Rick, an ironic smile on his face.


  “This was 18435,” he said quietly. “The model of industry we saw working so perfectly earlier today.”


  He shrugged and tossed the metal plaque to the ground, “After this,” he said, his eyes bitter, “we can never be sure.”


  CHAPTER VI


  “I CAN’T understand it,” Doctor Farrel said, for the dozenth time. “I can’t understand it.” He was sitting in his office and his eyes were glazed and unseeing. “Robot 1843S has been operating perfectly for three and a half years. I can’t understand this tiling tonight.”


  Rick sipped his hot drink and pulled the blanket about his shoulders closer to his body. Ho Agar and Hawkins were seated on the opposite side of the room. The girl had been sleeping for an hour, now, under the effects of a powerful sedative her father had given her.


  “You might understand,” he said dryly, “if you’d been with me when that wild monster started charging.” He shook his head and took another sip from his drink. “You know your work, Doctor, but if 18435 is as close as you can come to perfection in the creation of robots, you’d better stop trying.”


  “I’ll never stop trying,” the doctor said fiercely. His hand closed over a paper on his desk and crushed it to a shapeless ball. He glared at Rick. “There was something wrong with that robot, but we’ll find the trouble and remedy it if it takes us the rest of our lives.”


  “It may take everyone’s life,” Rick said pointedly. “Doesn’t the fact that your own daughter was almost killed by one of your imperfect creations convince you that you’re tinkering with dynamite?”


  “I recognize no personal element in this incident,” Doctor Farrel said coldly. “The fact that Rita was endangered is no more significant from a scientific viewpoint than if it had been an absolute stranger.”


  Ho Agar cleared his throat as a prelude to diplomacy.


  “We all admire your zeal, Doctor Farrel,” he said. “But our results are becoming more negative with each passing month. Within a very short time my superiors are going to ask me for a complete report on my work here, and if I tell them the truth they will, I am sure, withdraw their support from this activity. No one will regret this more than I, but my regret does not alter the facts.”


  “I don’t give a damn if everybody walks out on me,” Doctor Farrel snarled. “This thing tonight doesn’t prove a thing; it’s just one case in a million.”


  “I’d say one case in a million is too many,” Rick said.


  Hawkins looked up at him and Rick saw that his swarthy face was flushed with anger.


  “You’re a hero now,” he said bitterly. “So you feel you’ve got a right to shoot you’re mouth off about things here you don’t know a damn thing about.” He stood up and his lips were twisted in a sneer. “Well, I, for one, don’t have to sit around and listen. I’ve got two legs and I can leave when I want to.”


  Rick grinned thinly at the swarthy maintenance chief. He was fed-up with Hawkins’ attitude and he was determined to be pushed no further.


  “You’ve got a lot of teeth, also,” he said gently, “but if you continue to annoy me, you may find a few of them missing.”


  Hawkins glared at him and, for an instant, Rick thought the man was going to lunge at him. His fists were clenched at his sides and his face was black with hate. But Hawkins held his anger with an obvious effort, turned and strode from the office.


  Rick relaxed and sipped his drink. He couldn’t figure Hawkins out. The man was no coward, he’d bet on that, and he didn’t seem to be a fool. With a slight shrug he dismissed the matter. A show-down was coming between Hawkins and himself, but worrying about it wouldn’t help.


  “I think,” Ho Agar said, “that you had better try and get some sleep, Rick.” He smiled faintly. “You’ve had a busy night.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Rick said.


  HE SLEPT late the next morning, then, after breakfast, he went up to see Rita Farrel. She was lying in bed, and except for the pallor of her skin and the purple shadows under her eyes she looked fairly well.


  She greeted Rick with a smile, but as he sat on the edge of the bed and took her small hand in his, she stopped smiling and her face became serious.


  “Ho Agar told me about last night,” she said, “and there’s nothing I can say to tell you how grateful I. am.”


  Rick patted her hand gently and smiled.


  “Let’s forget all about it,” he said. “How are you feeling?”


  “Pretty good,” she said, “I—Rick, there’s something I want to ask you.” Her eyes met his directly and her face was grave. “I feel that you’re my friend and I think you’ll be honest with me. Do you think my father has any right to go on with his experiments after last night?”


  Rick had been afraid she might ask him that, and he’d hoped she wouldn’t. “Do you mind if I smoke?” he said. “No, but don’t change the subject.” Rick lit a cigarette slowly.


  “I’m no scientist,” he said finally. “I don’t pretend to understand your father’s theory, but I know it apparently works in some cases, and in some it doesn’t. Now, if these imperfections were simply mechanical, if the robots would, for instance, get out of gear and fail to perform their work as they should, it wouldn’t be so serious. Any machine can break down, and generally it can be fixed.” He paused and blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling and then shook his head. “These imperfections, as I see it, aren’t mechanical. They’re mental. And they take violent, homicidal turns. I don’t think civilization would ever want to take the chance of using robots that might break down and go on a rampage like that one did last night. So unless your father has some absolute cure figured out, I think he is endangering the lives of everyone at this base, by continuing to operate the robots. I think they should all be disassembled until he has a perfect theory devised.”


  The girl had turned her face on the pillow as he spoke and now she said. “I was afraid you were going to say that, Rick. I realize how right you are, but,” she turned to him again beseechingly, “won’t you let him work along for a while longer? Your influence because of last night has grown enormously with the men. I know Moran is thinking of leaving and two of the engineers have threatened to quit. This means so much to Father that it would kill him if he were forced to stop now. I don’t want you to do anything actively, but if you can help him, in any small way, I’d appreciate it more than you could ever know.” Rick grinned down at the girl and there was admiration in his eyes.


  “You’re certainly game,” he said. “I think, however, you overestimate my influence around here. But if I can help I will. Frankly, I don’t like the idea, but your say-so is good enough for me.”


  He stood up and smoothed the soft hair back from her forehead. “I’m a sucker for a beautiful smile,” he said. “Now you’d better try and rest.”


  HE LEFT the room and went downstairs. Ho Agar was alone. “There’s something I want you to do for me, if you will,” Rick said.


  “If I can,” Ho Agar said.


  “I’d like to spend tonight in the robot assembly laboratory,” Rick said. “That’s where the trouble started last night, and I’d like to be on hand tonight, in case there’s a repetition. Chances are there won’t be, but I want to be there just in case. Can you fix it?”


  “Why, yes,” Ho Agar said slowly. He looked at Rick and there was a puzzled uncertainty in his eyes. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Rick. It might be very dangerous.”


  “I know,” Rick said, “but I’m playing a hunch.”


  “Do you want the others to know?” Rick shook his head. “I’ll turn in early and slip out later.”


  “AH right,” Ho Agar said, “I’ll arrange everything.” He shook his head somberly. “But I don’t like it. If anything went wrong I’d feel personally responsible. Supposing one of those robots went mad and attacked you? You wouldn’t have a chance of getting out of that plant alive!”


  “Maybe not,” Rick said, “but on the other hand, I may find out something about what causes these break-downs. The chance is worth taking.”


  Ho Agar argued no further. He inclined his head slightly. “I will arrange everything, Rick.”


  CHAPTER VII


  THE robot assembly factory was dark except for infrequently placed phosphorous lamps, which cast a flickering illumination over the mile-long rows of tireless metal workers. There was no sound in the plant but the rasping jar of metal and the hum of machinery; no human voices, no laughter. Seen in the weird glow of the phosphorous lamps, the vast assembly lines looked like a futuristic concept of Hell.


  There was only one human being in the entire factory. Rick had been let into the plant shortly after dark by Ho Agar. He had walked up and down the line of robot workers for an hour or so, but their conduct had been exemplary. Now he was standing in the shadow of great turbine and from that position he could command a view of the entire factory. He was beginning to feel that he had been foolish in taking the thousand-to-one chance that some trouble might develop here tonight. From what he had learned, the occasions when a robot had gone on the destructive warpath were few and far between. And he was wondering what good it would do if he did happen to be on hand when one of the robots went mad. If Doctor Farrel and Ho Agar couldn’t correct the trouble, what could he hope to do?


  He was idly watching the nearest group of robots, about fifty yards from him, while these thoughts were running through his head. There was one that was easily two feet taller than the others, for he had been constructed to work on an upper carriage of the line where height was essential. This robot was a giant, almost eight feet tall and probably weighing eight or nine hundred pounds.


  Rick was watching this mighty creature perform his methodical task again and again with untiring strength and skill, and the sight was magnificent. The fluid, effortless flow of energy that motivated the great robot, the tireless precision of its work and its almost unimaginable power were testimonials to the genius of Doctor Farrel. Watching the mighty machine creature, Rick was forced to realize the tremendous importance of the doctor’s work. If creatures like this, perfect in every detail, could ever be produced satisfactorily, civilization would advance in one giant stride to the millennium.


  But suddenly his muscles tensed; the cigarette in his hand dropped to the floor.


  For the giant robot had stopped work, was turning slowly, purposefully, away from its position in the line.


  Rick was deep in the shadows cast by the turbine and he knew he was beyond the range of the robot’s vision; but he watched tensely as the giant creature moved slowly toward him, its great hands extended gropingly.


  RICK backed into the deeper shadows formed by the corner of the wall and the turbine, but as the robot continued to advance, he realized with sudden sharp horror that he was cut off from any escape, for he had trapped himself in the angle of the corner.


  He cursed the thoughtlessness that had prevented him from bringing a ray-rifle; he was completely unarmed, with nothing but his bare fists to oppose the giant robot, should the mighty creature attack.


  The robot was still advancing, its heavy feet striking the concrete floor with shattering force. And Rick knew then that the creature had seen him, and was closing in on him with deliberate purpose.


  He had waited too long. Had he moved the instant the creature left the line he could have gotten out of the corner, but it was too late for that now. He moved tentatively to the left, but the robot moved sideways with incredible speed, blocking off his attempt.


  There was no doubt now of the robot’s motive.


  Rick could feel the hard desperate hammering of his heart as he backed another few feet from the robot’s advance; but his shoulders touched the wall and he knew he was trapped. He risked a desperate glance over his head, but he saw that the turbine extended a full thirty feet in the air, and its sides were smooth steel, offering not the slightest handhold.


  He wheeled back to the robot. The creature was only a few dozen feet away, and moving closer with each passing second.


  Rick felt a desperate helplessness. There wasn’t one thing he could do to save himself. His fists would be ridiculously impotent against the steel power of the giant robot.


  But then, from the corner of his eye, he saw that another robot had left his place at the line and was losing rapidly in on the advancing giant monster.


  Rick watched the second robot breathlessly. Was it coming to the aid of the giant creature? Or was it going to attack it from the rear?


  His question was answered an instant later as the second robot hurled its bulk at the unprotected back of the giant monster, toppling it to the floor with a mighty crash.


  The two creatures rolled wildly on the concrete floor, their steel-thewed arms and legs threshing convulsively. The Herculean combat was madly grotesque. No sound came from the locked monsters, except the harsh rasp of steel on steel.


  Rick backed away from the titanic encounter, as gradually the superior weight of the first giant robot forced the other into helplessness. Astride the second robot, its greater weight pinning it to the floor, the giant monster’s huge, battering fists began to pound into its sides with sledge-hammer force.


  Rick watched with fascinated terror as the steel sides of the smaller robot began to bend under the terrific mauling. Fora moment he was paralyzed by the horrible savagery of the giant creature’s attack; then he leaped into action. He knew he might be sacrificed himself, but he couldn’t stand helplessly by while the robot that had tried to save him was being pounded into a twisted, shapeless mass of metal.


  THE giant robot’s back was to him, and Rick lunged for the control panel that was riveted just below the creature’s right shoulder. His desperate fingers had clawed the steel screen away before the giant robot realized that another antagonist had entered the struggle.


  Rick jerked the screen aside and just as his hand plunged into the delicate wire apparatus that controlled the robot’s actions, a great steel hand closed over his throat.


  His breath stopped with a gasp, and he felt a cloud of blackness sweeping over him. With his last atom of strength his hand closed over the mesh-work of filament in the robot’s control section and, as he fell to the floor, his tensed fingers jerked the finely spun wires loose from their connecting rods.


  He remembered striking the floor, and the feel of steel fingers about his neck, and then he passed out. How long he remained unconscious, he never knew, but when he finally raised his head and pulled himself to a sitting position, he saw that the giant robot was lying motionlessly on its side, and that the smaller robot who had saved him was standing erect.


  Rick stood up with an effort. He glanced at the identification tag of the standing robot and read the numerals 161. He felt his bruised throat and swallowed painfully, then turned to Robot 161. The robot’s sides were pounded out of shape in several places but it looked as if it were still in a functioning condition.


  “You can go back to work, 161,” he said.


  The robot turned slowly, moved back to its place on the assembly line and resumed its work. Rick watched it for an instant and then he walked toward the exit door of the plant. There was a grim set to his jaw and his eyes were hard. He knew, now, that Doctor Farrel’s robots did not go berserk without reason. Someone was deliberately seeing to it that they went mad. And that person had tried to have him destroyed. For he realized that the giant robot that had attacked him had not done so accidentally.


  It had been ordered to kill him!


  CHAPTER VIII


  RICK went directly to Ho Agar’s room and entered without knocking. The Martian looked up from the book he was reading and his yellow eyes regarded Rick with surprise.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked anxiously, putting the book down and rising to his feet. “I thought you were going to spend the night at the plant.”


  Rick told him quickly what had happened. Ho Agar listened intently, his face serious.


  “I was afraid something like that might happen,” he said. He frowned thoughtfully. “Did you get the identification number of the robot who came to your assistance?”


  Rick nodded. “It was 161. And I’m convinced that the attack of the giant robot was not accidental. I’m sure that he was ordered to kill me by someone here at the base.”


  Ho Agar pursed his lips and drew a slow breath through his teeth.


  “What makes you believe that, Rick?” he asked.


  “That creature was looking for me,” Rick said flatly. “Maybe not me, personally, but it was after a human being. I was hidden in the shadows; it couldn’t possibly have seen me when it left its place on the line, yet it headed directly for me. Furthermore I’m convinced, now, that Doctor Farrel’s robots are all right, but that someone is deliberately making them appear to be imperfect, untrustworthy monsters. Now, here’s what I want you to tell me; could someone operate the robots by a system of remote control?”


  “Why, of course,” Ho Agar said. His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Doctor Farrel developed a wireless system of communication that would direct the robot from distances of several miles. He worked on it quite extensively before you arrived but I haven’t heard him mention it lately. I don’t even know where the apparatus is now.”


  “I think,” Rick said grimly, “that we may be getting warm. Do you think we could manage to search the doctor’s quarters without his knowing it?”


  “We could right now,” Ho Agar said quickly. “He told me he intended to spend the night working in his office. His rooms are just a few doors from here, you know.”


  “Let’s take a look,” Rick said. “I hope we don’t find anything, but we can’t overlook the chance.”


  Ho Agar picked up a small flashlight and stuck a ray-revolver in his belt.


  “If you’re thinking what I am,” he said tightly, “we may need a weapon before this night is over.”


  THEY went quickly to Doctor Farrel’s room, opened the door and stepped inside. Rick snapped the lights on and glanced about. The room was in perfect order. The doctor’s small desk was neat and bare. There were only a few letters and some pictures of himself and Rita on its clean surface. Rick winced inwardly as he saw the picture of Rita. It had been taken outdoors, and a wind was blowing the hair about her face. She was laughing, her teeth incredibly white against the tan of her face. He thought what would happen to that smile if his suspicions of her father were correct, and the thought brought him an instant of bleak misery.


  But he couldn’t let anything personal interfere with his work here. There had been times when he came near to forgetting that he was at this base under orders to investigate anything irregular or suspicious. He couldn’t let himself forget that he had a job to do, and that Captain Wilson was depending on him.


  Ho Agar had rummaged through bureau drawers and now he turned to the closet. His low, excited voice called Rick a moment later.


  “Come here. I think I’ve found what we’re looking for,” he said.


  Rick stepped into the closet and saw that Ho Agar had moved aside a picture that exposed a small, steel cabinet. When he opened the steel door Rick saw a control panel, covered with rheostats and gauges.


  Ho Agar studied the apparatus intently. Rick watched him in silence.


  “This is it,” the Martian said finally. “It’s the same panel the doctor built before you arrived. With it he can control the activity of every robot in his plant.”


  Rick stared at the equipment with hard, angry eyes.


  “The man hasn’t got a streak of human decency in his body,” he said harshly. “He deliberately sacrificed his daughter’s safety to one of his robots, that was acting under his orders.”


  “We mustn’t jump to conclusions,” Ho Agar said quietly. “The existence of this apparatus is not conclusive proof that the doctor is responsible for the crimes of the robots. In itself, it proves nothing. After all, Doctor Farrel has a perfect right to install this control panel in his room, and possibly he hasn’t been the one using it. Or there may be another such panel on the base, although the possibility of that is slight.” He closed the steel door and put the picture back in place.


  “I think,” he said, “that we had better wait until we discover more definite proof of his guilt before we say anything about this.”


  He stepped from the closet as he was speaking and walked to the doctor’s desk. He glanced through the letters there, tossed them down and then lifted desk blotter. A single sheet of paper was lying beneath the blotter. He picked it up and read it carefully. Finally he handed it to Rick.


  “This,” he said, “explains much of what has been going on here at the base.”


  RICK read the letter. It was addressed to the doctor, but was hot signed. However, the writer, the representative of a group of financiers on Earth, was not subtle in stating the purpose of his letter. For an unspecified, but evidently a large sum of money, the doctor was asked to stall the production of robots on Jupiter until the Earth authorities lost interest and abandoned the project.


  Rick glanced from the letter to Ho Agar and his eyes were bitterly hard.


  “I think this is all we need,” he said. “There is no longer any doubt in my mind that the doctor has been responsible for the imperfect operation of the robots all along. I haven’t mentioned this to anyone before, but I was sent here by the Earth authorities to investigate the situation.”


  Ho Agar regarded him with surprise.


  “You have kept your mission well cloaked,” he said.


  “It was necessary,” Rick said. “But now I intend to inform Earth immediately of Doctor Farrel’s treachery. And I shall also tell them that they can plan to begin mass production of robots at their earliest convenience. That news should please your government too, Ho Agar.”


  “They will be gratified,” Ho Agar said.


  Rick was placing the letter on the desk when they heard heavy, jarring footsteps in the corridor and a second later the door was flung open and a robot moved into the room.


  Ho Agar dropped back a pace and drew the ray weapon from his belt, but Rick caught his arm before he could fire.


  “Wait!” he snapped.


  The robot that stood motionless in the doorway was numbered 161, the same robot who had saved him in the plant from the attack of the giant monster. He recognized it easily from its battered, dented sides.


  Ho Agar jerked his hand loose from Rick’s grip.


  “We can’t take a chance,” he said. “This robot may have been sent here by the doctor to destroy us.”


  “I don’t think so,” Rick said. “This is 161, the robot who saved my life. And it doesn’t seem to have any violent intentions.”


  The robot lumbered forward slowly, its arms at its sides. When it reached the desk it pointed clumsily at a picture of the doctor and shook its head slowly.


  “What does it mean?” Rick said to


  Ho Agar. He stared in bewilderment at the robot, as it pointed again to the doctor’s picture and shook its head again, more emphatically this time.


  “I don’t know,” Ho Agar said. He turned to the robot and said, “Return to your work, 161.”


  But the robot made no move to obey. Ho Agar raised his gun.


  “We can’t take any chances,” he said grimly. “When these creatures refuse to obey, there’s only one thing to do.”


  THERE was suddenly another step in the corridor and Doctor Farrel appeared in the doorway, a gun in his hand. His eyes shifted about the room.


  “What’s going on here?” he cried.


  He raised his gun and covered the entire group. “Don’t anyone make a move until we get this thing settled.”


  Ho Agar moved suddenly to one side and his hand flicked out to the light switch, plunging the room into darkness. Blue bolts of energy stabbed across the blackness and Rick heard the doctor scream in agony.


  Rick dropped to the floor. He saw the steel body of Robert 161 suddenly glow a cherry red, as blue blasts of energy raked across it, transforming it to a crumbling mass of molten metal.


  Ho Agar said, “Are you all right. Rick?”


  “Yes,” Rick said.


  The lights went on again and Rick saw that the doctor was lying in the doorway with two black holes in his forehead. The gun had fallen from his hand, a few inches from his distended fingers. Robot 161 was sprawled in a motionless heap on the floor, but as Rick watched its metal fingers began to move with agonizing slowness as they scratched the numeral 4 into the wooden surface of the floor.


  Ho Agar was staring at the doctor’s still form and there was a tight bitter set to his lips, “I had to do it,” he muttered. “It was the only thing I could do.”


  Rick nodded soberly and then he glanced back at the cryptic numeral 4 which Robot 161 had scratched into the flooring with its last energy.


  His eyes were puzzled and thoughtful.


  CHAPTER IX


  TWO days later he talked to Rita Farrel for the first time since her father’s death. She was sitting at the window of the lounge when he entered.


  He said, “I want to talk to you for a moment, Rita.”


  She stood up and started for the door, but he moved his position and put his arm across the opening. “Please,” he said.


  She stared at him and her eyes were dark and heavy in the fragile whiteness of her face. There was no feeling or emotion for him in her expression, not even anger or hate. Her eyes were tired and indifferent.


  “You can keep me here by force, I suppose,” she said evenly, “but I don’t see any point to that. There is nothing for us to talk about.”


  “You hate me because I was involved in your father’s death,” Rick said. “I don’t blame you. I regret that it happened as it did. But there wasn’t anything else Ho Agar could do.”


  “I see,” Rita said. Her face and voice were empty of feeling. “Is that all you wanted to tell me? If you’re through, I’d like to go to my room.”


  Rick felt a baffled feeling of exasperation at the girl’s stony calmness.


  “You can go to your room when I’m through talking,” he said harshly. “You can’t go on like this, Rita. You haven’t eaten or slept in two days. The trouble here is over, you’ve got to realize that and stop nursing a grudge against everybody. I know how deeply you loved your father and I realize he was probably kind and wonderful to you. But that doesn’t alter the fact that the evidence indicates he was a traitor to Earth.”


  Rita turned from him blindly, her face twisted with pain. She put a hand weakly to her forehead and said, “NO! He couldn’t have been a traitor! I—I won’t believe that.”


  Rick took her hands and suddenly she was in his arms and he could feel the sobs that shook her slim shoulders.


  “Oh, Rick, you didn’t know him! No one really knew him,” she cried.


  Rick was silent until she stopped crying, then he patted her shoulders gently. “It’s all right, honey; you’ll feel better now.”


  She moved away from him and he gave her his handkerchief.


  “Will you talk to me for a few minutes now?” he asked.


  SHE nodded and he led her to the divan before the fire. He lit two cigarettes, handed one to her and then shifted about to face her squarely.


  “Please listen carefully,” he said. “I said the evidence indicated that your father might have been a traitor. But that evidence is all circumstantial. You were closer to your father than anyone else, and I think maybe you know something that would explain his actions. Can you remember his speaking of an offer from a group of financiers on Earth who wanted him to sabotage the production of robot life?”


  Rita shook her head distractedly. “Of course not, Rick,” she said. “That’s the most ridiculous thing in the whole set-up. Father would have sacrificed his own life before allowing anything to interfere with the robot plant. And here’s another thing, Rick: those robots couldn’t have done these terrible things on Father’s orders because they are designed only to work. They would never attack a human being under anyone’s orders. Father realized in later years they might be used as soldiers, so he designed them to do only creative work.”


  “But one of them attacked you,” Rick said.


  “I know, I know,” Rita said helplessly. “But there must be some other explanation for that. Father’s robots wouldn’t attack anyone, even under his orders. He tested them for that, hundreds of times.”


  Rick stared at the girl intently.


  “Are you sure of what you’re saying? You mean your father actually tested these robots, ordered them to attack human beings, and they refused?”


  “Yes,” Rita said emphatically. “And he wasn’t satisfied with one test. He tested each robot a number of times.”


  “I see,” Rick said. He looked thoughtfully at the glowing tip of his cigarette. He was still of the opinion that Rita’s father had been mixed up in the dirty business here, but a new idea had occurred to him.


  “The thing that has me puzzled,” he said, frowning, “is the action of Robot 161. That robot saved my life in the assembly plant, and when it came to your father’s room it seemed to be trying to tell me something. It pointed to your father’s picture and then shook its head. And after Ho Agar had burned it down, it scratched a number 4 on the floor. I’ve stewed over that until my head aches and I’ve gotten nowhere. What possible significance could the numeral 4 have in this business? Can you think of anything?”


  “No,” Rita said slowly, “I can’t.”


  Rick heard a step in the corridor and, turning his head, he saw Ho Agar appear in the doorway. The Martian looked from the girl to Rick and said, “I beg your pardon. I’ll come back later.”


  “Come on in,” Rick said, getting to his feet. “Rita and I are through with our discussion.”


  THE girl stood up and left the room without looking at Ho Agar. When they were alone, the Martian shrugged his shoulders helplessly.


  “She hates me,” he said, and there was a look of pain on his thin features. “She thinks of me as her father’s murderer. Her reaction is understandable but that makes it no easier to bear.”


  “I think she’ll get over it,” Rick said. He lit another cigarette and flicked the match into the fire. “By the way,” he said abruptly, “have you had the communication equipment repaired yet? I should have been in contact with Earth forty-eight hours ago. Strange that it had to go on the blink just when I needed it most.”


  “It will be ready shortly, Rick,” Ho Agar said. He looked thoughtfully at the young Earthman. “Are you going to report that Doctor Farrel’s robot experiments were successful?”


  “Why, of course,” Rick said, surprised. “I told you that a couple of days ago. We agreed it was pretty obvious that the doctor had ordered the robots to go on a destructive rampage.”


  “Yes, I know,” Ho Agar said, “but I wonder if the robots are ready yet for export to Earth and Mars. It would be a calamity if we were wrong in our suppositions and innocently sent out a group of imperfect robots.”


  “But there are no imperfect robots,” Rick said. “Pm convinced of that, now. And I’m going to send that information to Earth just as soon as possible.”


  “Well,” Ho Agar shrugged, “I suppose that it is the best procedure. There have been no disturbances in the robot plant since the doctor’s death, which seems fairly conclusive evidence that he was responsible for their imperfect behavior.”


  “When the communication set is repaired I want to get that message off immediately,” Rick said. “Will you let me know when it’s ready?”


  “Of course,” Ho Agar said.


  Rick left him, then, and went up to change for dinner. When he came down again, an hour or so later, Rita was waiting for him in the lounge. She had changed to a light, knee-length dress and her hair was brushed back from her forehead in clean, shining waves.


  “You look simply terrific,” Rick said, smiling at her in admiration.


  “Thanks, Rick,” she said. “I feel better, too, since our talk. I realize now that Father’s development of robot life has been successfully accomplished, and that’s all that really matters. He wouldn’t have cared about what people thought, as long as his dream had been realized. And I think that now, wherever he is, he knew his work has been successful and is happy.”


  Rick looked at her, his face serious. “You’re a very wonderful girl, Rita,” he said quietly. “There aren’t many who’d take that attitude and I’m proud of you.”


  Rita smiled and said, “You make me sound a little awe-inspiring. I’m not the type for a halo, you know. Let’s change the subject. Ho Agar was here a while ago, and he asked me to tell you that the communication set isn’t ready yet, but he expects to have it in working order in another hour or so.”


  Rick shook his head in irritation. “Where did he go, do you know?”


  “No, I don’t,” Rita said. She glanced up as Moran, the chemist, and two other workers entered the room. “Come in, gentlemen,” she said. “Rick, here, is on edge because he can’t send a message through to Earth, so maybe you can cheer him up.”


  “I’m just the one for that,” Moran said, smiling genially. He went over to the sideboard and took up a bottle. “I’ll fix you a drink that’ll take your mind off everything.” He mixed several drinks and passed them around. “And what is this message that can’t wait until after dinner?” he asked.


  “It’s important,” Rick said. “I want to inform Earth that Doctor Farrel’s robots are in perfect working order and that they can be exported to Earth immediately.”


  “No wonder you’re on edge,” Moran said. “Good news like that can’t be sent too quickly.”


  Rick was raising his drink to his mouth, when the door was flung open and Hawkins charged into the room. His dark features were flushed and his eyes were snapping blackly.


  “What’s up?” Rick asked.


  Everyone in the room had turned to stare at Hawkins. A tension came over them as he stood in the doorway, legs spread wide, and stared about with hard, angry eyes.


  “Hell to pay!” he snapped. “Two more robots have just gone crazy. They’re on a rampage!”


  The shocked silence following Hawkins’ announcement was broken by a brittle, shattering sound as Rita Farrel’s glass slipped from her hand to the floor.


  CHAPTER X


  RICK stood stock-still for an instant, frozen in rigid paralysis by Hawkins’ words.


  Moran said, “Well, I’ll be damned,” in a slow, incredulous voice.


  “We can’t just stand here,” Hawkins said tersely. “I’m rounding up the men and starting for the plant. You men arm yourselves with ray rifles and follow as soon as possible.”


  He turned and left the room with long, decisive strides.


  Rick tossed his cigarette into the fire and started for the doorway, but Rita Farrel caught his arm before he had taken three steps.


  “Please, let me come with you, Rick.” she said.


  “No,” Rick said. “This is no job for a girl. Don’t worry, we’ll be able to handle it all right.”


  Ho Agar appeared in the doorway while Rick was talking to the girl, and his eyebrows lifted questioningly as he regarded the Earthman.


  “Trouble?” he asked calmly.


  Rick nodded. “More robots running wild. Hawkins is taking the men down to the plant now, to stop them.”


  “I see,” Ho Agar said. He shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid this destroys my last hope of producing harmless robot-life. Incidentally,” he added ironically, “the communication set is repaired, but of course you can’t very well send the message you intended.”


  “No, I can’t,” Rick said grimly, “but I’m going to send another equally as important.”


  “And that is . . .?”


  “I’m going to ask the Earth authorities,” Rick said, “to send an official investigation committee here to get to the bottom of this trouble. I’m convinced now that there is something going on that none of us understands.”


  “I think you’re right,” Ho Agar said, “but let’s attend to the imperfect robots before we do anything else.”


  “Rick,” Rita cried, “please let me come along.”


  “We may need every weapon at the base before this is over,” Ho Agar said, glancing at Rick. “Miss Farrel is an excellent shot. I think we had better take her with us.”


  Rick said, “Okay, get yourself a rifle. I don’t like the idea but Ho Agar is right. We may need you before we get things under control.”


  FIVE minutes later the three of them had reached the entrance to the robot plant. Hawkins was waiting outside with a group of armed men.


  “We’re going in the front entrance,” he said, when Rick, Ho Agar and Rita arrived.


  “Let me make a suggestion,” Ho Agar said quickly. “Rick and Miss Farrel and I will go in through the rear entrance, the one that leads to the brain laboratory. You men go in the front and between us we’ll have the robots caught in a cross-fire.”


  “Okay,” Hawkins said, “but be careful of your aim. We don’t want to burn each other into cinders.”


  Rick held Rita’s arm as they hurried along the side of the robot plant behind Ho Agar. The night was black and occasionally they stumbled on the rutted, hard ground.


  “Watch your step,” Ho Agar called from in front of them. “And keep your weapons ready for use.”


  They reached the end of the building in about ten minutes. Rita’s breath was coming hard, but she had kept up with the stiff pace Ho Agar had set.


  The Martian turned the corner of the building and stopped before a solid steel door, protected with a combination lock. He worked silently in the darkness for several moments, then swung the door open and stepped through its black opening.


  “Follow me,” he said. “I’ll have a light on in a moment.”


  Rick moved cautiously into the laboratory with Rita at his side. His hands, extended gropingly before him in the blackness, suddenly touched someone.


  “Ho Agar,” he said. “Is that you?”


  There was no answer. Rick heard a footstep on the bard floor and he could dimly make out the outline of a man in the darkness.


  A flashing premonition shot through him, and he stepped back quickly, but the sixth sense warning had come too late. He saw vaguely an arm swinging down in the darkness and the next instant a hard blunt object crashed with stunning force into his forehead.


  His knees buckled and he started to fall. He fought against the curtain of blackness that was drawing over his consciousness, but it was no use. The last sound he heard was Rita Farrel’s high, piercing scream, but that faded away too as his limp body struck the floor . . .


  WHEN consciousness returned he was aware of a light against the lids of his eyes, and when he attempted to move he realized he was strapped to a chair in a sitting position. There was an aching pain where he had been struck on the forehead, and his stomach felt restless.


  He opened his eyes, raised his head with a painful effort. Ho Agar was standing before him, a faint mocking smile brushing his lips.


  “Ah!” he murmured, “I’m relieved to see that you are yourself again.”


  Rick stared at him stupidly. He glanced dazedly about the steel-walled laboratory and down at the leather straps that bound him securely to the chair; then he looked up at Ho Agar again, his brain reeling in helpless bewilderment.


  “What’s this all about?” he said thickly. He stared at the Martian’s thin, mocking smile and he felt a sudden tight knot of terror in his breast. “Where’s Rita?” he demanded, struggling against the tight leather straps.


  “Don’t waste your energy,” Ho Agar said calmly. “I strapped you in that chair myself and there’s no chance of your getting loose. As for Rita,” he smiled and stepped aside, “she also is—ah—confined.”


  He pointed to the table on which robots were secured while their brains were being inserted.


  Rita Farrel was lying on its steel surface, helplessly bound. Iron clamps held her ankles and wrists and her head was secured in the padded jaws of the giant vise. Her eyes were closed but Rick could see-that she was breathing.


  Hot, wild anger shot through him and he twisted futilely against the straps that held him and glared at Ho Agar.


  “If you hurt her I’ll tear you apart with my bare hands!” he raged. “You—”


  “Please.” Ho Agar smiled. He sat down comfortably and crossed his long legs. “I have no intention of hurting Miss Farrel. But I may be forced to, if you do not cooperate.”


  “What do you mean?” Rick said.


  “I won’t keep you in suspense any longer,” Ho Agar said. “As you have probably guessed by now I have been responsible for the imperfect operation of the robot-life here on Jupiter. Poor Doctor Farrel was an innocent, industrious scientist and I found it a simple matter to throw the blame on him. Now I want you, my dear Rick, to send a message to Earth. I have a communication set in this laboratory and I wish you to inform your superiors that Doctor Farrel’s robots are completely out of hand, and that his theories and robot designs are unfeasible. In short, that the entire experiment here has been a complete and dangerous failure.”


  Rick stared at Ho Agar incredulously. He couldn’t make his mind absorb what the Martian was saying so calmly.


  “You were responsible for the robot destruction here?” he finally said.


  “Completely,” Ho Agar said quietly. “My planet needs robot-life, Rick, and it needs the processes and formulae of Doctor Farrell; but we do not intend to share robot production with Earth. When we have the sole command of robot production we will become the leading planet of the Solar System.”


  He smiled tightly. “Our relative position in the Solar System is fourth, but we will transform that, in a figurative sense, to first and foremost, through the power that Doctor Farrel’s robots will bring us.”


  RICK stared at Ho Agar with blazing eyes.


  “Mars, the fourth planet of the System!” he said bitterly. “That’s what Robot 161 was trying to tell me. That was what the numeral 4 meant. And that’s why it came to the doctor’s room that night and tried to prevent you from murdering Doctor Farrel.”


  Ho Agar nodded and smiled.


  “Everything you say is quite true,” he said. “I have only your stupidity to thank for my continued success. At first I was afraid you were going to guess the truth, but like a typical sentimental Earthman, you were unable to think of me as an enemy because I had posed as your friend. I knew from the start that you were here as an investigator. Martian Intelligence informed me of that. I staged the kidnaping of Miss Farrel, hoping that would convince you of the unreliability of the doctor’s robots; but you allowed your judgment to be blinded by Miss Farrel’s undeniably attractive charms. I then had you attacked in the assembly plant, hoping to get you out of the way, but the unfortunate intervention of Robot 161 spoiled my plans. There again your stupidity became my chief asset. Had you been thinking clearly you might have seen that I was the only one who knew of your presence that night at the robot plant, and therefore was the only person who could have arranged the attack. But that point escaped you. I didn’t want to take any more chances so I showed you the apparatus in the doctor’s room and then shot him when he came in to investigate the noises he had heard from below. Robot 161 almost upset my plans, but luck was with me and I put it out of the way at the same time. Incidentally,” Ho Agar said, smiling mockingly, “it might interest you to know that the brain which motivated Robot 161 was taken from your friend whom we discussed here in this laboratory the day you arrived. I am referring to your comrade and fellow space-pilot, James Haines.”


  Jimmy Haines!


  Rick felt a bitterness that was deeper than any emotion he had ever experienced in his life. He had no conscious thoughts; his brain was too numb for that. There was only one idea in his mind and it seemed to flow through his entire body. And that was the thought of getting his hands about Ho Agar’s slender neck and choking the rotten life from the man.


  “I still don’t understand just how Robot 161 was able to disregard my orders,” Ho Agar said musingly. “You see 161 was supposed to aid the giant robot in killing you; instead 161 saved you and destroyed the giant.”


  RICK was beginning to think again with some calmness, and he realized that his only chance was in keeping Ho Agar talking until Hawkins and his men subdued the rampaging robots and got to the laboratory.


  He forced a smile to his lips.


  “You were pretty clever,” he said. “And since you hold all the cards, maybe you’ll tell me how you managed to control the robots. I understand they wouldn’t react to any but the work commands for which they were constructed.”


  “Absolutely right,” Ho Agar said, smiling. “But fifty of the robots are special products of mine. Each of these special robots was equipped with two brains. One brain was normal and directed their activities at work. But the second brain, which was separated from the normal brain by a thin plastic sheet, I took from a special stock of demented, paranoic brains which were secured for me from certain institutions on Mars. When I needed a robot for a—ah—demonstration, I simply sent an electrical current from this laboratory to two poles which I had already built into the head of each special robot, and the plastic protection sheet was burned away, the normal brain destroyed, and the creature began to move under the direction of a paranoic brain which I could control. It was really very simple.”


  “You’re out of your mind,” Rick said evenly. “You’ll never get away with this. Hawkins and the men are on their way through the plant now. They’ll be here any minute. You can kill me and the girl but you’ll never escape, yourself, and Mars will never get the formulae and theories of Doctor Farrel.”


  “I beg to differ with you,” Ho Agar said smoothly. He held up a slim hand and cocked his head in a listening attitude. A contented smile appeared on his features as the faint sounds of mechanical clamor became audible.


  “Hawkins and his brave men,” he murmured, “entered the plant to burn down two imperfect robots. That, at least, was what they thought.”


  HE CHUCKLED and rubbed his slim hands together in a pleased gesture. “Actually there are about forty-five paranoic robots in the plant, and I timed their eruption so it would occur when Hawkins and his men were in the center of the plant and unable to escape to the front entrance.” He listened again to the clamor that was drifting faintly to their ears. “They won’t have much chance against forty-five robots, will they, Rick?”


  “You cold-blooded murderer!” Rick raged. “You’ve worked with those men for four years and now you send them to a horrible death without batting an eyebrow.”


  “Sentiment is a barbaric sort of expression,” Ho Agar said idly. He shifted slightly in his chair and said, “and now, Rick, since I have been so obligingly verbose, I hope you will repay the favor and send the message I wish to Earth.”


  “Supposing I tell you to go to hell?” Rick said.


  “That will gain you nothing,” Ho Agar said. “And it might make Miss Farrel’s next few minutes very uncomfortable.” He raised a slim hand as Rick strained powerfully against his bonds. “Oh, I am not thinking of torturing her,” he said. “I think you should credit me with more delicacy than that. I shall, however, be forced to anesthetize her and equip her with a paranoic brain which came, I believe, from a degenerate Martian. I wouldn’t like to do that, Rick, but I don’t think I shall have to. I don’t think you will sit there and watch me perform an operation of that sort, when two minutes at this communication set will obviate that necessity.”


  “You wouldn’t dare!” Rick said hoarsely.


  “No?” Ho Agar smiled. “I think you underestimate me. I am going to give you just ten seconds to make up your mind.”


  “Supposing I do what you ask,” Rick said. “What will you do to Rita then?” Ho Agar shrugged. “I will probably take her to Mars with me to assist in the production of her father’s robot units. But that doesn’t matter. Anything, even death, would be preferable to the operation and brain substitution I propose to perform. I think you can see that.”


  Rita twisted slightly on the table and Rick saw that her eyelids were open.


  “I’ve heard everything, Rick,” she said clearly. “Don’t send that message to Earth. It doesn’t matter what happens to me. Please don’t send it.”


  Ho Agar smiled and bowed mockingly to the helpless girl.


  “A splendid sentiment. Miss Farrel,” he said; “but the decision is Rick’s.” He turned back to Rick. “And what shall your decision be, my dear Rick?”


  “I’ll send the message,” Rick said evenly.


  “Excellent,” Ho Agar said.


  He walked to the wall, pulled out a portable space-communication set and rolled it to the side of Rick’s chair, within easy reach.


  “I shall release your right arm,” he said, “but I’d advise you not to do anything foolish.”


  He drew a ray-revolver from his belt, then stopped and unbuckled the strap that secured Rick’s right wrist. Stepping back a pace he pointed the gun at Rick’s head and said, “Now go ahead. I am familiar with your code so don’t think you can fool me with a fake message.” He gestured impatiently with the gun. “Get busy. There is not too much time.”


  RICK reached for the key but at that instant there was a sudden shattering impact against the lab door and its steel sides trembled under the effects of tremendous blows.


  Ho Agar swung toward the door and his eyes lost their calm triumph, as the mighty steel door began to sag inward.


  His features working with savage terror, he wheeled back to Rick.


  “Send that message, damn you!” he blazed. His trigger finger whitened with pressure as he stepped closer and shoved the gun against Rick’s head. “Send it!” he repeated, his voice a desperate whisper.


  Suddenly the massive steel door crashed inward and two mighty robots staggered into the room. Behind them was the swarthy figure of Hawkins, a ray-revolver in his hand.


  Ho Agar spun around, but before he could pull the trigger of his gun Rick swung down across his wrist with his free hand, deflecting his aim. Hawkins took in the situation with one hard glance and then raised his gun and sent three streaking bolts of energy into Ho Agar’s body.


  The Martian screamed horribly and his face was a twisted mask of anguish and rage as he toppled to the floor. He fell on his side and for an instant his eyes met Rick’s, and there was an insane gleam in their depths that was like a glimpse into the pits of Hell. And then the light faded in his eyes forever and he rolled limply to his back.


  Hawkins crossed to Rick’s side and released him, then the two men freed the girl. She clung to Rick, sobbing, when he lifted her from the steel table, but after a moment she smiled weakly.


  “Sorry,” she said. “It—it’s just relief, I guess.”


  Hawkins was looking down at Ho Agar’s lifeless body with bitter eyes.


  “I never figured him,” he said, shaking his head. He glanced at Rick. “How’d he manage it?”


  Rick told him the complete story. When he finished Hawkins said, “It’s just pure luck that we got here in time. When we found forty of those damn devilish robots on the warpath instead of just two, we thought we were goners; but I thought of something that should’ve occurred to us long ago. The doctor’s robots are conditioned not to attack human beings, but they will attack other robots under orders. Just as we were about ready to toss in the sponge I yelled for help to the hundreds of peaceful robots and they didn’t hesitate a minute. It was a madhouse out there on the line for a while but pretty soon they cornered and wrecked the defective robots, then went back to work.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and then grinned at Rick. “I had you figured all wrong, Weston. You’re okay.”


  Rick held out his hand and smiled. “Forget it,” he said. “We were both way off in our estimates, I think.” Hawkins said, “Well, I’ll let the men get busy cleaning up the mess out there.” He nodded to Rick and then walked away from the laboratory, a faint smile on his dark features.


  RICK lit two cigarettes carefully and handed one to the girl.


  “It’s all over,” he said. “Ho Agar was right when he said I was a sentimental fool. I should’ve realized he was our man, but it just never occurred to me. If it hadn’t been for Robot 161, neither of us would be alive right now.”


  Rita said, “I still don’t understand how that particular robot was able to act of its own free will. Didn’t Ho Agar say that it was one of the robots that he had equipped with two brains? And when he burned away the plastic sheet between the two, the normal brain should have been destroyed, but it wasn’t. It continued to operate and it directed the robot to you to warn you of Ho Agar.”


  Rick nodded somberly.


  “Yes, the numeral 4 referred to Ho Agar, the Martian, the inhabitant of the fourth planet of our Solar System. I was a fool not to have thought of that. But I think I can understand why the paranoic brain didn’t gain control of the robot’s normal brain.”


  “Why?” Rita asked. “That’s just the point I can’t understand.”


  “Well—” Rick smiled faintly, and his thoughts were ten years back in time, to a red-haired youngster who had fought his way through the Earth space-school on sheer guts, “—you never knew Jimmy Haines, but he was a pretty stubborn guy.”


  He smiled into Rita’s eyes and put his arm around her shoulders and drew her close to him.


  “Maybe there’s some other explanation but I prefer to believe that one.”


  “Ho Agar was right,” Rita said gently. “You are a sentimental fool.” Rick grinned wryly. “I suppose so,” he said. “Does that make any difference to you?”


  “I wouldn’t have you any other way,” Rita smiled.


  She raised herself on tip-toes and kissed him softly on the lips.


  THE MUSKETEERS IN PARIS


  First published in the February 1944 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Heroes form the past came back to save France in this, her darkest hour . . .


  CHAPTER I


  THE city of Paris was quiet and dark. Occasionally the slow rhythmic tramp of a Gestapo sentry broke the stillness, and at times a flicker of light would show from a quickly opened tavern door as a German officer reeled into the blackness of the street; but occasions like these were not frequent and through the long brooding night-hours the great city lay shrouded under a pall of dark, bitter silence.


  Considering this, the man who walked with calm purpose along one of Paris’ dark lanes was an incongruous sight. He wore no uniform; he was obviously a Frenchman, and it was several hours after the general curfew. Frenchmen do not walk the streets of Paris at night. They might move quietly through dark alleys, their steps soundless as a cat’s, a gleaming knife in their hands; but never do they walk calmly through the streets after curfew. The results of such carelessness are generally always violent and swift.


  The exception to this rule was a small, slightly built man with an alert intelligent face and bright eyes that probed into the dark passageways between buildings without fear or nervousness. His attitude was of a man waiting for something to happen.


  And within another block something did happen.


  A harsh authoritative voice sounded suddenly from the blackness behind the walking man; and heavy booted feet approached on the run.


  The little man walked on unconcernedly until he reached a place where the street intersected a dark alley. The voice behind him sounded again, angry, belligerent, and the thudding boots were closer. The little man stopped then, in the darker shadow of the alley, turned and calmly awaited the arrival of the SS officer.


  The officer, a young man with small cold eyes in a narrow face, was panting from his run. He snapped on his torch and pointed the beam of light into the little man’s face.


  “Who are you?” he snapped angrily. “Let me see your papers! You are French?”


  “Yes, I am a Frenchman,” the little man replied. He squinted against the light, but his manner was completely calm and devoid of nervousness.


  “Give me your papers!” the SS officer said curtly, holding out his hand. “You realize that it is after curfew?”


  “Yes,” the little man said, “I am aware of that.”


  The SS officer stiffened angrily, “You are aware that it is after curfew and still you are on the streets.” He breathed heavily through thin nostrils. “You are in very serious trouble. This matter shall be reported directly to the colonel in charge of this area. What is your name?”


  “My name is Phillip Poincare,” the little man said.


  THE SS officer was still holding out his gloved hand.


  “I asked you for your papers,” he said. “Where are they?”


  “Papers?” the little man said quietly. There was the faintest trace of a smile on his face as he shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid I don’t have any papers.”


  “No papers!” The SS officer’s voice was suddenly harsh and bitter. “Don’t tell me you left them at your home! That is no excuse.”


  “I didn’t leave them at home,” said the little man patiently. “I told you I don’t have any papers.” He stepped backward slowly, and the SS officer instinctively moved toward him, a quick suspicion on his narrow face.


  He grabbed the little man by the lapels of his worn coat and shook him roughly.


  “You think this funny?” he said harshly. “We shall see how funny it is when you are strapped to the flogging post of a concentration camp. Your smart answers then will not be humorous.”


  “I am not trying to be humorous,” said the little man quietly. “There is nothing funny in Paris today—for Frenchmen. We are not laughing, but neither are we crying.”


  The SS officer regarded him carefully, a new light in his eyes.


  “The colonel will be very happy to talk with you,” he said, measuring the words carefully as if he were pouring acid into a test tube. “He is always interested in those of you who still think of resistance and revolt. You will interest him very much.” His lips flattened in a slow deadly grin. “But you will not interest him very long,” he said, “because you will not be alive very long.”


  The little man returned the officer’s smile, and his eyes were as cold as steel in the winter snow.


  “I think you are wrong,” he said. “I think it is you who will not be alive very long.”


  As he spoke a huge dark shape moved against the darkness of the alley; a huge dark shape that crept ominously toward the German officer.


  “Your threats are idle,” the officer said, smiling coldly. “A dozen of my men are within sound of my voice. And if you move, I will shoot you down the same instant. Raise your hands. I am going to search—”


  The officer’s voice faded in a choking gasp. A great powerful arm was about his neck, pressing with inexorable force against his wind-pipe. His mouth opened and closed desperately as he fought to cry out, to suck air into his tortured lungs.


  Under the pressure of the thick arm he was bent slowly, helplessly back, his eyes wild with mad fear, his mottled face working convulsively.


  THE little man impassively watched the officer’s frantic, threshing struggles for a moment, then he turned slowly and glanced up and down the length of the dark deserted street.


  He continued to watch for several minutes and he did not turn again until he felt a hand on his arm.


  “Mon Dieu,” a voice whispered in his ear. “These Germans are poor sport. A hand on the wind-pipe and they collapse like little children. It is enough to disgust an honest fighting man.”


  “You did a fine job, Porthos,” Phillip Poincare said. “I wasn’t sure you had been able to get here. If you hadn’t I’d have been in a bad way.”


  “Thank you, my little Phillip,” the huge Porthos said solemnly. “What will we do with the swine now?”


  “Is he dead?” Phillip asked.


  “No,” Porthos said, “he is still breathing, but he will be unconscious for some time.”


  “Good,” Phillip said. “Take him into the alley. Strip him. Take everything. Papers, letters, clothing, rings. Don’t leave a thing.”


  “All right,” Porthos agreed.


  “One other thing,” Phillip said, “the German got a good look at me. I am afraid he might recognize me if he saw me again.”


  “He will not see you again,” Porthos said. “He will not see anyone again.” He turned and his great bulk faded into the darkness.


  Phillip stood at the entrance of the alley, looking carefully up and down the street. He heard nothing and saw nothing, but not for an instant, did his eyes lose their gleam of steady watchfulness.


  Phillip Poincare had not always been so coolly indifferent to the prospects of violent danger. His life until the last few months had been so prosaically commonplace as to be almost a burlesque of conventionality. Sometimes when he thought of that existence and the dull routine of his work as an assistant bookkeeper of an industrial house in Chicago, it all seemed as remote and intangible as the substance of a half-remembered dream.


  As he stood in the darkness of the Paris street he was thinking of that existence and the incredible events which had removed him from it forever.


  He thought fleetingly of the memorable day on which he had purchased the antique French bookcase, the pride with which he had added it to his collection of other relics of the France he knew so well and loved so much.


  But the aftermath of that purchase had been so startlingly incredible that he had, at first, thought it was some wild nightmare he was experiencing.[*]


  For from that bookcase, where they had been entombed by the Cardinal Duke de Richelieu, emerged four colorful, dramatic figures—Athos, Porthos, Aramis and most dashing of all, D’Artagnan, the leader of the three musketeers whose exploits had been celebrated a century before by the elder Dumas.


  Phillip had never fully comprehended the miracle of their presence. Without questioning too much he had accepted them, learned to respect them and finally he came to idolize them for their gay courage that mocked at odds and smiled at danger.


  And most miraculous of all they had accepted him. And when Athos, Porthos and Aramis had insisted on coming to France to fight for their country, he had asked to accompany them. D’Artagnan had stayed with the red-haired girl who was an agent for De Gaulle and who owed her life to his magic sword and cool courage.


  The three musketeers had come to by way of Lisbon and then Spain. They had been in Paris only a week but already they had contacted workers of the underground, whose influence and membership embraced the whole of France.


  Phillip was thinking these thoughts with only a subconscious awareness; his main concentration was on the dark street and his ear was alert for any sound that might break the sepulchral stillness.


  BUT nothing broke the silence of the night and in a few moments Porthos was back at his side, a bundle of clothing under his arm.


  “I have everything,” he whispered. “We had better be going.”


  “And the German?” Phillip asked.


  He could see Porthos’ slow grin vaguely in the darkness.


  “There is now one less Nazi to dishonor the soil of our fair France,” Porthos said.


  Phillip felt no qualms or guilt. He knew that it was necessary to use the means and weapons of the enemy if they ever hoped to destroy him utterly and completely. And anything short of that would not be enough.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  “Follow me,” Porthos said, “I know the route through the alley as well as I once knew the way to a fair young women who lived close to this neighborhood.” He sighed lugubriously. “Mon Dieu, but that was over a hundred years ago. She would not interest me now.”


  “Athos and Aramis will be worrying if we don’t return soon,” Phillip said.


  Porthos grinned good-naturedly. “They are too worried about the shortage of wine to bother with anything so trivial.”


  Phillip felt a glow inside him and a sudden sharp sense of happiness that was almost too much to bear. He took a long deep breath.


  “Yes, I guess you’re right,” he said, smiling into the darkness.


  That was all he said.


  CHAPTER II


  PORTHOS rapped sharply, three long knocks and one short, on the wooden door that opened on the third floor landing of the dilapidated house to which he had led Phillip.


  The door was opened immediately by a handsome young man with a frank open countenance, warm eyes and a smiling mobile mouth. His hair was dark and it swept back from his high forehead in careless waves.


  “Here are the wanderers, Aramis,” he said over his shoulder to a plump, fastidious, blond young man who was staring pensively at Porthos and Phillip with bright blue eyes. “My wager is that they spent their time chasing a wench instead of doing their work as true Frenchmen.”


  Aramis frowned and plucked a bit of lint from his shaggy coat.


  “What work is more becoming to a true Frenchman than chasing wenches?” he asked ironically.


  Porthos and Phillip entered and closed the door.


  The room was sparsely furnished and dismal. The only light was provided by a guttering candle in the corner. Heavy cloth covered the one window.


  “Hold your flashing wit, Athos,” Porthos growled to the young man who had met them at the door. “We have been chasing rats instead of wenches, which is pleasant enough in its way, but not quite so interesting.”


  He dumped the clothing he had removed from the officer on the floor. “The hide of the rat,” he grunted. Athos went to his knees beside the pile of cloth.


  “May the saints be praised, as the good Cardinal would say,” he cried. “A German uniform—an officer’s at that. Porthos, you will be the death of me yet. Anyone else would have been satisfied with just a uniform, but not you! It must be an officer’s uniform. I salute you, brother of the ox, you are magnifique.”


  “I had nothing to do with the selection,” Porthos said. “Phillip lured the quarry. I simply closed the trap.”


  “We mustn’t waste too much time talking,” Phillip said earnestly. “That uniform may do one of us for a while, but the rest of us need clothes and papers. We’re running a risk every hour we spend in Paris without clearance papers.”


  “You must calm yourself,” Aramis said. He shook his round blond head seriously. “These Germans are completely without imagination or brains, as they were a hundred years ago when we ran them through so often and easily that it grew monotonous. You must not worry to© much about them; they don’t deserve such concern.”


  “But there are many of them,” Athos said thoughtfully. “They are well prepared and equipped. I agree with Phillip. We are not in the best of situations. We must not underestimate our enemy.”


  “Let’s see which of us this uniform fits,” Phillip said. “The officer’s papers and identification are all here. Perhaps one of us can assume the identity of the German officer.”


  THE uniform was too tight for Aramis, too large for Phillip, hopelessly too small for the mighty Porthos, but it fitted Athos almost perfectly. When he was completely dressed, from glistening black boots to peaked cap he looked at them for approbation.


  “Am I the perfect German type?” he smiled. He glanced down at his swastika-emblazoned blouse and grimaced. “I don’t feel clean when I look at that thing,” he said.


  “Then don’t look at it,” Aramis said.


  Athos leafed through the officer’s papers, then stuffed them into his pocket.


  “For the time,” he smiled, “I am Oberleutnant Mueller of Bavaria, detailed in Paris for an indefinite period to help enforce the beauties of the New Order.”


  “Now we must arrange something for the rest of us,” Phillip said. “The underground is doing its best to procure for us papers that will give us the freedom of the city. But they work very slowly. We must make an effort ourselves to get identification papers. Without them we haven’t got a chance.”


  “Tomorrow is another day,” Aramis yawned. “Time enough then to start worrying.” He looked disgustedly about the small, dismal room. “The thought of sleeping again in this sty is nauseating, but,” he shrugged, “I suppose it must be borne.” His thoughts shifted to another subject. “Has anyone made plans for breakfast? We have only a small piece of cheese and half a loaf of stale bread left. I’d trade my sword for a bottle of wine,” he said wistfully.


  Porthos laughed, a rumbling chuckle that set the thin walls trembling.


  “This does my soul good,” he said. “To see the dainty Aramis, the pet of the women of Paris and the chief support of half the lace-makers and perfumers in the kingdom starving in a garret and sleeping on a pile of straw. D’Artagnan would enjoy the spectacle.”


  “I wish D’Artagnan were with us,” Aramis said bitterly. “He wouldn’t put up for a minute with this foul stinking hole. He would have silk sheets and red wine if he bad to run through all the Germans in Paris to get them.”


  “Gascon D’Artagnan,” Athos smiled. “I wonder if we shall ever see our headstrong cavalier again? I wonder where he is now and what he is doing?”


  “Wherever he is,” Porthos said, “you may be sure his friends are happy and his enemies are miserable. And you may also wager that with him can be found excitement, danger and a good laugh.”


  PHILLIP was listening to the conversation, but he was also listening subconsciously for any sound outside their small room. And suddenly he held up one hand warningly, “Listen,” he whispered.


  From the street below, a faint shout, harsh and authoritative drifted to their ears. Athos looked significantly at the other three and then stepped quietly to the window that overlooked the street.


  Aramis pinched out the candle as Athos drew back the heavy window covering and peered down into the darkness of the street. He turned away a moment later, replaced the window covering and smiled thoughtfully at his three companions.


  “The street is being searched,” he said. “Every room will be inspected.” He lit the candle and watched its flickering flame for a moment. “They will be here very shortly,” he murmured.


  As he spoke, they all heard a tramp of feet on the steps that led to their room.


  “It will take them a little while to search the floors below us,” he said quietly.


  Phillip said, “They probably discovered the body of the German officer.”


  “Yes,” Porthos said, glancing at Athos who wore the dead officer’s uniform, “and that makes that uniform useless. You’d better get out of it and throw it into the street before they arrive here.”


  “I don’t think so,” Athos said quietly. “It isn’t likely that they have identified Oberleutnant Mueller as yet. And throwing away the uniform would gain us nothing. There are men in the street below who would see from where it fell.”


  “The rest of us are caught,” Aramis said. “Without papers we won’t have a chance. But you must manage to get away Athos; for,” he grinned wickedly, “it will be your task to pry us loose from their clutches.” He chuckled. “I don’t envy you, friend Athos. We will sit quietly in warm cells, eating comfortably while you go about the unpleasant job of liberating us.”


  Athos smiled at him.


  “Thank you, Aramis,” he said quietly. “Deserting one’s friends is not easy to stomach. You are making it slightly easier for me to leave. If I am lucky I can escape from here, but saving you from them may be impossible.”


  “You are talking like an old woman,” scoffed Porthos. “When a thing is impossible it just takes a little longer to accomplish.”


  There was a sudden clatter of boots on their landing and a harsh voice cried,


  “Open immediately!”


  A heavy knock sounded on the door, repeated instantly by several more. Phillip looked uncertainly at Athos. “Open the door, Phillip,” Athos said.


  PHILLIP stepped to the door, quickly opened it, and two husky German soldiers strode arrogantly into the room, their eyes suspicious and alert. Guns were in their hands.


  They swept the room with their glances and when they saw Athos in an Oberleutnant-s uniform, standing coolly in the center of the room, surveying them with a cold questioning gaze, their arrogant confidence fell from them like a shabby coat.


  Their jaws dropped and the guns in their hands wavered uncertainly.


  “Well?” Athos said curtly. His voice was like the rasp of steel in winter and his eyes were scornful and arrogant. “What do you want?”


  The Germans awkwardly shifted their guns to their left hands and saluted nervously.


  “We are searching this section, Herr Oberleunant,” one of them said stiffly. “By whose orders?” Athos asked. “Colonel Rinehart has ordered a completely search of this neighborhood. A German has been found dead in an alley near here, stripped of all clothes and identification. The colonel thinks the slayers are in this area.”


  “Silence!” Athos said harshly. He glared angrily at the two confused Germans. “Are you presuming to tell me what Colonel Rinehart is thinking? What company are you from?”


  “We are members of the 403rd from Berlin,” one of the soldiers answered woodenly.


  “I might have known,” Athos said disgustedly. “That company has a reputation from one end of Europe to the other for stupidity, incompetence, negligence and inefficiency. Get out of here! You are a disgrace to der Fuehrer!”


  The soldiers flushed painfully and shifted from one foot to the other but they did not move.


  “We have orders from the colonel to search this district,” one of them said stolidly.


  Phillip knew that Athos’ bluff had failed. For a moment he had hoped it might work, but he knew enough of the German temperament to realize that these two soldiers would carry out their colonel’s orders to the letter. And when he glanced furtively at Athos he saw that the musketeer knew it also.


  “Very well,” he said, shrugging, “get on with your work. Where is your Colonel Rinehart?”


  “He is at the head of the block in a staff car,” the German soldier said. “He is waiting for reports on the search.”


  “The head of the block? That is to the left, is it not?” Athos asked.


  “Yes it is, Herr Oberleutnant,” one of the soldiers answered respectfully, but Phillip noted a curious look on the man’s face. “I thought the Herr Oberleutnant would know that,” he said, and the curious expression on his face was slowly crystalizing to one of open suspicion.


  “I am not interested in what you thought,” Athos said, and his voice was like the crack of thin ice. “Must I remind you again that your job is not to think?’”


  His cold eyes dominated the German soldier. The man straightened and stared ahead, his face wooden.


  “I am sorry, Herr Oberleutnant,” he said.


  Athos stared at the man for an instant and then turned to the door.


  “I am going to pay my respects to the colonel,” he said, “and tell him of the oafs he has in his command. Although,” he added bitterly, “I am sure he is aware of that.”


  HE OPENED the door, looked once at his three companions with a lingering, expressive glance, and then his boots sounded briskly on the wooden stairs.


  The German soldiers waited until his footsteps had faded away before turning their attention to the others in the room. All of their initial arrogance had returned almost magically.


  “Your papers!” one of them barked.


  Phillip knew they would have to stall somehow, to give Athos a chance to get clear of the neighborhood. When the soldiers learned that none of them had papers, they would instantly mention the officer who had been in their company and a drag-net would instantly be thrown about the section.


  He looked blankly at the two German soldiers.


  “What?” he said. His voice was like an idiot’s, slurred and dull.


  “You heard me,” one of the soldiers snapped. “Your papers!”


  “Papers?” Phillip repeated vaguely. “Oh yes,” he said, his face brightening, “papers.” He looked down at the floor and frowned painfully. “We have so many,” he said, shaking his head laboriously. “We have our identification papers,” he said, holding up his fingers and ticking them off as he counted, “we have our papers for bread, for meat, for clothes, for shoes, for wine—”


  He paused and regarded the German accusingly. “Such a little wine you allow us.”


  “Stop babbling!” one of the soldiers shouted. “We want your papers, all of them.”


  “I have all of them but my tickets for bread,” Phillip said slowly. “I lost those yesterday. I was coming from work and when I paid my fare on the street car the bread ticket fell from my hand. It fluttered out the door. I asked the conductor to stop, but he said—”


  “I don’t care what he said,” one of the soldiers roared. “If you don’t produce your papers in ten seconds I will have you thrown in jail.”


  “Oh, that mustn’t happen,” Phillip said, “I will get them for you right away.”


  “We will get ours too,” Aramis said. “We do not wish to go to jail. But I have lost my papers for procuring shoes. But there are no shoes in shops anyway, so I suppose it makes no difference.”


  “And I have lost my work identification,” Porthos said unhappily. “My foreman is preparing a new one for me, but it is not ready yet.”


  “Silence, all of you!” one of the soldiers shouted. “We are not here to listen to an inventory of your losses. I have never seen such a collection of stupid, drooling, clumsy oafs.”


  PHILLIP was fumbling in his pockets.


  “They should be right here,” he said, frowning, “I always keep my papers. You never know when somebody is liable to ask to see them.” He went through all of his pockets carefully, turning them inside out and staring with vague puzzlement at the flecks of lint that drifted to the floor. “I can’t understand—” He looked up suddenly, his face suddenly bright. “How stupid of me,” he cried. “I remember now. I took them from my pocket when I came in tonight. They are across the room under my bed. I will get them for you.”


  “Stand where you are,” one of the Germans snapped. He motioned to his companion. “Get his papers,” he ordered. “We have wasted enough time here already. It is time for action.” The other soldier crossed the room and dropped to his knees beside the narrow cot.


  “Where are they?” he asked, scowling at Phillip.


  “Under the pillow,” Philip answered, but when the German pulled aside the pillow, he suddenly cried, “No, forgive me, I have forgotten. They are at the foot of the bed, inside the mattress.” The soldier swore and turned to the foot of the bed. His nose wrinkled as he dug into the depths of the stale straw mattress. He fished about for several minutes.


  Phillip slowly released the breath he had been holding. His whole body relaxed. He knew the game was up but he was also sure that Athos was out of the immediate section by now.


  The soldier turned from the bed, his face ugly.


  “There are no papers here,” he said. “So!” the other soldier cried, “you have been lying to us.”


  He stepped forward quickly, drew back his hand and slapped Phillip stingingly across the mouth. Porthos moved forward instinctively, his great hands clenching, an angry rumble in his throat, but the German swung his gun to cover him.


  “Stand where you are!” he said icily. “I would like to shoot you. It would please me if you give me the chance.” He stared angrily, bitterly at the three men.


  “You have tried to make fools of us,” he snapped. “You will regret that, I promise you.”


  His comrade was standing by the bed and there was a helpless, sick expression on his face.


  “The Oberleutnant,” he said weakly. “He was with them.”


  The two Germans looked at each other and their eyes were apprehensive and filled with sudden terror.


  “If he was an imposter,” one of them said feebly, “we shall be on our way to the Russian front by this time tomorrow.”


  Aramis chuckled softly.


  “I hope you gentlemen like cold weather,” he murmured.


  “Your friend will not get far,” one of the Germans said. “And you,” he added, smiling sadistically, “will go no further than the nearest concentration camp.”


  He gestured to the door with his gun.


  “March out with your hands over your heads,” he ordered. “Colonel Rinehart will wish to talk with you. And that,” he added grinning with ugly bitterness, “is as close as you can come to hell before you die.”


  CHAPTER III


  THE musketeers and Phillip spent that night in a dank cramped cell. The next morning, after a meager breakfast, a guard opened their cell door and ordered them into the corridor.


  “Colonel Rinehart wishes to talk with you,” he said. “Follow me. And don’t try any tricks.”


  He led them up several flights of iron stairs, down a long corridor and finally stopped at a huge door that was guarded by a squad of back-clad soldiers of the Elite Corps.


  The guard knocked and the door was opened by a small black-haired orderly.


  “Have them come in,” he said.


  The room was huge, decorated in white, and the sun was pouring in from several windows. A huge swastika hung at one end of the office and before this was a large desk.


  A man was seated behind the desk.


  He glanced up when the prisoners filed into the room. He smiled and leaned back in his chair.


  “Step up closer, please,” he said pleasantly. “We are civilized human beings, and it is easier to talk without having to shout to be understood.”


  Phillip stopped several feet from the desk, Aramis at his right, the hulking Porthos at his left. He had a good opportunity to study Colonel Rinehart at close range.


  The colonel was a man about forty, of medium height, thin and spare. His skin fitted his skull without a wrinkle. His hair was graying at the temples; his eyes were a deep shade of blue. He wore a monocle that seemed almost part of his face. When he smiled, hard sharp white teeth were visible under thin lips. An indication of the man’s character was evident in the painfully neat desk, the ordered appearance of everything in the room. A rack of fine gleaming fencing foils hung against one wall, but it was the only thing that broke the stark cold design of the office. And even the gleaming steel foils seemed to fit into the icily sharp order of the room.


  THE colonel was leaning back in his chair regarding them smilingly.


  “You may relax, gentlemen,” he said pleasantly. “If you care to smoke, there are cigarettes on my desk. There is no reason why any of us should be uncomfortable.” He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the shining surface of the desk. “You will find that I am not quite the ogre I am painted to be. I am a reasonable man, fair and just, I think, but on occasion I can be firm.” He pronounced the last word with a peculiar emphasis. “Now,” he said, picking a typewritten sheet of paper from the desk. “I have here a complete report on you gentlemen. Complete, that is,” he smiled, “as far as it goes. You are probably part of the underground movement that is operating in France. That much we know. You will probably be deported to concentration camps on my recommendation. However,” he said, leaning back again in his chair and placing his fingertips carefully together, “I would very much like to have the name and description of the man who was masquerading as a German officer and whom my stupid soldiers allowed to slip completely away from them. For that information I would be willing to pay considerable. In fact,” he smiled slowly, “I would even order that you three be sent to one of the more pleasant and livable camps in France where you would be granted certain special privileges that would make life more endurable. But if you are not willing to cooperate with me I shall have to be firm.


  He paused and watched them carefully.


  “I might order you shot immediately,” he said softly, “or I might have you tortured a few weeks until you tell me what I wish to know. I have no desire to resort to either of these alternatives. I hope I can be lenient with you. But it is up to you gentlemen. The matter, you can see, is out of my hands. What will your choice be?”


  The silence that followed the colonel’s words was broken by a sharp rap on the door. The orderly opened the door and an instant later strode to the colonel’s desk, a paper in his hand.


  “This just arrived, Herr Colonel, from the Central Headquarters in Berlin.” He laid the paper on the desk in front of the colonel and withdrew.


  The colonel’s eyes flicked over the papers rapidly.


  “Good,” he murmured. “Excellent.”


  He put the paper carefully to one side and glanced up at the men facing him.


  “Well, gentlemen, have you made up your minds?”


  He stood up and walked slowly around his desk.


  “I am not trying to hurry you,” he said. “Think the matter over. Talk it over if you like. I am, you will find, a most reasonable person.”


  HE STROLLED to the rack of foils, selected a gleaming sword from the case and, holding it at hilt and tip, bent it double. When he released the tip the sword straightened like a live thing, quivering delicately.


  “Excellent steel,” Aramis murmured.


  “You are a good judge,” Colonel Rinehart smiled. “Swords are a hobby of mine. I was fortunate enough to win the fencing championship of the Imperial army last year with the very blade I hold in my hand. Do you like swords?”


  “Very much,” said Aramis.


  “You are wise,” Colonel Rinehart said. “A true blade is like a true friend.”


  “But one must know how to use the blade,” Aramis said.


  The colonel smiled.


  “One must know how to use friends also,” he murmured.


  He strolled toward them holding the sword carelessly.


  “Naziism is like a sword,” he said. “Hard, bright and effective. It is not hampered by sentiment or morals. It does its work thoroughly, quickly.” He smiled. “Am I being too loquacious?”


  “No,” Aramis said thoughtfully, “but I think your simile is inaccurate.”


  He had turned slightly to face the colonel and while his plump body was relaxed carelesssly there was an expression in his light blue eyes that was as challenging as a clenched fist.


  “Yes?” the colonel said. “And how so?”


  The smile had left his face.


  “A sword by itself is nothing,” Aramis said. “It needs someone to wield it. And its success is determined only by the skill of the user.” He smiled quietly. “When the sword of the dictator strikes the sword held by a free man there can only be one result.”


  “I agree with that,” the colonel said, “but I think we disagree on what the result is likely to be.” He smiled and handed the hilt of his sword to Aramis. “I know you are too wise to attempt anything foolish. My orderly has a gun and there are a dozen men within sound of my voice. I know I’m taking no chance in letting you feel the balance of this blade. It is good, yes?” Aramis flexed the sword and nodded his head.


  “Yes, it is excellent,” he said. “I am not sure that I ever held a better blade in my hand.”


  The colonel smiled and took another blade from the rack.


  “Carrying on our little simile,” he said casually, “let us suppose for the moment that you represent the forces of what you term free men. And let us further suppose that I symbolize the power of absolute dictatorship. We are facing each other, swords in hand.” The colonel shifted slightly and his sword rose to guard position. “Now,” he said, and his voice was suddenly mocking, “do you see the stupidity of your statement?”


  Aramis shifted his sword to a guard position, almost touching the colonel’s, and he smiled coldly.


  “I’m afraid I can’t,” he said.


  “You are blind, then,” the colonel snapped. “You have the better blade, you represent free men, but I, with an inferior weapon, could run you through within five seconds.”


  PORTHOS suddenly laughed his rumbling laugh and stepped away from Aramis’ side. He waved to Phillip.


  “Step aside, little comrade,” he said.


  Aramis had not taken his eyes from the colonel.


  “You are very sure of yourself,” he said. The quivering tip of his blade lightly touched the colonel’s foil. “Supposing you prove your point. I will count five for you, my boasting friend.”


  The colonel flushed angrily.


  “You may not have the chance,” he said.


  He moved forward, his legs slightly crouched. The blade in his hand suddenly moved like something alive, flashing in a tight arc about the tip of the musketeer’s sword and then driving like a striking snake.


  Aramis whipped his sword back with the same speed and steel rang on steel as the colonel’s thrust was parried.


  “One!” Aramis counted slowly;


  The colonel lunged in again and the force and power of his drive forced Aramis back a step, but again his deadly stroke was countered.


  “Two!” Aramis said.


  The colonel didn’t pause to study his opponent. With superlative footwork he advanced inexorably, driving Aramis slowly across the wide room; but he held his lunge, waiting for an opening.


  Their blades rang together with a steady crashing roar as they fought across the room. Sparks flew from their flashing swords and still the colonel continued to advance.


  Porthos glanced worriedly at Phillip.


  “The colonel is no amateur,” he muttered. “It would be better if Athos or D’Artagnan were facing him.”


  Aramis was fighting with his back to the wall. A bead of sweat broke on his forehead, but his eyes were cool as he fought desperately against the colonel’s lightning-fast blade.


  The colonel’s mouth was parted slightly and his breathing was coming faster. A glittering intensity shone in his eyes as he struck and struck again—crashing vainly against the defense of Aramis’ skillful blade.


  And finally his moment came!


  His feint drew Aramis out of position, leaving his side exposed.


  “Now!” he cried.


  He lunged forward, his blade striking out like the forking tongue of a snake; but Aramis ducked under the thrust, escaping it by a hair’s breadth.


  The colonel’s blade struck the wall and Aramis leaped free, swinging about instantly, snapping his sword into a guard position.


  “Three!” he said, smiling coolly.


  THE colonel wheeled from the wall and drove into Aramis again, using an overhead saber stroke in a slashing, chopping swing.


  Aramis blocked the cut and the swords crashed the length of the blades and locked at the hilt. The colonel threw his weight against his sword to hurl Aramis back, but the musketeer countered the move with his own weight—and the two opponents came together, grim-lipped, face-to-face, over the angle formed by their locked blades.


  “Four!” Aramis said tensely. “You have but one more chance, Colonel.”


  “It will be all I need,” Colonel Rinehart cried, panting heavily.


  He lunged again, almost blindly and Aramis turned his blade away with a flick of the wrist.


  “Five!” Aramis said.


  He began a cautious advance, circling the colonel to the left but he was smiling confidently.


  Perhaps that was why the colonel’s sudden attack caught him off guard. One instant the colonel had been retreating slowly, but then he lunged to the left and back again to the right with lightning speed.


  Aramis wheeled but his foil, whipping back to cover his side, was caught squarely by the slapping downward stroke of the colonel’s blade.


  And it flew from Aramis’ hand in a spinning arc and struck the floor ten feet away with a metallic clatter.


  The colonel’s orderly grinned triumphantly.


  “Excellent!” he cried.


  The colonel’s blade-tip was grazing the front of Aramis’ shirt.


  “You are an accomplished swordsman,” he said. “Allow me to salute you. But I am going to teach you a little lesson that you will remember the rest of your life, particularly,” he smiled coldly, “when you gaze into a mirror.”


  His sword-tip flicked up to Aramis’ face and poised there, a fraction of a inch from his cheek.


  “I,” the colonel said, speaking slowly and deliberately, “am going to cut a swastika on each side of your face to remind you that the free man never wins against the logical forces of dictatorship. I have already proven that point to you; now I shall impress it upon you indelibly.”


  Aramis met the colonel’s eyes coolly.


  “This is quite superfluous,” he murmured. “I am already completely humiliated.” He sighed heavily and shook his head. “I wouldn’t mind so much if you were actually a good swordsman, but of course you are far from being even mediocre. Losing is bad enough—but to lose to an incompetent butcher is really quite annoying.”


  “You can’t anger me that way,” the colonel smiled.


  Phillip watched in horror as the colonel’s sword moved closer to Aramis’ face.


  “Wait!” he cried. “You can’t do that.”


  “I beg your pardon,” the colonel murmured, “but if you watch a moment you will see that I can.”


  HIS blade moved again, but just as its tip grazed Aramis’ cheek there was a sudden knock on the door.


  “See who that is,” the colonel said over his shoulder to his orderly. “And send him away, whoever it is.”


  The orderly answered the door and turned to the colonel.


  “I’m sorry, Herr—”


  “Fool!” the colonel blazed, “I told you to send whoever it is away.”


  The door was thrust violently open, almost knocking the small orderly off his feet, and a tall slim young man strode arrogantly into the room.


  “I am not accustomed to waiting rooms,” the new arrival said curtly. He glared about the room and his eyes centered on the colonel and Aramis.


  “Am I to report to Herr Goebbels,” he said scathingly, “that Colonel Rinehart of Paris has nothing better to do with his time than practice fencing lessons on defenseless prisoners?”


  The new arrival was tall, wide-shouldered, and he moved with the lithe grace of a jungle cat. His peaked officer’s cap shadowed his face, but his eyes, flashing and hard, were like twin diamonds.


  Colonel Rinehart lowered his blade slowly and faced the young man. His face was hard with suppressed rage.


  “At whose orders do you break into my offices?” he demanded.


  “I am from the Ministry of Information,” the young man snapped. “Herr Goebbels has sent me here to escort three prisoners back to Berlin for intensive questioning. I wish to leave immediately.” He whipped a sheaf of papers from his pocket and handed them curtly to the colonel. “My authorization and identification.”


  The colonel glanced at the papers and the anger faded from his face. A worried, nervous frown collected over his eyes.


  “Why does Herr Goebbels want the prisoners questioned in Berlin?” he asked.


  “I did not ask Doctor Goebbels the reasons behind his orders,” the young man said sarcastically “But after my insight into the strangely juvenile operation of your office, Colonel, it is not difficult to hazard a guess. Herr Goebbels wants the job done efficiently, and he doubtless realizes that that would be a literal impossibility under your bungling direction.”


  Colonel Rinehart sucked in his breath sharply and his cheeks flushed angrily.


  “You will pay for your insulting attitude,” he stormed. “I refuse to release these men until I have talked to your superiors.”


  The young man gestured sharply to the orderly.


  “Get Doctor Goebbels’ office on the wire immediately,” he said crisply.


  “Yes sir,” the orderly said. He started for the phone.


  “Wait!” the colonel said. His voice had changed. “There is no necessity for our being hasty. We mustn’t bother Herr Goebbels with anything so trivial as our slight misunderstanding. I am sure we Understand each other. Perhaps I was a bit hasty, and for that I’m sorry.”


  “Good!” the young man said. “Now, where are these men?”


  “These three in the room are the ones referred to in your authorization,” the colonel said.


  The young man glanced from Porthos to Phillip and finally to Aramis. Then he shook his head disgustedly.


  “A miserable looking group,” he said.


  He took off his peaked, swastika-emblazoned cap and ran a hand through his brown curly hair. His features were youthful and handsome and there was a curiously humorous glint in his brown eyes, as if he might be struggling to keep from laughing.


  Phillip heard Porthos draw a sudden sharp breath; and then Phillip recognized the slim, brown-haired young man in the Nazi officer’s uniform and his heart began to beat with a fierce, frantic excitement.


  For the mocking, insolent young man who stood nonchalantly facing the colonel was the cavalier Gascon from D’Artagnan—the bold, cheerful, danger-loving young man who had led the musketeers through their most glorious exploits and whose sword and name had been known in every corner of France.


  He was D’Artagnan!


  CHAPTER IV


  WITH an effort Phillip fought back the exclamation of astonished recognition that almost burst from his lips. He forced an expression of blank indifference over his face.


  Colonel Rinehart said, “Must you be leaving right away.”


  “Yes,” D’Artagnan said emphatically, “time is of the essence. I must get started immediately.”


  “You will require a guard, of course,” Colonel Rinehart said.


  “That won’t be necessary,” D’Artagnan said. “I have my own men in the staff car. I assure you they will be more than sufficient.”


  “As you think best,” Colonel Rinehart said. “I am sorry you couldn’t stay longer. Will you please give my regards to Doctor Goebbels when you see him?”


  “Why, yes, I’ll be happy to,” D’Artagnan said.


  “You won’t forget the name? Rinehart. Colonel Rinehart. I’ve met Herr Goebbels several times but I doubt if he would remember me.”


  “We’ll refresh his memory then,” D’Artagnan smiled. “Now the name was Rinewold, wasn’t it?”


  “Rinehart,” the colonel said, with just a tinge of desperation in his voice.


  “I won’t forget,” D’Artagnan said. “Rinehart, Major Rinehart—that’s easy enough to remember.”


  “Colonel Rinehart,” the colonel said. “Ah, yes, I have it now,” D’Artagnan said. “And now I must be getting along.” He nodded to Porthos, Aramis and Phillip. “Come along, you three.”


  D’Artagnan paused at the door while his three comrades filed through ahead of him. He glanced back at the colonel, smiling.


  “Thank you for your cooperation, Colonel Rinehead,” he said. “I shall see that Doctor Goebbels hears of you.”


  “The name is Rinehart,” the colonel said.


  But the door of his office had already closed on D’Artagnan’s smiling face.


  D’Artagnan led his charges through the lobby of the building to the street where a high-powered Imperial staff car was waiting at the curb, a driver and a guard seated in the front.


  The guard sprang out and opened the door when D’Artagnan appeared.


  “Thank you,” D’Artagnan said, climbing into the tonneau. Phillip, Aramis and Porthos clambered in after him and seated themselves in the comfortable rear compartment.


  Porthos began to chuckle, his great shoulders shaking with his mirth until the car was rocking on its springs.


  “Gascon, you will be the death of me yet,” he managed to gasp between chuckles. “I—”


  “You will be the death of all of us,” D’Artagnan said curtly, “if you don’t control yourself.” He leaned forward and opened the glass that separated the front and rear tonneau. “Drive us to the Metropole hotel,” he directed the driver and closed the glass partition.


  “You are my prisoners,” he said quietly to his three companions. “You must try and act like it until we leave the shadow of the commandant’s office. The driver and guard are underground workers, them we can trust.” He glanced out the rear window. “I’m not too sure I fooled the colonel,” he muttered. “He may decide to have us trailed.”


  BUT they turned a corner and no car had pulled away from the commandant’s building. D’Artagnan turned around and stared at his three companions, but not for long could he keep his features solemn. A smile broke over his good-natured handsome face and he chuckled aloud.


  “Well, that was like old times, comrades,” he grinned. He slapped Aramis and Porthos on the thighs and winked at Phillip. “Just like old times. These two horse thieves in danger of losing their heads and Gascon D’Artagnan, the faithful friend, there to save them in the nick of time.”


  “Your dramatic entrance,” Aramis said dryly, “was almost too late this time. Your timing is slipping. That pig was ready to carve when you arrived.” Porthos laughed hugely.


  “You should have come earlier,” he said, slapping D’Artagnan on the back. “Aramis received a dueling lesson from the colonel that would have made your sides ache from laughing.”


  “There was nothing funny about It, I can assure you,” Aramis said gloomily. “That man is a demon with a sword in his hands. I doubt if even Athos could stand against him.”


  D’Artagnan pursed his lips thoughtfully.


  “He must be good,” he said. He looked up suddenly. “Where is Athos?” Aramis told him what had happened as quickly as possible.


  “We must try and get in touch with him immediately,” D’Artagnan said. “We need him.”


  “Do you have any plans?” Porthos asked.


  “Only vague ones,” D’Artagnan said. “We arrived from Africa only a week ago. I learned through the underground of your capture last night. They provided me with this uniform and the authorization for your custody.”


  “You say ‘we’ ?” Porthos asked, frowning. “Do you have a tape worm?”


  “You resemble the elephant in everything but memory, Porthos,” D’Artagnan grinned. “Don’t you remember the lovely girl with the flaming red hair we encountered in America?”


  “Ah! Yes,” Aramis said. “I have never forgotten.”


  “We are still working together,” D’Artagnan said. “She is at the Metropole hotel and will be glad to see all of you. But we can’t waste much time now. Any minute I am liable to be apprehended. We must find new quarters, obtain new papers immediately.”


  PHILLIP cleared his throat.


  “I noticed something in the colonel’s office that might be interesting,” he said. “Do you remember when the orderly brought the paper into the colonel, while he was questioning us?”


  Aramis nodded. “I remember.”


  “While you were dueling the colonel,”


  Phillip continued, hunching forward on the seat, “I took the opportunity to glance at that paper. It was an order of confinement for two French scientists, Lenier and Bordeau. They are in custody now, but they are being transferred to a place called the Mont Chateau under the personal supervision of Colonel Rinehart.”


  D’Artagnan shrugged and studied Phillip with his keen friendly eyes.


  “And how does that affect us?” he asked.


  “Lenier and Bordeau,” Phillip explained, “were specialists on U-235. I remember reading that much while in America. The Germans were desperately anxious to have Lenier and Bordeau continue their experiments on behalf of the Third Reich. Both men refused and were sentenced to concentration camps.”


  “What is this U-235?” D’Artagnan asked.


  “I don’t know much about it,” Phillip answered, “but it is a potential source of energy derived from an isotope of Uranium.”


  D’Artagnan grinned and shook his head.


  “We’ll have to take your word for that. Go on.”


  “The successful conversion of Uranium into U-235 has been the big problem. Lenier and Bordeau were making great progress in that field and, at one time, believed that they had actually solved the problem. Naturally the Nazis want them to use their science to aid them in producing U-235. With U-235 the Nazis would be completely assured of energy to run their planes, ships, trains and tanks. They would no longer need oil.” Phillip paused and studied the musketeers with serious eyes. “My guess is that they are going to make a last, desperate effort to make Lenier and Bordeau co-operate with them. If they succeed it will be a crippling blow to the Allied nations.” D’Artagnan nodded slowly.


  “We must prevent that,” he said decisively. He frowned. “We must find out where this Mont Chateau is, first. That’s where they’re being transferred, right?”


  “Yes, that’s the place,” said Phillip. “And they are going to be under the personal custody of Colonel Rinehart.” Aramis scowled blackly.


  “That butcher will plan something unpleasant for the French scientists, you may count on that.”


  “Marie knows Paris well,” D’Artagnan said suddenly. “Possibly she knows the location of this Mont Chateau.” He glanced out of the window. “We will be at the hotel soon. We must waste no time if we intend to snatch Lenier and Bordeau from the hands of the Nazis.”


  Porthos grinned contentedly.


  “This has the sound of adventure, comrades.”


  D’Artagnan nodded grimly.


  “It may not all be enjoyable, though,” he said quietly.


  CHAPTER V


  WHEN they drove up to the canopy of the Hotel Metropole, the guard in the front seat climbed out and strode into the lobby.


  “Just a precaution,” murmured D’Artagnan, as they waited his return. “He will see that things are all right lest we stick our necks into a noose.”


  In a few moments the guard was back and it was instantly apparent from his tight worried features that something was wrong.


  He opened the rear door and leaned close to D’Artagnan.


  “The Gestapo have caught up with us,” he said tensely. “They have Marie in the lobby now, questioning her. You’ve got to get out of here.”


  “Not without Marie!” D’Artagnan snapped. “Come, comrades, this is a job for us.”


  “You can’t go into that lobby,” the guard insisted desperately. “They’re waiting for you. They know Marie has an accomplice and they know he dressed as a German officer. Step through the door and you’ll be a dead man.”


  “I have been told that before,” D’Artagnan said coolly, “but I am not dead yet.” He stuck a leg out the door of the car. “Is anyone coming with me?” he asked over his shoulder.


  “Wait,” Phillip said anxiously. Stay here, D’Artagnan. Porthos and I will go in. They won’t be expecting us. They don’t know us by sight. You keep the motor running. When we come back out we’ll have Marie with us, but we’ll be in a hurry.”


  “That is excellent,” Porthos said cheerfully. He shoved D’Artagnan gently aside with one huge hand. “Little Phillip and I will handle this.”


  Phillip climbed out of the car after Porthos.


  D’Artagnan watched them worriedly. “I think I had better go, too,” he muttered.


  “That won’t be necessary,” said Phillip. “In fact, your presence would ruin things for Porthos and me. Just be ready to leave when we return.”


  He turned and, with the lumbering Porthos at his side, walked into the lobby of the hotel. He spotted Marie instantly. She was standing between two heavy-set men who were watching the main door closely. They were standing directly in front of a pillar which was flanked by two huge palms.


  “Walk straight ahead,” Phillip said from the side of his mouth to Porthos. “We must come up on them from the rear.”


  They continued straight ahead and the two Gestapo agents after a brief glance at them, turned their attention back to the door.


  Phillips didn’t know whether or not Marie had recognized them. Her eyes had met his for a flickering instant, but had turned away immediately.


  Phillip stopped when the angle of the pillar hid them from the Gestapo agents. The desk clerk was watching them suspiciously and Phillip knew they would have to act immediately.


  He turned and walked swiftly to the right until he was behind the pillar. He was only a half dozen feet from the girl when he stopped.


  He whispered to Porthos, “I will step in front of the pillar and draw their attention.” He smiled and patted the giant musketeer on the arm. “You know what to do. Luck.”


  Porthos grinned.


  “This is becoming a specialty of ours.”


  PHILLIP nodded and then, erasing all expression from his face, he strolled calmly around the pillar to the side of the Gestapo agent who stood on Marie’s left.


  The agent glanced at him suspiciously.


  Phillip paid no attention to the man, but stood calmly at his side, rocking slightly on his heels and whistling tunelessly.


  The agent tapped his arm sharply.


  “Move on,” he growled. “You are in the way.”


  Phillip turned slowly and regarded the man with polite surprise.


  “In the way?” he repeated, frowning in obvious puzzlement. “In whose way, may I ask?”


  From the corner of his eyes he saw Porthos moving like a great shadow around the other side of the pillar. He didn’t risk a look at Marie. He was afraid his eyes would give him away if he did.


  “You are in my way,” the agent snapped. “If you don’t want trouble, get along.”


  The agent on the other side of Marie stepped to his companion’s side. He stared with icy suspicion at Phillip.


  “What is the matter?” he demanded in a thick guttural voice.


  “Nothing,” Phillip said calmly. “If you gentlemen don’t wish me to stand here I certainly won’t.”


  They were both facing him now and over their shoulders Phillip saw Porthos come slowly into view around the pillar. He moved with the stealth of a great cat past Marie, his eyes fixed on the necks of the two Gestapo agents.


  “Get moving!” the heavy-voiced agent snapped.


  “With pleasure,” Phillip smiled. He made a move to turn and then said politely, “Do either of you German dogs have a match?”


  The two agents stared at him as if they doubted their ears, while angry blotches of color coursed into their faces.


  “You French swine!” one of them cried in a strangling voice. “You shall pay for your insolence.”


  The both started toward him, but before they could take a step, Porthos’ great arms were suddenly about their necks. Their shocked cries were cut off instantly by the pressure of his grip. The giant musketeer spread his legs to give him leverage and then suddenly jerked their heads together with terrific force.


  The sound as their heads banged together was like the cracking of a rotten nut.


  Marie stepped quickly to Phillip’s side.


  “Thank God, you came,” she said. “Where is D’Artagnan?”


  “He is outside,” Phillip said quickly. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


  Porthos stretched the two Gestapo agents on the floor.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  THE three started across the lobby lobby toward the door, but they hadn’t covered a dozen feet before a shout sounded behind them. The desk clerk was yelling frantically at a puzzled-looking German soldier who was standing negligently beside the door.


  “Stop them!” the desk clerk cried. He had evidently seen what had happened.


  The soldier straightened up, his face losing its dullness.


  He stepped in front of Porthos.


  “One minute,” he said sharply.


  Porthos didn’t bother to answer. His mallet-like fist snapped out from his shoulder, exploding on the point of the German soldier’s jaw. The man went down in a crumpled heap.


  Phillip charged through the door, dragging Marie with him.


  D’Artagnan threw open the rear door of the car, and the driver gunned the motor.


  Porthos was last through the door. Phillip helped Marie into the tonneau, jumped in behind her and helped haul Porthos onto their laps as the car roared away from the curb with lurching, screeching speed.


  There were five in the rear of the car but they managed to straighten themselves out as the car sped through the practically deserted streets of Paris.


  Marie, eyes shining, red hair streaming in the breeze, turned and impulsively kissed Aramis, Porthos and Phillip.


  “It’s wonderful to see you again,” she cried. She turned anxiously to D’Artagnan. “The Gestapo is after us now, my Gascon. They trailed the underground worker who brought you the Nazi uniform. We’ve got to get out of Paris for a while.”


  “We have a job to do first,” D’Artagnan said. “Do you know where the Mont Chateau is?”


  “The Mont Chateau?” repeated Marie. Her fine arched brows drew together in a faint frown. “I have heard of it,” she said. “I think it is a castle on the northern outskirts of the city. Yes,” she said, nodding decisively, “I’m sure that’s it. It is being used as quarters for several high-ranking Nazi officers. Why do you ask?”


  D’Artagnan grinned.


  “Because, my pet, the Mont Chateau is our next stop.”


  He told her quickly of their plan to free the French scientists, Lenier and Bordeau, and when he finished, her eyes were glowing with excitement.


  “That would be wonderful,” he cried. “If we can accomplish that it matters not whether we live or die. That would be worth dying for. I’ll give the driver the dirctions. We can be there in a hour or so.”


  “We’ll wait until darkness to enter the castle,” D’Artagnan said.


  Aramis asked, “How will we get into the place?”


  “Getting in shouldn’t be too difficult,” D’Atragnan said thoughtfully. “But,” he continued with a wry grin, “we may find getting out considerably more of a problem.”


  CHAPTER VI


  WHEN night fell on the blacked-out section of the environs of Paris where Mont Chateau was located, a slowly moving German staff car approached the gates that guarded the great vast bulk of the castle and came to a stop.


  Sentries sprang immediately from the darkness, but their air of challenging truculence faded when they peered into the tonneau and met the cool eyes of a slim young man wearing the uniform of a high-ranking Nazi.


  “Will you have the gate opened, please?” the young man asked. “We are expected.”


  The sentry stared from the young man to the girl and the huge man who sat on either side of him.


  “All of you, Mein Herr?” the sentry asked.


  “Naturally. Open the gates!”


  There was a crisp snap of authority in the young man’s voice and the sentries saluted and faded back into the darkness. Their voices sounded and in a few moments the great metal barrier creaked noisily open.


  Phillip, seated beside Aramis in the front seat, breathed a sigh of relief.


  “So far, so good,” he muttered.


  He released the clutch and the car slipped slowly through the gates and into the dark lane that wound through the grounds of the estate to the great castle known as Mont Chateau.


  They drove on for several hundred yards in silence until Phillip saw the castle ahead of them, looming ominous and huge against the dark night.


  He brought the car to a quiet stop.


  The grounds of the castle were dark and silent, except for the cold whispering wind in the trees. And faintly they could hear the tramp of sentries patroling the estate.


  “What now?” Phillip whispered. “We can’t stay here much longer.”


  “We must separate,” D’Artagnan said. “We have a better chance of liberating the Frenchmen that way. If one group of us is caught the other can still carry on. Marie and I will make a frontal attack on the castle. We will enter boldly as befits a Nazi officer and his lady. Possibly we can use the same trick that we used in freeing you from Colonel Rinehart. Phillip, you, Aramis and Porthos must manage to force an entry to the castle somehow, and locate the cells or rooms where the French scientists are being held. We shall have to trust to the good Lady Luck, once we are inside.”


  Phillip put the car in gear and drove slowly toward the castle. He stopped long enough before the steps that led to the massive door to allow D’Artagnan and Marie to step out. Then he drove on again into the darkness . . .


  D’ARTAGNAN waited until the car’s dark bulk had disappeared down the lane before knocking loudly on the solid heavy timbers of the door.


  He gripped Marie’s arm with his other hand.


  “Courage,” he said softly.


  She met his eyes calmly.


  “I am not afraid.”


  A moment later the massive door swung back, and a stocky, dark-haired soldier in a corporal’s uniform stood in the doorway.


  “Good evening,” D’Artagnan said.


  “The gate sentry mentioned another,” the corporal said suspiciously. “Where is he?”


  “In the car with the driver,” D’Artagnan answered carelessly. He took Marie’s arm and stepped through the door, brushing the corporal aside. He took off his outer coat and hat and handed them to the man.


  “Will you please tell your commander that I am here?” he said. “My business is urgent.”


  The corporal looked down in helpless anger at the coat and hat in his hands and with a glowering face strode away to disappear through a large door that led off the main hallway.


  D’Artagnan glanced around appreciatively. The hall was wide and spacious, furnished in burnished mahogany that looked a thousand years old. A wide curving staircase led from the hall to the upper sections of the castle, and on the first landing a knight’s armor gleamed dully in the gloomy light.


  “Very nice,” he murmured to Marie.


  Marie shivered. “It’s too dark and gloomy for me,” she said.


  The corporal returned. He looked at them impassively, but D’Artagnan noticed that a peculiar flush of excitement seemed to flush his cheeks.


  “The commandant will see you immediately,” he said. “Will you follow me, please?”


  “Thank you,” D’Artagnan said. He had the feeling that he was sticking his head squarely into a noose, but that couldn’t be helped.


  The corporal led them across the polished floor to two great doors. He opened one of the doors, stepped aside and bowed slightly.


  “Will you please go in?”


  D’Artagnan hesitated for a second. He searched the corporal’s face but the man was staring directly ahead, standing at rigid attention. He shrugged philosophically and, taking Marie’s hand in his, sauntered through the opening.


  The room he entered was large, book-lined and not very well lighted by a chandelier that hung from the high arched ceiling.


  D’Artagnan paused inside the door. The room seemed to be deserted; but he felt a strange, intuitive premonition that caused his muscles to tense instinctively.


  A voice to his left said, “It’s nice to meet you again, my young friend.”


  D’Artagnan turned slowly.


  Standing to one side of the door, a grim smile on his hard, bitter face was Colonel Rinehart.


  And in his hand he held a Luger that covered his visitors unwaveringly.


  CHAPTER VII


  D’ARTAGNAN studied Colonel Rinehart’s bitter eyes and he knew that the Nazi was aware of his deception. He smiled and shrugged.


  “How do you, Colonel,” he said. He glanced at the gun in the Nazi’s hand and shook his head accusingly. “You weren’t so inhospitable the last time we met.”


  Colonel Rinehart strolled forward, still smiling.


  “You made a. fool of me on that occasion,” he said. “I admit that. My superiors were not very tolerant of my mistake. My career may have been hurt irreparably by my error in releasing three important prisoners to a counterfeit German officer. And that,” he said, smiling coldly, “is why I am so happy to meet you again. I don’t know why you walked straight into my arms, but I assure you I am most grateful.” He nodded over D’Artagnan’s shoulder to the corporal who had entered the room.


  “Take this young man down to the dungeon with the others,” he ordered. There was a speculative light in his eye as he turned to Marie and studied her slim body and classic features carefully. He smiled thoughtfully. “You, my dear, will remain with me for a while. I will question you personally.”


  The corporal stepped close to D’Artagnan and jammed a gun into his back. “Come with me,” he growled.


  “And by the way,” the colonel said, as D’Artagnan was being led toward the doer, “I wouldn’t depend too much on your friends. They have already been placed in custody by my guards.”


  “You are holding all the cards, it seems,” D’Artagnan said quietly. “But let me give you one piece of excellent advice, Colonel Rinehart.” His voice was suddenly like iron and his eyes flashed like rapiers in his lean face. “If you harm a hair of this girl’s head, there won’t be a place in hell deep enough to hide you from me. Remember!”


  “You are hardly in a position to make threats,” Colonel Rinehart said mockingly.


  “Remember!” D’Artagnan said again with terrible emphasis.


  The corporal’s gun prodded him in the back and he stepped through the door. The corporal closed it and pointed ahead to a long, dimly lit corridor. “Straight ahead,” he ordered.


  D’Artagnan walked to the end of the corridor. The corporal unbolted a door and ordered him down a flight of winding iron steps that led to a vast, stonewalled room. When D’Artagnan reached the bottom of the steps the first sight that met his eyes brought to him a feeling of black despair.


  For Aramis, Porthos and Phillip were lined against one wall, secured by thick leather straps that cut across their chests and legs, pinioning them helplessly to the massive stone wall.


  THEY glanced up when D’Artagnan was prodded into the room and Aramis smiled faintly.


  “Lady Luck has forsaken us for another swain,” he said wryly.


  “Welcome to our cheerful little group,” Porthos said.


  D’Artagnan was silent as the corporal forced him against the wall and jerked straps into place across his chest, pulling them up so tightly that he could hardly breathe. Another strap buckled securely around his knees and he was bound helplessly—unable to move hand or foot.


  The corporal sneered at the three helpless men.


  “You will wish you were dead by this time tomorrow.”


  He turned, and they could hear him chuckling softly to himself as he mounted the winding steps.


  “Well, comrades,” D’Artagnan said, when they were alone, “this seems to be rather a tight spot.”


  He glanced about the room. Directly in front of them was a rectangular scaffolding and from the cross-bar iron manacles hung. The stone floor at the base of the scaffolding was spotted with brown stains. On the opposite wall was a rack of leather whips.


  D’Artagnan raised one eyebrow ironically.


  “The gentle Germans obviously use this place to introduce to their enemies the delights of the New Order,” he said sarcastically.


  Arranged about the room were other instruments of torture; and several heavy scimitars, sabers and swords were hung at intervals along the wall.


  “Cheerful little place, isn’t it?” Aramis said.


  “We’ve got to get out of, here,” D’Artagnan said grimly. “Have any of you heard anything of the French scientists we came to liberate.”


  “I heard one of the guards mention them,” Phillip said. “They are imprisoned in a room upstairs.”


  D’Artagnan said, “Porthos, have you tried your strength against your bonds?”


  “Yes,” Porthos grunted, “but they are too stout. I can’t get an inch of leverage.”


  They were silent for several moments and then they heard footsteps on the iron staircase. A moment later Colonel Rinehart stepped into the room. D’Artagnan noticed instantly that there was a long scratch on his right cheek. He looked to be in a towering rage.


  Marie was dragged into the room after him by the swarthy corporal and another thick-set German soldier who wore the uniform of an Elite guardsman.


  “String her up!” the colonel ordered savagely. His hand moved to the long, livid scratch on his cheek. “We’ll see if a lashing will cool her spirit.”


  THE German soldier dragged the slim red-haired girl under the scaffolding, snapped the manacles about her wrists and pulled her arms above her head until the tips of her shoes were barely scraping the ground.


  “Do with me what you like,” she said quietly, “I have no information to give.”


  “We shall see if you don’t change your mind after a while,” the colonel said.


  “Remember what I told you,” D’Artagnan said softly, his eyes on the colonel’s face.


  “Naturally,” the colonel smiled, “you wouldn’t want the young lady hurt, She is attractive and full of life, her skin is so soft and white it would be a pity to ruin all that loveliness.” He sighed and shook his head. “Yes, indeed, it would be a pity to use a leather whip on her bare back, and so unnecessary too. If any of you gentlemen care to become communicative we might be able to spare her the unpleasantness of having the skin lashed from her back. What, do you say? Are you willing to start talking?”


  “Don’t tell him anything,” Marie cried. “It doesn’t matter what happens to me.”


  Colonel Rinehart smiled at the musketeers.


  “Possibly you don’t think I am serious,” he murmured. “Maybe you think


  I am only bluffing, that I wouldn’t be so callous as to torture a helpless girl?” He stopped smiling and his face was stonily hard. “Let me assure you that I have no scruples. I will do what is necessary to get the information you possess, regardless of the means I must use.”


  He strolled to the wall and selected a light, delicately balanced sword and flexed it slowly, watching it snap and twist with idle, amused eyes.


  “Perhaps a lashing wouldn’t be quite dramatic enough,” he murmured. “Maybe you would be more impressed if I displayed my skill with the sword on the person of the young lady.”


  He strolled slowly toward the scaffolding where Marie was hanging helplessly.


  “Don’t be nervous, my dear,” he smiled. “I won’t hurt you. Until I’m ready, that is,” he added.


  “Nothing you can do will make me talk,” Marie said scornfully.


  “It is gratifying to hear you say so,” the colonel said mockingly. “I like people with spirit. The ultimate victory is much more satisfying when you feel you have faced a worthy opponent.”


  The sword in his hand suddenly struck forward like a snake, describing a flashing arc that no eye could follow. The point of the blade slashed across the girl’s forehead, grazing the skin by a feather’s width.


  MARIE cried out instinctively and jerked back from the blade, the cords in her slender neck straining.


  The colonel bent and picked up a lock of red hair from the floor. He held it out for the girl to see.


  “You mustn’t be alarmed,” he smiled. “I just wanted to remove the lock of hair that had fallen over your forehead. I can, of course, come much closer.”


  He turned languidly to the musketeers, who were staring at him in open hatred.


  “Are any of you gentlemen feeling talkative?”


  D’Artagnan glared at him with blazing eyes.


  “Give me a blade in my hand, you butcher, and I will make ribbons out of your carcass!”


  The colonel smiled, “Your comrade had that chance; you would do no better than he. At the risk of sounding boastful, I consider myself the finest swordsman in the world today. That is why my little exhibition is going to be so interesting. I will not be crude when I start working on the young lady. She will be aware of every stroke, of every slice, of each separate cut, until the very last.”


  He turned back to the girl, the sword in his hand moving slowly,


  Marie shrank back from the blade, staring at it with agonized fascination.


  “But you are not to be alarmed!” the colonel cried mockingly. “You are not afraid of me, or what I will do. You have said so yourself. Courage, Fraulein, I will be delicate, I promise.” His blade moved in a slow, deliberate arc as it neared her white, taut face. “You needn’t fear a bungling job from the greatest swordsmen in the world.” There was a quiet laugh from the shadows at the far end of the room.


  “You have said that twice, mon ami!” a cool voice said from the darkness. “Will you permit me the luxury of doubting you?”


  The colonel had wheeled at the sound of the laugh, his eyes stabbing the darkness at the end of the room. He gestured sharply to his two soldiers. “Draw your guns!” he snapped.


  The swarthy corporal fumbled at his belt, then turned a red, guilty face to Colonel Rinehart.


  “We left them upstairs,” he stammered. “We didn’t think we’d need them.”


  “Fools!” the colonel shouted. “Arm yourselves! Take swords from the wall, both of you.”


  The men sprang to obey his order, while the colonel continued to stare nervously into the shadows.


  “Worried, Colonel?” The pleasant voice from the shadows was gently mocking. “That isn’t the proper attitude for the greatest swordsman in the world.”


  Porthos was staring at D’Artagnan with an incredulous expression of ecstatic relief on his broad face.


  “Could it be possible?” he murmured under his breath.


  D’Artagnan was staring at the dark end of the room, his face blazing with hope and excitement.


  “It could be none other!” he cried.


  THE shadows at the end of the room seemed to dissolve as a man walked slowly into the light. He was tall, with frank, open features, soft eyes and a generous, mobile mouth. A sword hung negligently at his side, incongruous with the coarse clothes he was wearing.


  He bowed mockingly to the colonel and his eyes, strangely, were no longer soft. They were as hard as flint.


  “At your service, Colonel,” he murmured.


  “Athos!”


  Porthos cried the name out, his voice filled with exultant joy.


  Athos turned slightly, smiled and nodded at the musketeers.


  “Greetings, comrades,” he said. He gestured negligently toward the colonel. “When I have split this Prussian pig on my blade I will release you, have no fear.”


  The colonel’s blade suddenly flashed to a guard position. His pale, smooth cheeks were flushed with bitterness.


  “You filthy peasant,” he sneered, “I will teach you the penalty for your insolence.”


  He motioned to the two soldiers who, beside him, blades drawn, faced Athos.


  “Advance with me,” he ordered. “I could cut the dog down myself, but I have not the time to waste.”


  Athos grinned as he drew his sword with a slow, deliberate motion.


  “The greatest swordsman in the world requires two assistants to duel a French peasant,” he said mockingly. “Well, perhaps you will need them.”


  The colonel stepped back a pace.


  “Charge him!” he suddenly ordered his two soldiers.


  They sprang forward at his command, swords driving at the cool young man who faced them.


  Athos stepped forward, his sword flashed to the right, back to the left—steel rang on steel twice and the swords of the soldiers were suddenly flying through the air.


  The soldiers stared stupidly, unbelievingly, at their empty hands.


  Athos’ sword flicked under their noses.


  “Back up, my clumsy oafs,” he said, and he was not smiling. He nodded at the colonel. “It is your turn, mon ami,” he murmured.


  “Watch him carefully, Athos,” Aramis counseled. “He bested me.”


  Athos smiled briefly.


  “Not meaning to disparage you, my dear Aramis,” he said, “but you were never a competent swordsman. If the good colonel musters up enough courage to fight, I will show you an example of superb dueling.”


  “Your modesty is overwhelming,” Aramis said, shuddering.


  COLONEL Rinehart moved forward slowly, his sword held carefully, watching Athos with narrowed eyes.


  Athos moved in and soon their swords touched, clashed and flicked away. The colonel drove in suddenly, but his sword was turned aside easily by Athos’ blade. He drove in again, forcing Athos back a step, his sword flashing in wicked, skillful arcs as it fought to break through the other’s defense.


  “Excellent work,” Athos commented. “Excellent, that is, for a student of about nine.”


  His sword suddenly flashed under his opponent’s guard and the tip slit the colonel’s uniform from throat to waist. He drove again, forcing the colonel back three frantic steps, and his blade was dancing before the colonel’s eyes like a snake about to strike.


  “You realize,” he said coolly, “that I can kill you anytime I choose?”


  His blade flashed again, slashing across the colonel’s cheek, drawing a thin line of blood. The colonel retreated again, his eyes pools of terror in the whiteness of his face. He fought desperately, wildly, against the flashing, blinding attack, but his eyes mirrored futility.


  A line of blood was drawn on his other cheek, another on his forehead, as Athos’ flicking blade slashed twice with incredible speed.


  The colonel shouted frantically to his soldiers.


  “Help me! Keep this demon away from me. Pick up your swords, you fools!”


  The soldiers scrambled for their swords and then closed in on Athos again, forming, with the colonel, a semicircle of steel.


  Athos backed away slightly. He was at a serious disadvantage. If he tarried too long with any one antagonist, he would be leaving his side and back exposed to deadly thrusts from the other two.


  His eyes narrowed and his face set in hard, purposeful lines.


  “You are forcing me to be abrupt,” he murmured.


  He sprang to one side. His leap brought the corporal closing in on his side. He swung back, dodged the corporal’s clumsy thrust and ran his blade through the man’s heart


  He had withdrawn the blade and was leaping for the second soldier before the corporal started to fall. The second soldier screamed—and his scream broke in a horrible gurgle as Athos’ deadly blade pierced his throat.


  Colonel Rinehart had lunged in, striking swiftly at Athos’ unprotected side, but his blade cut through Athos’ sleeve, missing his body by a scant inch.


  He jerked the sword free with an oath and lunged again—and that was his last conscious act on this earth. Athos deflected the blade with a turn of his wrist and drove forward, his own blade stabbing deeply into the colonel’s heart.


  Rinehart twisted slowly and straightened in a last convulsive, agonized effort. His face was twisted with rage and pain as he glared for one dying instant at Athos. Then he fell heavily to the floor, pulling loose Athos’ blade as he dropped.


  Athos saluted him impassively with his red blade.


  “You never had a chance, mon ami,” he murmured; “but you didn’t deserve one.”


  HE TURNED then, and quickly released the musketeers and Phillip.


  D’Artagnan sprang to Marie’s side and let her down from the scaffolding. He held her in his arms tightly for an instant.


  “There is no time for that,” Aramis said.


  “You’re right,” Phillip agreed. “We’ve got to move fast. We must find Lenier and Bordeau and then try to get away from this place before these three dead Germans are discovered.”


  “We will make it without trouble,” Porthos said. He laughed and slapped Athos on the back. “You were magnificient, comrade. I have never seen your blade quite so effective.”


  “How did you get here?” D’Artagnan asked quickly. “We thought you were in Paris.”


  “I was,” Athos said. “I was watching the Paris office of Colonel Rinehart, hoping to be able to help Porthos, Aramis and Phillip, when I saw all of you emerge and drive away. I followed, but you had left the Hotel Metropole by the time I arrived. By making inquiries I was able to trace your car to this neighborhood. I slipped over a wall and made my way here. Fortunately I was able to force a window of the castle in time to send the good colonel to his final reward. That’s all there is to my story.”


  “Let us hurry,” Phillip said anxiously. “I think we had better arm ourselves with swords. We may have trouble yet.”


  The musketeers and Phillip quickly found weapons and then cautiously ascended the winding iron stairs. The corridor of the castle that led to the dungeon entrance was deserted.


  “The French scientists are upstairs,” Phillip said.


  “Where is the car?” D’Artagnan asked.


  “It is close to the front door,” Phillip answered. “We were caught as we were driving away, but I am certain the car was left there in the driveway.”


  “Excellent,” D’Artagnan said. “Aramis and I will take over the little matter of freeing the French scientists. The rest of you go to the car and wait for us—with the motor running.”


  “Be careful, please,” Marie said anxiously.


  “I am always careful,” D’Artagnan grinned. “Come along, Aramis.”


  Phillip waited until the two musketeers had started cautiously up the stairs, then, with the girl at his side and Athos and Porthos following closely, he led the way from the house to the dark lane where the staff car was still parked.


  He started the motor and let it warm quietly.


  They waited for several minutes in the darkness in silence. Their thoughts were all on the same subject and there was no need to speak.


  The minutes stretched and dragged. The wait seemed interminable, but finally Porthos heard the scratch of a boot on gravel.


  “Someone comes,” he whispered.


  The next instant the door was flung open and D’Artagnan leaped into the car. Two nervous, white-faced figures crowded quickly in after him.


  “Get in the front, Aramis,” D’Artagnan said breathlessly.


  Phillip slipped the car into gear and before Aramis had seated himself, they were rolling toward the main gate.


  “We had to kill the guards,” D’Artagnan said. “There will undoubtedly be quite a commotion shortly.”


  He slapped one of the small men on the back.


  “With luck, Monsieur Lenier or Bordeau whichever you are, we’ll be safe in another few minutes.”


  “I am Monsieur Lenier,” the small man replied weakly. “God and France will bless you for what you have done tonight.”


  “The devil won’t be displeased either,” D’Artagnan grinned. “We’ve sent him a half dozen excellent additions to his staff.”


  THEY were approaching the gate and Phillip saw a sentry standing in the road, waving them to a stop with a flashlight.


  “Stop,” Porthos said suddenly. “Let me handle this.”


  Phillip stopped the car. The heavy gate was shut and there was no way out unless the sentry ordered it opened.


  “Come here!” Porthos bawled to the sentry.


  The sentry approached the side of the car.


  “No one is to leave,” he said crisply. “We have just received those orders from the castle.”


  “What’s that?” Porthos said. “Don’t mumble, fool! Step closer so we can hear you.”


  The sentry stepped to the side of the car and stuck his head into the rear tonneau. Porthos’ great hands closed over the man’s neck with the pressure of a vise. The sentry struggled for an instant, then was still.


  The night was perfectly quiet.


  “Of course everything is all right,” Porthos bellowed loudly. His voice carried far in the silence. “Your apologies are a little late, Herr Dumkopf. You will find that it is not conducive to your good health to question field marshals as if they were corporals. Have that gate opened within three seconds and no more of your stammering.”


  The sound of the gate creaking open, broke the silence.


  D’Artagnan grinned with delight at Porthos.


  “I didn’t think you had that much deceit in that ox-like body of yours,” he whispered.


  Porthos threw the body of the sentry to one side as Phillip gunned the car and roared through the open gate and onto the dark road.


  “Turn left,” Marie said suddenly. “We cannot go back to Paris. The route to Switzerland is to the left. In Switzerland we will all be safe. I have connections along the route that will assure us a safe trip.”


  Phillip swung the car to the left and drove swiftly down the dark road, away from Paris.


  They drove in silence for several minutes, but there was an uneasy tension in the car that was almost physically tangible.


  D’Artagnan said suddenly, “Stop the car, little Phillip.”


  “Why?” Marie cried.


  Phillip brought the car to a quiet stop. The night was black and by the faint light of the stars they could make out the rugged landscape of the French countryside.


  D’Artagnan stepped from the car. “There is work to be done in France,” he said quietly. “I cannot leave. The rest of you take the good scientists on to Switzerland. I will remain here.” Porthos, Aramis and Athos clambered from the car.


  “A shabby trick, D’Artagnan,” Porthos grumbled. “You would have the fun of sticking Nazis and leave us to twiddle our thumbs with women and children.”


  Phillip had slipped quietly from the car and was standing beside the musketeers on the dark road.


  “I will stay with you,” he said simply.


  Marie looked at them for an instant, and her eyes were wet as they met D’Artagnan’s, but she said nothing.


  “Your minds are made up,” she said softly. “May God bless you all and may we meet again.”


  She touched D’Artagnan lightly on the cheek with her hand and then slipped to the driver’s seat.


  “Au revoir, my friends,” she murmured.


  The musketeers bowed slightly, and Phillip had to blink his eyes rapidly to keep back the tears.


  The car moved away and the four men watched until its red tail-light disappeared in the blackness of the night. Then they turned and started walking back along the road to Paris, arm-in-arm, smiling into the darkness.


  [*] “Enchanted Bookshelf”, Fantastic Adventures, March, 1943. In the bookshelf which Phillip Poincare purchased was an original manuscript of The Three Musketeers, by Dumas, containing the ecto-plasmic residue of the actual musketeers and D’Artagnan, from whom Dumas had drawn his immortal characters. Philip Poincare unwittingly broke the spell of their entombment and they returned to life. Their entombment had been accomplished by Cardinal Richlieu to save them from hanging. They became adjusted to the Twentieth Century quickly, and by their skill and courage saved a beautiful agent of General de Gaulle from the hands of Major Lanser, a Nazi, who was apprehended by D’Artagnan and eventually slain by Athos in a duel.


  THE CURSE OF EL DORADO


  First published in the April 1944 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  A falling plane brought two Americans to a forgotten race, a group of Nazis, and the curse of a golden idol.


  SECOND Lieutenant Harley Smith looked down eight thousand feet at the South American jungle that spread beneath him like a lush green carpet. From that height the jungle looked cool, remote and beautiful. A river wound like a silver thread through the bright emerald of the smooth underbrush.


  That was the impression at eight thousand feet, but Harley knew the jungle at close range; he knew the appearance of cool, lush beauty was very deceptive. The tangled jungles and forests of this area were a stinking, festering, snake-infested matting on ground that was a swampy morass—steaming, treacherous and trackless.


  Harley glanced sideways at his copilot and grinned.


  “Looks nice from up here, doesn’t it?”


  The co-pilot, Johnny El well, looked over the side and shook his head disgustedly.


  “It never looks good to me,” he said dourly. “You can have the jungle and I’ll take vanilla.”


  Harley’s eyes roved over the instrument panel as they talked. He was a big, solidly built young man with brown hair and eyes. His hands were muscular and strong, but their touch on the stick was as gentle as a woman’s.


  The plane he was flying was a twin-engined army bomber, with a six-man crew. Their present trip over the jungled interior was a routine observation flight from their squadron base on the coast of Peru.


  “We shouldn’t kick,” he said. “We’ve got a pretty cool spot for our field.”


  “That’s small compensation,” Johnny Elwell said. He was tall and slightly built, but there was whip-cord toughness about his movements. His face was thin and a lock of blond hair fell perpetually over his left eye. At Randolph Field, several thoughtless cadets had made the mistake of dubbing him Mister Veronica Lake. What had happened to them, drastically and quickly, had prevented the nickname from spreading.


  “Why don’t they send us to Africa?” he demanded. “Or the Pacific? MacArthur needs bombers, doesn’t he? Why do we hang around down here?”


  “Well this area has to be kept under aerial observation,” Harley said.


  “Why?” Johnny demanded.


  Harley glanced at him. “You really want to know?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “In that case,” Harley said, poker-faced, “you’ll be glad to know that General Arnold is in Washington. I saw it in the paper the other day. You can cable him when we get back to the field. And don’t let him evade the issue.”


  Johnny sighed disgustedly.


  “What a gay, joyful life you lead,” he muttered. “Little Sun-beam the Second. You—”


  HE STOPPED speaking as an ominous cough suddenly sounded in the right motor. The plane side-slipped as the power failed momentarily. “What is it?” he asked tensely. Harley was studying the instrument panel with grim eyes.


  “Don’t know,” he said. “Flash the word to the crew. We may have to get out of here in a hurry.”


  Johnny picked up the radio mike and contacted the navigator, gunners and photographer. His orders were brief and curt: “Right motor missing, prepare to hit the silk if the skipper thinks it’s bad.”


  He dropped the mike and glanced at Harley’s tense, set profile.


  “Think you can limp in with one motor?”


  “Maybe,” Harley said. “If we’re lucky—”


  The plane suddenly dropped into a twisting, vertical dive. Harley watched the spinning needle of the altimeter as he fought to steady the ship.


  “Tell the men to jump!” he snapped to Johnny. “Right wing is buckling. We’re going to crash.”


  Johnny snapped the orders into the mike and then stared at the crazily spinning altimeter needle.


  “2000—1800—1650—”


  “Jump!” Harley snapped at him, without taking his eyes from the instrument panel.


  “How about you?”


  “Damn it, jump!” Harley yelled, over the screaming of the wind. “I’ll take care of myself.”


  “Okay,” Johnny said, as he scrambled out of his seat; “but don’t wait too long,”


  Harley waited until the altimeter registered fourteen hundred feet before he knew that there was no chance of saving the plane. Then he leaped toward the nearest parachute hatch and went out headfirst.


  For an instant as he plummeted down he was afraid his parachute would become snarled in the plunging ship; but it flashed past him as he tugged at the rip-cord, and when the big white umbrella blossomed above him, the ship was hundreds of feet beneath. He felt the welcome tug of the ’chute, and then he was swinging back and forth, falling toward the ground at about twenty feet a second.


  He saw the ship crash and burst into flame. A minute or so later his swinging feet brushed the top branches of a tree; he avoided several of the branches as he fell ground-ward, but he was brought to an abrupt jerking stop as the parachute caught and tangled in the upper branches.


  Forty feet above the swampy ground he hung suspended, swinging gently back and forth. He could see the smoke arising from the wreckage of the plane, several hundred feet away. He wondered anxiously about Johnny and the crew. Johnny should be in the immediate vicinity, but the rest of the crew might be miles away. They had jumped several minutes before he and Johnny, and a minute in the air meant miles on the ground.


  He cut himself from his parachute, then climbed cautiously to the ground and headed for the wreck of the plane. Johnny, he surmised, would do the same thing. There they might be able to salvage some equipment they would need badly on their trip back to the coast.


  IT took him almost fifteen minutes to claw his way through the tangled underbrush to the plane. His face was cut in several places from the stinging backlash of low branches and to the middle of his thighs he was plastered with slimy mud.


  Within fifty feet of the plane the heat of the blaze forced him to stop. He leaned against a tree and stared at the scene of destruction. The slim silver beauty of the ship had vanished and it was a blackened, twisted mass of flaming metal. There wouldn’t be much opportunity of salvaging anything from that wreckage, he thought bitterly.


  He stood there for ten or fifteen minutes watching the blaze helplessly.


  A shout from behind caused him to turn quickly.


  Johnny was fifty yards away, limping toward him and waving one hand in the air. His clothes were plastered with mud and there was a trickle of blood running down his cheek from a cut on his forehead.


  Harley felt a sense of relief that left him weak.


  “A couple of bad pennies, I guess,” he said, when Johnny reached him. “That’s all we are.” He patted the lanky blond awkwardly on the shoulder. “I never thought I’d be this glad to see anyone in my life. What’s the matter with that leg of yours?”


  Johnny leaned against a tree, sighed, and lifted his left foot from the ground. Under its wind-burn, his face was white.


  “Nothing much,” he said, tight-lipped. Twisted it a little when I landed. It’s not broken.”


  “We’ll take care of it,” Harley said. “How far from here did you land.”


  “About half a mile,” Johnny said. “I saw the smoke from the plane and headed over here as fast as I could.” He looked straight at Harley and his candid blue eyes were worried. “How about the others?”


  “No sign,” Harley said, with a shake of his head. He glanced about and his forehead furrowed with tiny lines of anxiety. “They’re probably miles from here,” he added.


  “Harley,” Johnny said suddenly, “let’s don’t kid each other. We haven’t got a chance in the world of getting back to the field and you know it.”


  “We’re going to get back,” Harley said stubbornly. “I didn’t join the Air Force to find a grave down here in this damn jungle. And neither did you. So stop worrying about not getting back. We’ll do it.”


  “Hear! Hear!” Johnny muttered. “Noble sentiment and all that, but not very practical. Have you got any idea of what we’re up against?” He gestured toward the blackened wreckage of the plane. “Maybe you’ll fly Lulu Belle back?”


  Harley shook his head with a grim smile.


  “Nope,” he said, “Lulu Belle has made her last trip. Kind of tough on the old girl. But we’re not through. We’re about three hundred and fifty miles from the coast, and slightly northeast of our field. That’s rough figuring but we can’t get much closer without instruments.” He frowned for an instant as he made a mental computation. “At twenty miles a day we’ll be home in a little over two weeks.”


  “Fine,” Johnny said, “but how about food and water? I’m not trying to be a pessimist, but let’s look at things straight. There’s damned little water in this neck of the woods. And no cafeteria service, either.”


  “We’ve got revolvers,” Harley pointed out. “We should be able to shoot a few birds. And we’ll find water, don’t worry.”


  “Okay,” Johnny said tiredly. “Who am I to withstand all this Rover Boy enthusiasm? But I got a better idea. This leg of mine is going to slow us up quite a bit, so,” he smiled cheerfully, “why don’t you go on and send back for me? That way we’ll both—”


  “Shut up,” Harley said. “We’ve got more important things to do than waste our time with that sort of nonsense. Let’s take a look at that leg of yours.”


  “But Harley,” Johnny protested, “can’t you see what I mean? You’ve got a chance alone; with me as baggage you’ll never make it.”


  “Will you stop babbling?” Harley said mildly. “I’ve suspected you for a long time of having a streak of ham in your make-up and now I’m sure of it. You’re just aching to make a corny dramatic gesture. This isn’t Beau Geste so forget about being noble.”


  “All right,” Johnny said with a sigh, “we’ll play it your way. Let’s get to work on this leg of mine. Tomorrow morning we should be on our way.”


  THE following day they covered almost twelve miles. Johnny’s ankle was strapped with a cloth bandage made from his shirt, and Harley had cut him a walking-stick that was almost as good as a crutch. But each of those twelve miles was like walking an eternity in hell. The ground gave treacherously under their boots and many times they slipped waist-deep into slimy mud; branches whipped at their faces and clothes and the sun hung in a white sky like a molten ball of brass.


  They rested that night.


  “That wasn’t so bad,” Harley said, when they’d stretched out on one of the few dry patches of ground they had encountered.


  “I hope it doesn’t get any worse,” Johnny croaked. He looked at Harley and shook his head. “We’re just foolin’ ourselves, I’m afraid. No water, no food and still about three hundred and forty miles from the field.”


  “We’ll make it,” Harley said.


  But as he turned over and closed his eyes to get some sleep he was wondering just how they were going to do it . . .


  SOMETHING awoke him later that night. He had no idea of the time. It was a dark night and the oppressively humid air was still. Johnny was sleeping beside him with an arm flung over his face.


  He sat up carefully and glanced around. But in the blackness he could see nothing. The trees that ringed the small clearing were like black shadows on a dark curtain.


  He came slowly to his feet. His nerves were tingling. He shook Johnny cautiously and whispered to him to be quiet. Johnny sat up and gripped Harley’s shoulder.


  “What’s up?” he asked tensely.


  “Don’t know,” Harley answered. He glanced around the clearing again, and his imagination seemed to be playing tricks on him. For some of the shadows that were moving in the fringe of trees resembled human forms. And he heard an occasional rustling on the ground that might have been made by human footsteps. This sound, he decided, was what had awakened him.


  “I’m going to take a look around,” he whispered to Johnny. “You stay right where you are.”


  “Now wait a minute,” Johnny hissed in a plaintive voice, “you can’t go hogging all the fun. I’m going with you.”


  “No you’re not,” Harley said fiercely. “This is a one-man job. Now sit tight.”


  He moved away from Johnny, stepping as softly as he could over the dry, hard ground. When he reached the trees he stopped and listened until his ears ached from the dead stillness; then he proceeded on, making a cautious circle on the outskirts of the small clearing.


  He was beginning to think he had been victimized by his jumpy nerves when he saw a shadow directly before him, move back into the deeper blackness of the trees. No sound accompanied the movement. The shadow simply faded away like a wraith.


  He stopped, every muscle tensed. With a curious sense of foreboding he knew that something was about to happen. The feeling was in the ominous stillness, the unnatural hush of the jungle. It couldn’t last.


  And it didn’t!


  But when the deathly stillness was shattered, Harley was too shocked to move.


  A voice with an unmistakable German accent said, “Now!” loudly and crisply. The voice emanated from the shadows of the trees and it cracked with authority.


  Almost immediately a glaringly bright light slashed from the blackness and bathed the clearing with its searing white brilliance.


  Harley backed involuntarily, throwing one hand before his face against the blinding brightness of the light. Johnny was still sitting in the center of the clearing, too stupefied to act. His blond hair was in his eyes and his face looked as white as chalk in the light.


  Harley recovered first and his hand dropped to the revolver at his side.


  “On your feet, Johnny!” he snapped.


  Johnny scrambled awkwardly to his feet and stared at Harley.


  “What the hell’s up?” he yelled.


  “I don’t know,” Harley said rapidly; “but let’s get out of this light.”


  FROM the darkness behind the brilliant light, a mocking voice broke into laughter and then another command, delivered with the same German accent, rang out.


  “Krauts!” exploded Johnny.


  “Let’s get moving!” Harley snapped. His gun was in his hand as he began backing toward the trees on the opposite side of the clearing from which the light was situated.


  He heard a rustling sound behind him and wheeled suddenly. From the shadows of the trees a dozen figures were springing into the lighted clearing. He had just one brief panoramic glance at them, but they were stamped on his memory, in that instant, forever.


  They were tall, splendidly muscled savages light brown in color, dressed in gaudy skirts that hung from their waists to the middle of their thighs. Bands of golden metal circled their arms and wrists, gleaming brightly in the light. Their faces were lean and strangely aristocratic, with thin nostrils and wide dark eyes.


  The instant it took Harley to see this much was all the time he had for details. For each savage held a knotty club in his hands, and from the grim set of their faces there was no doubt in his mind what they intended to do with them.


  He raised his gun and shot the closest savage. The man fell spinning to the right with the impact of the bullet in his shoulder, but his lean, grimly stoic features did not change expression as he dropped.


  Another lunged over his body and hurled his club at Harley’s head. Harley dropped to the ground and the heavy bludgeon missed his skull by a fraction. Before he raised his gun again the savages were on him. The gun was torn from his hand and his arms were pinioned helplessly by a dozen powerful hands. Struggling desperately he was hauled roughly to his feet. He felt thin ropes biting into his wrists and arms.


  From the blackness behind the powerful light he heard again the light mocking laugh. One of the savages stepped before him and raised a club over his head. Harley fought to jerk away but the hands that held him were like steel claws. He watched in helpless desperation as the thickly muscled savage raised the club slowly to a striking position.


  There was no expression of anger or vindictiveness on the savage’s face. His features were set in expressionless, stoic lines that were somehow more terrible than any grimace of rage could possibly have been. The man was an executioner, doing his job without sentiment or emotion.


  Harley twisted his head away and found Johnny’s eyes. The lanky blond was similarly held and another savage was standing over him with raised club.


  “So long,” he shouted. He tried to smile but he knew the effort wasn’t very successful.


  Johnny said, “Adios, amigo, this looks like it.” He grinned. “I told you we wouldn’t make it. You should’ve gotten rid of me like I said.”


  The savages were ready to strike. Their arms were tensely knotted, when suddenly a light, clear voice rang out across the clearing.


  “Stop!”


  THE word was spoken in Spanish and its effect on the savages was instantaneous. Their arms dropped to their sides and they faced the opposite side of the clearing, bowing their heads to the ground.


  And then a girl stepped out of the darkness; and Harley felt sure he was dreaming. She was silhouetted in the glare of the light and her figure was tall, regal and commanding. An impressive, beaded headdress accentuated her height. Her face was in the shadows cast by the light, but her eyes shone with the luster of rare pearls. She was a creature from a dream or another world. Slim bands of gold adorned her wrists and ankles and a gleaming, triplestrand of gems sparkled about her neck.


  She spoke in Spanish to the savages holding the flyers.


  Johnny twisted toward Harley. “What’s she sayin’ ? You picked up some of this language, didn’t you?” Harley nodded. “She is telling them not to hurt us, to escort us to the Sacred Golden Temple.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I don’t know,” Harley said, “but it’s a break for a while. Maybe things aren’t as bad as they look.”


  The savages shoved the two flyers toward the blackness that surrounded the clearing; the tall, regal figure of the girl moved from the glare of the light and disappeared. A second later the light switched off and the darkness rushed into the clearing again.


  “Johnny,” Harley called, as he was led along a narrow trail.


  “Yeah?” Johnny’s voice came from about twenty feet ahead in the darkness.


  “Are you okay? How’s your leg?” Johnny laughed without humor.


  “Not much I can do about it now,” he said. “This seems to be an infantry division we’re in.”


  Harley didn’t answer. There was nothing to say. He continued to put one foot in front of another. His arms were still bound tightly behind him and the backlash of the low branches whipped painfully across his unprotected face; but there was nothing he could do about that. He set his jaw and kept going . . .


  THE first orange streaks of dawn were mottling the sky when the party came to a halt Harley was almost blind with pain and fatigue, but his weary mind was spinning with a dozen speculations.


  Who were these savages? And why had they captured two American flyers?


  He remembered the definitely German voice that had been directing things from the blackness of the forest and a frown deepened on his face. There were no Nazis in this area . . . Or were there?


  And the girl . . .


  What possible explanation could there be for her presence here?


  The party had halted at the top of a slight incline that led to a broad deep valley surrounded by high mountain peaks. And as the shadowy darkness of early dawn lifted and Harley was able to make out details, he forgot, for a while the mystery surrounding his capture.


  In the center of the valley was a huge circular stockade with one high massive gate. A scraggly road led from the top of the incline to this gate. Beside the stockade walls were irregular rows of stunted corn and several patches of dirt that looked like an attempt at gardening.


  Over the wall there was visible one building—a majestic spire that rose almost a hundred feet in the air. There was no sign of life, and the silence of the valley was broken only by an occasional rattle of stones from one of the surrounding peaks.


  And yet the savages who stood rigidly at his side seemed to be waiting some sign from the stockade before descending the winding road that led to the gate.


  Harley glanced ahead at Johnny.


  “How’re you making out?” he called.


  Johnny looked over his shoulder and forced a weary grin to his face.


  “The first ten miles were tough. After that I just didn’t give a damn.”


  “How’s your leg?”


  “Okay.”


  “This looks like the end of the line,” Harley said.


  “What’re we waiting for?”


  Harley shrugged. “No telling. I could use a bed and some food pretty soon.”


  “I’ll settle for the food,” Johnny said.


  Their stoic captors paid no attention to their conversation. They remained at attention, arms folded across their chests in attitudes of stony indifference.


  After the wait had stretched on about ten minutes, the savages started down the path to the stockade herding the two flyers ahead of them.


  The gate swung slowly open as they approached. Inside the stockade Harley saw a dozen or so brown-skinned men and women standing in front of crude little huts. Children, wild-haired and bright-eyed, peered at them around the legs of the silently watching men and women. Harley was struck with the physical perfection of the tribe, and the defiant, fearless intelligence that gleamed from their dark eyes.


  Ahead of them in the center of the stockade was the building which had been visible from the top of the hill. It was a square stone structure, ornately ornamented with gilt paintings and designs. A short flight of smooth stone steps led to a wide door in the center of the building.


  THEIR captors led them up this flight of stairs and into the shadowy interior of the building. Harley’s eyes focused after a moment and he glanced around. They were in a square hall with a domed, lattice-work roof through which the first pale rays of the sun were slanting.


  In the center of the room was a squat throne of highly polished wood that gleamed like ebony in the shadowy light. Behind this throne a flight of steps led to a stone altar. And as Harley’s eyes traveled up these steps an involuntary gasp of astonishment escaped his lips.


  For on the raised altar was the statue of a man, fully eight feet tall, with hands outspread in a gesture of supplication. The figure had been sculptured by a master hand. There was a classic calmness in the features that reminded Harley of examples of Grecian art he had seen in American museums . . .


  And the proportions of the man’s body, nude except for a skirt that hung to the middle of his thighs, were magnificent.


  But it was not these things that caused Harley’s heart to beat faster. It was something else.


  The statue gleamed with vivid luster where the sun’s rays touched it, filling the room with lambent, golden reflections.


  Harley heard Johnny’s quick breathing beside him. He glanced at him and saw that he was staring at the majestic statue with open-mouthed amazement.


  “Judas Priest!” he whispered. “I’ve never seen anything like that in my life.” His arm nudged Harley. “Look at that thing, guy. Solid gold, or I’m a Kentucky hill-billy.”


  “I don’t think you are,” Harley said with a shake of his head. “It looks like the McCoy to me. But it couldn’t be! It’d be worth millions if it was.”


  Suddenly there was a stir among their captors as they shifted their gaze slightly to the left of the immense golden statue.


  Harley followed their movement instinctively. The tall regally beautiful girl he had seen in the clearing was standing beside the throne and studying him with calm, expressionless eyes. At her side was a slim, gray-haired man wearing a white suit. The man’s cold hard features were faintly mocking and there was a shadowy smile hovering about his thin lips.


  The eyes of the dozen or so savages who had brought them to this place, were centered on the girl and the expressions on their lean faces were almost worshipful. They ignored the man in the white suit.


  Harley studied the girl as she walked slowly to the front of the altar, bowed her head to the golden statue and then ascended the steps and sat down. She faced the American flyers, her eyes cool and impassive against the light tan of her cheeks. The man remained beside the throne chair without moving and his hard face was like a cynical mask, hiding his emotions.


  “Permit me to welcome you to our little retreat,” the man murmured with a smile. His voice was almost a whisper, but there was an unmistakeable guttural sound in its tone. Harley wondered if this could have been the German whose voice gave the commands to the savages in the clearing. The white-suited man moved his lips to speak again but the girl silenced him with an imperious gesture of her hand.


  The man inclined his head slightly to her with an air of deference, but there was no mistaking the annoyed flush that crept into his cheeks.


  THE GIRL studied the American flyers for a moment in silence. There was no animosity in her gaze. She might have been examining an insect that had aroused her curiosity for a moment. Harley felt himself flushing with anger at the cold, deliberate quality of her scrutiny.


  But despite his smouldering anger, his mind registered the girl’s exquisite beauty with a thrill of excitement. She had removed the towering headdress she had worn in the clearing and her black hair fell back from her high forehead in sweeping natural waves to her shoulders. Her eyes were wide and clear against the soft tan of her skin and her lips were the color of a ripe cherry. She wore a dark cloak over her shoulders and a skirt that fell to her knees. Her bare legs were as slim and lithe as a young boy’s. Gold-beaded slippers encased her narrow, delicately arched feet and they were held in place by leather thongs that wrapped around her slender ankles.


  Johnny whistled softly through his teeth.


  “I’d let her capture me any day in the week,” he murmured.


  The girl’s level gaze moved to Johnny for an instant and then back to Harley.


  “I do not understand your tongue,” she said, speaking in an odd stilted Castillian Spanish that Harley translated with difficulty. “But,” she added, “I do not like the implications in your comrade’s voice and manner.”


  “What did she say?” Johnny asked.


  “She’s spotted the wolf hair under your sheep’s clothing,” Harley said, “and she doesn’t like it. Stop staring at her legs.”


  “A prude, eh?” muttered Johnny.


  The man in the white suit stepped to the girl’s side and murmured a few words in her ear. She nodded, and he turned to the flyers.


  “The Princess Zania,” he said, speaking to them in English with a German accent, “has graciously consented to let me explain your situation here. However, before I begin, I think you might be more comfortable with your arms free.”


  He motioned to the savages at the sides of the flyers and they seemed to understand his meaning, for one of them stepped forward and cut the leather thongs that bound their arms. Harley rubbed his wrists gratefully and winced as the returning blood sent electric tingles through his cramped arms.


  “Thanks,” he said dryly. “Now maybe you’ll tell us why you ordered us captured.” He had a pretty good idea why the German had ordered their capture, but he hoped to find out as much as he could without committing himself.


  “That’s rather an obvious question,” the German smiled. “You were captured because the Princess Zania has an understandable aversion to allowing enemies to circulate in her domain.”


  “Enemies?” Harley said. “What gave her the idea that we’re enemies?”


  “I think,” the German smiled, “that I may take credit for the development of that idea in Princess Zania’s mind. You see, I explained to her the ambitions of the Allied Nations regarding her territory and also the completely ruthless methods they would use in advancing those ambitions. With the result that the good Princess is willing to do what I suggest in eradicating such vermin from the face of the globe.”


  “I see,” Harley said grimly. “I presume, then, you’re an agent of Nazi Germany.”


  “That is correct,” the German said quietly. “I am here with several associates on a matter of grave importance to der Fuehrer.”


  “And you’re feeding these people the same lies you spread in Poland, Greece, France and Austria,” Harley said bitterly. “I suppose you told her what loyal Indians the Nazis are and how generous you’re going to be to them after you’ve installed the New Order in their country.”


  “These people are not Indians; they are a last remnant of the Aztecs,” the German said with a smile. “Otherwise, your summation is correct.”


  “What do you want with us?” Johnny demanded.


  “You, my young friends, are simply victims of circumstances,” the German said. “One of Princess Zania’s scouts reported the crash of your plane and I decided it might be unwise to allow American airmen to be at liberty in this vicinity. The chances are unlikely that you could cause me any trouble, dead or alive, but I wish to be cautious. Now with you safely under my—ah—protection, there is no possibility that you will cause trouble.”


  “Well, you seem to be running the show,” Harley said with a shrug. “What are you going to do with us?”


  “I intend to put you where you will do no harm for a while,” the German said. “When my work here is completed you will be led into the jungle and released.”


  HE TURNED from them and spoke several low words to the girl. She nodded and gestured sharply to the savages who stood guard beside the flyers.


  The men closed in on Harley and Johnny and led them through a side door into the open courtyard that surrounded the square building. Several ragged children ran screaming at the sight of the Americans.


  Harley glanced at Johnny.


  “Our smooth friend, Herr Kraut-head, seems to have done his work well,” he said.


  They were led toward the rear of the stockade and ushered into a small stone building. The door slammed behind them and they heard the sound of wooden bars falling into place. Johnny tried the door and found it securely locked. He grinned wryly at Harley.


  “We seem to be in for the duration,” he said.


  They inspected their small cell. One barred window, a foot square, looked on the stockade. The only other opening was the door. There were two bundles of rags on the floor that evidently served as beds. That was all.


  Johnny sat down on the floor and stretched his injured leg before him with a grateful sigh.


  “That feels better,” he said. “What the hell do you make of this mess, Harley.”


  “I don’t know any more than you do. The Nazis evidently have some reason for sending men into this area but for what I can’t imagine.” He frowned and began pacing the narrow confines of the cell, too excited to sit down and rest.


  “It can’t be aerial reconnaissance,” he said, “If that were the explanation, there’d be planes and a field here. What a handful of men expect to do here is more than I can figure out.”


  “Maybe they just want to work up the natives against us,” Johnny suggested.


  “If that’s the reason they’ve succeeded beautifully,” Harley grunted. “The Princess Zania certainly isn’t on our side, that’s for sure.”


  Johnny sighed and closed his eyes.


  “Gosh, what an ally she’d make,” he murmured.


  “You’d better forget about her good looks if you want to keep yours,” Harley advised. “Instead, you’d better be worrying about how we can get the hell out of here.”


  Johnny shrugged. “Why worry about that? You heard the guy say he’d let us go when they finished their job here.”


  “I’ve heard that Germans say a lot of things they don’t mean,” Harley said. “So I’m not believing this one. He’d turn us loose in the jungle, sure! Without food or water and five hundred miles from either—if we’re lucky. More probably they’d leave us lying in the trail with a bullet in our head. No! If we’re going to get out of this mess we’ve got to do it an our own, or not at all.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Johnny said soberly. “But have you got any ideas how we’ll do it? These are stone walls, you know. We can’t just blow ’em down.”


  “We’ll have to wait for a break,” Harley said. “In the meantime, let’s get some sleep.”


  “Now you’re talking,” Johnny said. “And if they’re goin’ to kill us, I hope it isn’t going to be by starvation.”


  THEY slept most of the day. When they awoke it was dark and they were both weak with hunger.


  “Maybe it is going to be by starvation,” Johnny groaned.


  They heard a fumbling outside and a moment later the door swung open and one of the natives entered, carrying a heavy bowl of steaming food.


  He set it down on the floor and motioned them to eat.


  Johnny crawled forward enthusiastically, without waiting for a second invitation. Harley stood up slowly and walked toward the food. His path took him directly past the native who was standing in the center of the room.


  He didn’t glance at the native.


  “How is it?” he asked.


  “Wonderful,” Johnny said. He was sampling the food with a heavy wooden spoon. “It’s stew, just like mother used to make.”


  “Fine,” Harley said.


  He took one quick glance at the guard as he sauntered across the floor. This was their break! The guard was watching Johnny eat, paying no attention to Harley. And the door of the cell was standing slightly ajar.


  When he was within a few feet of the native Harley suddenly shifted his weight to the balls of his feet and swung savagely at the man’s jaw.


  The native was taken by surprise. Dazed from the blow, he raised his arms slowly and opened his mouth to cry out. Harley cursed his weakness. The man should have gone down and stayed down, but the punch had lacked steam.


  He stepped in again, hooked his left into the native’s body and then crossed with his right Every ounce of his weight and strength was behind the blow. If it didn’t do the job their chance was gone.


  Johnny was staring at the scene with his mouth open. The wooden spoon had fallen from his hand into the stew, but he didn’t seem to notice.


  The native was toppling backward, eyes glazing. He hit the floor, rolled over and lay still. Harley watched his motionless body for a moment, then snapped to Johnny:


  “On your feet! We’re leaving!” Johnny was already on his feet. “Right in the middle of my first meal in forty-eight hours, this has to happen,” he moaned. “Why couldn’t you have waited a few minutes?”


  “This is our break,” Harley said grimly. “We may never get another. Let’s go!”


  “Okay, Poppa,” Johnny said. “I’m with you.”


  Harley stepped quickly to the door, shoved it open. He took a cautious look up and down, but the interior of the stockade was black. There was no sign of movement or life from the neighboring huts.


  “Come on,” he whispered to Johnny, and together they stepped through the door onto the hard-packed earth of the stockade.


  “Where to?” Johnny asked.


  Harley listened to the stillness for a moment, trying to make up his mind.


  One course seemed as good as the next.


  “Let’s try for the gate,” he said, his mouth close to Johnny’s ear.


  Johnny squeezed his arm in answer. They started away from the stone cell, but before they covered six feet, a low, mocking laugh broke the stillness.


  THE two flyers froze, and Harley suddenly realized with sickening clearness that they’d stumbled into a trap. Everything had been too easy!


  They heard a click in the darkness and instantly they were caught in the powerful glare of a spotlight. The brilliant light almost blinded them. Helpless, they blinked against the light.


  “You poor foolish young men!” The German’s voice, coming from behind the spotlight sounded almost sad. “I wanted to see if you were going to be sensible, and you have given me a very definite answer. I am afraid I shall have to be more severe with you.”


  Johnny suddenly stepped away from Harley’s side, his fists clenched at his sides. There was a wild look of rage on his face.


  “All right, you yellow-livered murderer, shoot us and get it over.” He started toward the light with slow, deliberate strides. “Or haven’t you got enough guts to shoot?”


  “Stand where you are!” The German’s voice was crisply sharp.


  “Johnny!” Harley snapped. “Come back here, you crazy fool!”


  “I want to see this lying rat face to face,” Johnny snarled, “Then let him shoot me.”


  He continued toward the light without a break in his stride.


  There was a click from behind the light.


  “I have cocked my gun,” the German said. “If you take another step, I shoot.”


  “Go ahead and shoot, I’m comin’ ahead,” Johnny said, and his voice almost quiet.


  Harley waited for another instant and then he lunged after Johnny. Things happened too quickly then for his brain to register. He heard a sharp crack and then another. Johnny continued walking, but something had happened to his leg. His hands moved mechanically to his chest where two bright red stains were slowly spreading. He stumbled and coughed, but he continued walking.


  Harley reached his side in two strides, but before he could move to touch him, three of the brown natives sprang out of the darkness and lunged at him.


  He swung madly at them with both fists and one went down spitting teeth from his bleeding mouth, but the other two grabbed his arms and hurled him to the ground. He saw Johnny stumble and fall and then a swinging club flashed into his range of vision. He tried to duck, but he was pinned helplessly to the ground. Something like a howitzer shell exploded in his head and he blacked out . . .


  WHEN he came to he was lying in absolute blackness. His arms and legs were unbound, but his head ached with a steady dullness.


  He remembered Johnny then and he sat up, feeling an almost intolerable sense of grief and bitterness overwhelm him. He pressed his face and his hands and a convulsive shudder went through his body. Johnny! The crazy redhead with the easy grin and the ever-ready wise-crack, the heart as big as a basketball, was dead.


  He rose slowly to his feet and found his hands were clenching and unclenching with murderous rage. The German with the soft smooth voice who had shot Johnny down in cold blood was still alive. And Harley was still alive. But he knew one of them would be dead before this thing was settled. He made a vow to that.


  “I’ll get him, Johnny,” he whispered bitterly into the darkness. “I’ll get him.”


  He was still standing in the darkness when he heard the bars on the outside of the door lifted cautiously. He backed quickly against the far wall and held his breath and the door opened with a slow protesting creak.


  There was the shadowy outline of human form framed in the blackness of the doorway. Harley watched tensely as the figure stepped softly into the room and dosed the door.


  Then he moved forward like a cat. His hands were spread as he moved closer to the dark shadow just inside the door. And when the figure moved away from the door he sprang forward and whipped one hand over the intruder’s mouth.


  The figure in his arm thrashed wildly and Harley let out an astonished breath as he felt soft warm flesh under his hands. There was a subtle perfume in his nostrils from the long smooth arm that brushed his cheek. He removed his hand and an angry voice whispered in Spanish:


  “Quiet, you fool! You will spoil everything. I am here as a friend. You must believe me.”


  Harley’s arms fell to his sides in amazement. The girl he had attacked was the Princess Zania! But his astonishment was only temporary. This visit might be just another trick. He jerked her close to him and his fingers dug into her soft arms.


  “You’re lying,” he said harshly.


  The girl made no struggle. Her weight was passive against his body.


  “You are hurting me,” she said quietly.


  THERE was something in the firmness of her voice that caused Harley’s fingers to loosen slowly on her arms. This might be some deception, but if it was it didn’t make sense to the flyer. And there would be no point in having the girl risk her own safety to bait a trap. He could kill her with one twist of his hands before she could make an outcry.


  “Why are you here?” he asked. “Speak quietly,” the girl said, and there was an undercurrent of urgency in her words. “These men have lied to me. They are not friends; they are enemies.”


  “You’re changing your mind in an awful hurry,” Harley said.


  “I know. I have been blind. They are here to steal El Dorado. I know this now. I was suspicious, but I have played into their hands. And when I saw them shoot down your unarmed comrade I knew that such men did not deserve to be called men, They are inhuman animals.”


  “What did you say about them stealing El Dorado?” Harley asked.


  “El Dorado, the Golden Man. You saw his statue in the shrine,” the girl said breathlessly. Do you remember the legend of El Dorado? When Cortez, the Spaniard, came here centuries ago to plunder and pillage our lands, the wise men hired him away from our cities with the tale of a golden man, who lived deep in the wilds of the jungle. The cupidity of the Spaniards was keen, and they set out in search of El Dorado. They found, instead, death, in the depths of the jungle. Our cities were saved and the wise men decreed that a shrine should be built to celebrate the legend. You have seen the shrine. When the Germans came here several months ago they told me that your country was planning to steal El Dorado, but they offered to help me move the statue to a place of hiding, as a gesture of friendship. I accepted their offer. Now I know their purpose was to gain for themselves the statue of El Dorado. But they will never succeed. There is a legend that El Dorado will crush anyone who seeks to desecrate his shrine. That is the curse of El Dorado. But I will not need the curse of El Dorado!”


  The girl’s voice hardened and Harley felt her body stiffen. “The curse of Zania will be enough. My warriors are waiting my signal to kill the Germans the moment they make their attempt to steal El Dorado.” Harley felt his heart beating faster as he listened to the girl. If she were a liar, she was a magnificent one.


  “And why have you come to me?” he asked.


  “Because,” the girl said simply, “I have wronged you. It is my fault that your brave comrade lies dead this moment. I thought you would like to help me now against our common enemy.”


  “I’ll help you,” Harley said softly, because he didn’t trust his voice. “Show me what I can do.”


  “Come with me,” the girl said.


  HARLEY followed her from the stone prison. There was a pale crescent of moon in the sky, but drifting clouds obscured its light. The stockade was dark. The girl led him quickly to the building that housed the statue of El Dorado. She opened a door and stepped into its dark interior. Harley followed her cautiously.


  The door dosed behind him and suddenly a gun was jammed hard against his back. A German voice said, “Do not move as you value your life.”


  There was a movement in the darkness, and then he heard a muffled cry and the sounds of vicious scuffling. “You little hell-cat!” a voice grated.


  There was the sickening echo of a blow on soft flesh and the sound of the struggling ceased. A moment later there was the scratch of a match, and then a feeble light cut through the darkness.


  Harley saw the white-suited German holding the flickering match and staring down with satisfaction at the crumpled body of the Princess Zania.


  Another man stood at his side pointing a gun at Harley. And there was the gun in his back. That made three.


  “Little fool,” the white-suited German muttered viciously as he stared at the body on the floor. He put bloody fingers to his mouth and sucked them tenderly “Almost bit my finger off.”


  He paid no attention to Harley, but lit a thick candle and stuck it in a niche in the wall. It cast a flickering illumination over the room.


  He turned to Harley then and frowned thoughtfully.


  “You’ve caused a lot of trouble, young man, but you won’t much longer,” he said.


  Harley noticed over his shoulder that a scaffolding had been built against the statue of El Dorado and a clumsy block and tackle rigged into position.


  He shrugged. “You can’t blame me for fighting for life, can you?” he said. “You’ve won and that’s that. You’re even going to get your little toy statue, it looks like.”


  The German’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, then he glanced down at the unconscious figure of the girl and smiled.


  “She told you, eh? I wondered when she was finally going to realize that our motives were not completely altruistic. Yes, as you say, I’m going to get the little toy statue. All the arrangements have been made. We came here to get it and we didn’t fail. It was quite a long chance we took in tracing down a legend as flimsy as that of El Dorado, but it will pay off well. Germany needs gold to meet its obligations on the continent. El Dorado will make a wonderful addition to our reserve supply.”


  Harley put his hands in his pockets and smiled.


  “Just how do you intend to get it out of here?” he drawled. “Do you think the natives will help you after the way you’ve treated their Princess?”


  “I think they will co-operate.” The German smiled. “If they don’t what has happened to their princess will be but a prelude to—ah—more unpleasant things. They will behave.”


  He gestured sharply to the man behind Harley.


  “Watch him carefully while we take the statue down from the altar.”


  WITH his third companion beside him he mounted the steps that led to the statue. While he was making an arrangement on the ropes that led to the block and tackle, the girl stirred and raised herself on one elbow. There was a dark bruise on her cheek where the German had struck her. She watched in mute helplessness as the white-suited German prepared to lower the statue to the floor.


  There was no warning for what happened next. Without a sound, without an instant’s warning, the heavy statue twisted slowly and began to fall. The ropes that an instant before had held it securely broke with a snap and with the terrible momentum of hundreds of pounds of dead weight behind it, the huge golden statue plunged from the altar.


  There was no time for the Germans to move.


  Harley heard a scream of maniacal terror that he knew would live with him until death, as the ponderous statue hurtled downward, crushing the two Germans beneath its weight like the foot of a giant on an ant.


  From behind him he heard a choking gasp of horror, and the gun wavered against his back for an instant. He hurled himself to his knees, spinning as he dropped. The German fired once over his head and then Harley lunged forward driving his shoulder into the man’s knees. He went down with a crash and the gun slipped from his fingers. Harley clawed at him until he found his throat . . .


  THE boat was waiting at the river bank, manned by two of the stalwart Aztecs and stocked with supplies for a five-day trip. Harley turned to Zania for the last time as he prepared to step over its low side. He looked rested and fresh; his clothes were dean, and the cuts on his face from the jungle branches had healed. It was four weeks later.


  “For the last time,” he said, trying to smile, “won’t you come with me?” The girl shook her head simply, but there was something deeper than pain in her eyes.


  “I must stay,” she said. “I have an obligation here.”


  “To your people?”


  “To El Dorado. He saved us as the legend promised. He crushed those who sought to violate his shrine. I must stay and keep his memory green with my people.”


  Harley said nothing else. He climbed into the boat and soon the swift strong strokes of the rowers had propelled it to mid-stream. He looked back, then, and saw that Zania was standing on the bank, watching him.


  She was still watching when the tiny boat disappeared around the bend.


  A HORSE ON THORNDYKE


  First published in the April 1944 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  It’s bad enough to have a horseman for a rival, but it’s even worse when you’re a horse!


  CHAPTER I


  REGGIE THORNDYKE ordered his third Scotch moodily. His long face, which vaguely resembled that of a kind horse, was sad as he sipped the drink and meditated upon his troubles.


  This solemn reverie was not typical of Reggie for his disposition was generally vague and sunny and he was not given to playing Hamlet at bars, but on this particular afternoon his spirits were lower than a snake’s vest buttons.


  The cause of his grief was a girl, and as he thought of her his mild blue eyes were miserable.


  The average man thinking of Eileen Ravenal would be far from sad or moody. For she was a gorgeous blonde creature liberally endowed with all the attributes that, since time immemorial, have transported men into rhapsodic, romantic dreams.


  Reggie, however, was the exception for the simple reason that Eileen Ravenal had resisted, with unflattering ease, his numerous attempts to change her last name to Thorndyke. And since she wanted no part of him except as an understanding friend, he was very unhappy.


  He sighed heavily and ordered another drink, and as the bartender set it before him, he became aware that a small, gray-haired man had taken the stool at his side and was staring at him with fixed, intent eyes.


  Reggie stood this gimlet-eyed attention for about two minutes, growing more uncomfortable all the time. Finally he turned to the little man.


  “I say, old fellow,” he said, “would you mind looking the other way for a while?”


  The little man, who was dressed in neat dark clothes, smiled in uncertain embarrassment His face and clothes were plain but his eyes were a deep solid blue and they seemed out of place in the mine-run quality of his face.


  “I’m sorry for staring,” he said, in a soft, quiet voice, “but you seemed unhappy and I thought”—his smile became apologetic—“that I might be of some assistance.”


  Reggie patted him on the shoulder.


  “Appreciate your interest, and all that,” he muttered, “but I’m beyond help. Girl doesn’t love; all that rot. Sorry. Not much you could do.”


  The little man edged closer. There was an interested look on his small drab features.


  “Sometimes things aren’t quite as dark as they seem,” he murmured.


  Reggie looked at him with distaste. He was not in any mood for a cheery, inspirational sermon; and the little man seemed on the verge of launching into a pep-talk straight out of Dale Carnegie.


  “Things are plenty dark,” he said firmly. “And whether they are dark, or just seem dark is beside the point. Either way, the situation is no good.”


  The little man cleared his throat.


  “I think I can help you,” he said.


  THERE was no mistaking the firm note of sincerity in his voice and for an instant Reggie’s heart fluttered with hope. He looked at the drab little man with new interest.


  “What makes you think you can help me?” he asked finally, a note of caution in his voice.


  “I am a scientist,” the little man said with quiet pride. “My work lies in the field of—ah—adjustment.”


  “Adjustment?”


  The little man nodded. Precisely. I adjust people to their environment. When a man is unhappy is it usually because he is not in a proper attunement with his surroundings.”


  “That’s very true,” Reggie said thoughtfully. He finished his drink and nodded to the bartender. “And bring one for my friend, please,” he said.


  “Thank you,” the little man said.


  “Not at all. Now go on with your story. How can you help me?”


  “Well,” the little man said, “I’d have to know more of the circumstances involved. Supposing you tell me the facts behind this unreciprocated affection of yours.”


  “Gladly,” Reggie said. He found himself warming to this kindly little man; and he found himself warming also to the mellow effects of the Scotch.


  “I am in love with a girl named Eileen Ravenal,” he began pensively. “She is the most wonderful girl in the world.”


  “Naturally,” the little man said.


  Reggie glanced at him suspiciously.


  “How do you know?”


  The little man smiled.


  “The girl a young man loves is always the most wonderful girl in the world. Go on.”


  “Well,” Reggie continued moodily, “she doesn’t love me. She thinks I’m an aimless, witless, irresponsible young fool, and she doesn’t go for that type. She prefers big strong men of character and so she’s going to marry one.” Reggie shuddered and gulped his drink. “She’s going to marry an amateur sportsman, a gentleman jockey, with big muscles and piercing eyes. Serves her right,” he added bitterly.


  “When is this marriage to take place?” the little man asked.


  “I don’t know. Soon, I guess.”


  “Who is this man?”


  “His name,” said Reggie, “is Guy Mannering. His estate adjoins her fathers; and Eileen and he have known each other since they were old enough to bull-dog steers.”


  “Do they live near here?”


  “No. Their estate is down in Virginia, in the blue grass country. Her father breeds show animals. Dogs, horses, chickens, things like that.”


  “And you’re sure you love this girl?”


  “I adore her,” Reggie said fervently. “But it’s no use. Their engagement is being announced at a house party this week-end.” He shook his head sadly and ordered another drink. “She even had the heartless gall to invite me down for the festivities.”


  “Splendid,” the little man said, beaming. “There is hope yet.”


  Reggie blinked at him.


  “You’re drunk,” he said, hiccuping gently. “She and I are through. She said I just didn’t add up to what she wanted in a husband.”


  THE little man slapped his hand emphatically on the bar.


  “That is where I come in,” he said. “What do you mean?” Reggie said dazedly.


  “Now listen to me closely,” the little man said, staring fixedly at Reggie with his curious solid blue eyes. “She said you didn’t add up to what she wanted, didn’t she?”


  “Well, yes, but—”


  The little man cut him off imperiously.


  “My job is to see that you do add up to what she wants,” he said quietly.


  “What’s that?” Reggie said. Everything was getting rather fuzzy, and the little man’s bewildering comments weren’t helping the buzzing confusion in his head.


  “Perhaps I had better explain,” the little man said, with a tolerant smile. “You see, each human being is constructed to an invariable set of laws which regulate his development. Our molecular structure is determined at birth and our subsequent growth is in direct relation to that original molecular structure. Do you understand?”


  “No,” Reggie said flatly.


  The little man chuckled good-naturedly.


  “No one does,” he smiled. “But anyway, I have discovered a formula which alters the original molecular arrangement of a human being and permits him to assume another arrangement which may be more to his liking. As I explained from the start, it’s simply a problem of adjustment. Now, I can change your arrangement and you will become a different person. To use the very words that the girl of your choice did, you will add up to another personality, another character. Now won’t that be wonderful?”


  “Why, I guess so,” Reggie said dubiously. “She certainly wants no part of me as I am now. Maybe if I changed completely I’d be more acceptable.”


  “Precisely,” the little man said emphatically. He extended a hand to Reggie. “Let us shake on it.”


  Reggie shook hands with the little man and they both had another drink to cement their odd pact.


  “What do we do now?” Reggie asked, curiously. He was wondering vaguely what he had let himself in for, but somehow it seemed a little late to be worrying about that.


  “We will go to my laboratory,” the little man said decisively.


  “Fine,” Reggie said. “Let’s have one quick drink before we go.”


  “An excellent idea,” the little man said.


  They had an extra drink, and then another to wash it down. The house popped then for a drink, and out of common decency Reggie bought back, and then they left.


  Outside, it was almost dark. Reggie hailed a cab and the little man mumbled an address to the driver. When they stopped it was before a unpretentious drugstore.


  “This it?” Reggie asked.


  The little man nodded. Reggie paid the driver and they got out.


  “Follow me,” the little man said, putting a conspiratorial finger to his lips.


  HE led Reggie up a rickety flight of steps into a small, sparsely furnished room and closed the door. He switched on an overhead light and Reggie saw that a work bench had been built against one wall. It was covered with bottles, retorts, beakers and several Bunsen burners.


  The little man walked unsteadily to the lab bench and picked up a small bottle. Reggie sat down on the side of the bed and blinked dazedly at him. He was conscious of being definitely drunk, but he had reached the state where that fact was no longer worrisome. While glancing about the room he noticed a bottle of whisky on a chiffonier. He stood up and crossed the room unsteadily to pour himself a drink.


  The little man had been fussing about the laboratory bench and now he returned to Reggie’s side. In his hand he held a glass of some substance that looked just like water.


  “Drink this,” he said.


  Reggie looked at the mixture dubiously.


  “Will it change me?” he asked.


  “You’ll see,” the little man smiled.


  Reggie took the glass and, after a moment’s hesitation, drank it down. The stuff tasted just like water. He waited for an instant, but nothing happened. He burped and glanced accusingly at the little man.


  “It didn’t work,” he muttered.


  “It takes a little time,” his host answered. “Don’t you feel anything?”


  Reggie shook his head solemnly.


  “Not a thing.”


  “Go home and get a good night’s rest,” the little man said. “Tomorrow it should start to work.”


  “Then what?” Reggie asked.


  “Then,” the little man triumphantly, “take a train down to Virginia and win back your girl. You will be a changed person. Your molecular arrangement will be completely different. She will love you at sight.”


  “What will I be like?” Reggie asked, intrigued.


  The little man looked puzzled.


  “I’m not quite sure,” he said thoughtfully, “but you’ll be changed, and that’s the important thing.”


  “Fine,” Reggie said. “And then I go down to Virginia, is that right?”


  The little man nodded.


  “That’s right,” he said.


  “I don’t know how to thank you,” Reggie said fervently. “You’ve brought hope to life again. Isn’t there anything I can do for you?”


  The little man smiled and shook his head.


  “Just let me know how things turn out,” he said. “That will be reward enough.”


  REGGIE thanked him again and left.


  He remembered very little about getting home to his apartment. There was an interval in the rear of a car, so he assumed he was in a cab, but his next conscious memory was entering his large, well-furnished apartment and trying to turn on the light.


  But something was wrong!


  He couldn’t reach the switch. He stood on his toes but his hands were several inches short of the switch. And when he gave up trying he heard something scratch against the wall, and realized with a drunken start that the sound was produced by his nails sliding down the wall.


  And then, to add to his bewilderment, he found that he was on all fours, trotting about the room.


  This wouldn’t do, he decided. He stopped and looked down and he couldn’t believe his eyes. For his hands were much smaller than they should have been and surprisingly enough they were covered with hair.


  They looked just like paws!


  Reggie deliberated over this phenomenon for several minutes. Obviously something was wrong. He trotted to the window and looked out. A full moon was just rising in the pale blue of the night sky.


  A peculiar urge came to him as he stared at the rising moon, and he sat down on his haunches and lifted his nose in the air. A plaintive bay sounded in his ears, and he peered about in sudden surprise until he realized that he was making the sound.


  This thing was getting more ridiculous all the time, he decided uneasily.


  With a bewildered shake of his head he decided he’d better get to bed. He trotted unsteadily across the room and hopped up on the bed. As he dropped off to sleep he decided that he’d better slow down a bit on his drinking. Things were coming to a pretty pass if a fellow started imagining he had turned into a dog.


  He curled up comfortably and closed his eyes.


  But something suddenly fell across his nose. He opened his eyes and saw that it was a soft, bushy tail. And it seemed to belong to him. At least it was attached to him in the customary manner.


  He decided then he’d better quit drinking altogether.


  CHAPTER II


  THE following morning Reggie awoke and, except for a slight headache, felt exceptionally fine. He bounded out of bed, took a few deep breaths and then walked to the window to admire the strong, glorious sun that splashed on the green lawn like streaming shafts of gold.


  Everything seemed wonderful, for some reason.


  And then he remembered the events of the previous night, his meeting with the little scientist at the bar, the drug he had taken to alter his personality, and he suddenly realized why he felt so wonderful.


  He was leaving today for Virginia to impress Eileen with his magnificent, sterling, brand-new character!


  A sudden thought occurred to him and he walked to a wall mirror and peered closely at himself. He still looked the same, so he decided that his transformation had been mental and spiritual.


  He shaved and dressed in a hurry. Now that he had actually decided to go to Virginia and make one last try for the affections of Eileen, he couldn’t get started soon enough.


  On the way to the train he remembered one other thing of the night before, and the recollection brought a slight frown to his face.


  For he was recalling his arrival at his apartment and the peculiar sensation he’d experienced before he’d fallen asleep. He had felt like a dog! He remembered that distinctly. He had trotted about the floor, bayed at the moon, and there had been the matter of a tail . . .


  He inspected himself cautiously. No, he was all right now. He smiled weakly at his reflection in the rear-vision mirror of the cab.


  What an odd thing to imagine! And of course it had been his imagination. He remembered then that the little man hadn’t been sure what sort of change the drug would effect on his temperament and development.


  He chuckled aloud.


  What a joke if the drug had turned him into a dog!


  He laughed for a while and then the grin froze on his face and he stared dazedly at his reflection.


  What a joke!


  “Ha, ha,” he said, “very funny.”


  He mopped his suddenly damp brow and put the handkerchief back in his pocket with nervous fingers.


  EILEEN met him at the station. She was sitting behind the wheel of a low-slung station wagon and she waved happily at him when he got off the train.


  “Throw your grips in the back,” she said, as he reached the side of the car. “Gosh, it’s good to see you again, Reggie,” she added, as they started down the dusty road that led to Plainacres, the family estates of the Ravenals.


  Reggie sat beside her, studying her smiling profile with the look of a lost fish on his face.


  Eileen Ravenal was a slim blonde with eyes that seemed to be smiling at some pleasant memory. The wind blew the hair from her forehead as they drove along the winding, tree-lined road and her teeth were startlingly white in her tanned face. She wore a short-sleeved white blouse and shorts and her bare arms and legs were a light smooth brown from the sun.


  She glanced sideways at Reggie as they were taking a turn and grinned.


  “Seems like old times, doesn’t it?” she said.


  Reggie nodded in a preoccupied sort of way. His attention was focused on the road and his hands had a death grip on the door handle.


  “Watch the road, will you please?” he begged. “You still drive like the poor man’s Barney Oldfield.”


  “Oh, I know what I’m doing,” Eileen smiled.


  She missed a startled pedestrian by several scant inches and without pausing for breath said, “You know, Reggie, I was afraid for a while you wouldn’t come down for the week-end. I thought you might have some foolish idea of not seeing me again, since I decided to marry Guy.” She patted his knee affectionately. “But I should have known you wouldn’t be silly about this thing. After all, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t be the best of friends, is there?”


  Reggie was about to agree miserably, when he suddenly remembered his new personality. The old Reggie Thorndyke would have been meekly humble, but the new Reggie—well, that was another matter.


  He cleared his throat decisively.


  “Naturally we’ll be friends,” he said. “Most married couples are.”


  Eileen looked at him in surprise.


  “What do you mean, Reggie?”


  “Simply that you’re going to marry me,” Reggie said, knocking the ash carefully from his cigarette. He leaned back comfortably in the seat and ignored the incredulous expression on the girl’s face. He pointed to the passing landscape. “Beautiful up here this time of the year, isn’t it?”


  “Have you lost your mind, Reggie?” Eileen demanded.


  REGGIE regarded her with politely raised eyebrows.


  “Lost my mind? I think not. It is beautiful up here, the Chamber of Commerce is saying so all the time.” His expression became concerned. “Don’t you like it?”


  “Stop this double-talk,” Eileen said grimly. “I’m. not interested in the scenery. I want to know what you mean by saying I’m going to marry you.” Her small capable hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I’ve never heard anything more ridiculous and presumptious in my life.”


  “You’ll get used to it,” Reggie said. “For a while you may find the idea rather new, but you’ll get over that. Do you like June weddings, darling?”


  “Don’t call me ‘darling’,” Eileen snapped. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Reggie. You sound as if you’re blind drunk. I invited you down for the announcement of my wedding because I thought of you as one of my friends. But if I thought you were going to cause a scene I would never have asked you.”


  “Oh, perish the thought,” Reggie said, lightly. “There won’t be any dramatics. I won’t ride in on a white horse and carry you off like Lochinvar. We’re both a little old for that sort of nonsense. We’ll just tell your father and dear Guy that we love each other and that will be that. Your father will undoubtedly have a stroke, and Guy will try to punch me in the face, and then we’ll live happily ever after. You see, the whole thing is very simple.”


  “Except for one trifling matter,” Eileen said sweetly.


  “Did I forget something?” Reggie inquired.


  “Yes, you did,” Eileen said, in the same sweet voice. “Of course it’s just a minor oversight, and I know it won’t bother you, but you did forget to ask me to marry you.”


  “Oh, nothing serious then,” Reggie said. “You had me worried for a minute. All right, consider yourself asked. Pip! Pip! Nothing to it.”


  “And it gives me great pleasure to tell you I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on Earth,” Eileen said heatedly. “Now does that change your plans any, Mr. Thorndyke?”


  “Why, no,” Reggie said blandly. “You’ll say no a few times just to be feminine. But you’ll marry me eventually. See if you don’t.”


  Eileen closed her mouth grimly and stared angrily ahead. She drew several slow deep breaths, before she trusted herself to say with ominous calmness: “I feel terrible about disappointing you, Reggie, but if you don’t stop talking like a drunken fool I’ll stop this car and throw you out into the road.”


  REGGIE laughed contentedly. In all the years he had known Eileen Ravenal she had never indicated any definite emotion toward him. Her attitude had always been friendly, casual and indifferent. And now she was angry, blazingly angry at him. He felt he was making strides. At least she was feeling something toward him, even if it was only homicidal rage.


  “No you won’t,” he grinned. He settled back comfortably and lit a cigarette. “I hate to think of dear old Guy’s disappointment,” he said musingly. “After all he does love you in his crude fashion.”


  “Guy Mannering loves me with all the love a civilized man feels toward the woman of his choice,” Eileen said stiffly. “He is a gentleman, a sportsman and thoroughly dependable and respectable. He is all the things you’re not, Reggie, and that’s why you envy and despise him,” she finished bitingly.


  “Guy Mannering is a pompous, stuffy fool,” Reggie said calmly. “Just because he has spent the better part of his adult life on the back of a horse, is no indication of his sterling qualities. It simply proves that he is, at heart, lazy.”


  Eileen turned on him and the car almost ran off the road.


  “A little left rudder, please,” Reggie said anxiously.


  The girl straightened the car with one furious snap of the wheel.


  “I won’t have you talking about Guy that way,” she cried. “He rides because he loves horses.”


  Reggie shook his head emphatically and flipped his cigarette away.


  “If he loved horses,” he said with quiet logic, “he’d let them rest and graze instead of running the poor beasts into the ground.”


  Eileen started to reply but then she shook her head helplessly and there were angry tears in her eyes.


  “I don’t know why you’re doing this,” she said. “I’ve always thought you were a friend of mine, and I just can’t understand the way you’re acting.


  “I’m acting this way because I love you and I don’t want to see you unhappy,” Reggie said. “And if you marry Guy you won’t be happy.”


  “I’m the best judge of that,” Eileen flared. “I intend to live my own life without any suggestions from you, Reginald Thorndyke.”


  She swung the wheel as they came to an arched driveway and turned the car into a winding lane that led to a great white house that looked like something out of Gone With The Wind.


  “We’ll be meeting father and Guy in a few minutes,” Eileen said, “and I wish you would forget all of this foolishness you’ve been talking.”


  “Dear Guy and dear father,” Reggie sighed. “Two rays of sunshine wasting their gleam in the storm of life.” He shuddered slightly. “Does your father still get up at five in the mining and wake the neighborhood with his threats to shoot the grooms if the horses aren’t ready?”


  “If you don’t like my father,” Eileen said coldly, “you can—”


  “I’m sorry,” Reggie said hastily. “I really love the old bear dearly, you know that.”


  “You don’t sound like it,” Eileen said.


  “I’m undemonstrative,” Reggie said. “Well, when you meet don’t talk to him like you have been to me. You know he never liked you, and he might do something drastic if he ever had to think seriously of you as a son-in-law. And Guy wouldn’t be too happy about it either. He might just forget his good manners and run you off the grounds if he thought you were still serious about me.”


  “Everybody is against the idea, but the two who really count,” Reggie smiled. He patted her hand tenderly. “But we don’t mind, do we, honey? As long as we understand each other, the rest of the world can go to blazes.” Eileen stopped the car in front of the house with an angry jerk.


  “Will you please shut up!” she cried. “You become more wife-like every minute, my sweet,” Reggie beamed.


  CHAPTER III


  REGGIE followed Eileen into a vast cool room that was lined with books and furnished with heavy rugged furniture. There was an immense fireplace at one end of the room and the opposite wall was covered with a life-size print of a thoroughbred gelding.


  Everything in the room was of huge dimensions and the gray-haired man who sat before the fireplace was no exception. His shoulders were about three feet wide and his great snowy head was like something carved on the side of a mountain.


  He turned as his daughter entered the room and then he climbed slowly to his feet as he saw Reggie.


  “Hello, my dear,” he said to Eileen, as she stood on tip-toes to kiss his cheek. He patted her shoulder with a hand that was like a quarter of beef. His eyes met Reggie’s over her head. “Oh,” he said, “It’s you, is it?”


  He didn’t exactly frown, but on the other hand his expression was far from that of the hearty, welcoming host. The corners of his mouth turned down and his gray eyes were chilly in the ruddy tan of his face.


  “Yes,” Reggie said, shifting from one foot to the other, “it’s me, all right.”


  “Hmmmmph,” Colonel Ravenal said. He turned to his daughter. “Guy called,” he said, in his heavy rumbling voice. “Said he’d be right over.”


  “Well, that’s nice,” Eileen said, and Reggie noticed with pleasure that there was a cool edge to her voice. “Did he bother to explain why he broke our date last night?”


  “Yes, he did,” Colonel Ravenal said. “One of his mares was foaling and he couldn’t get away.”


  Reggie grinned at Eileen.


  “It’s new, anyway,” he said. “Sitting up all night with a sick horse, instead of a sick friend. I didn’t think Guy had that much imagination.”


  The colonel glanced suspiciously from his daughter to Reggie.


  “And what was the meaning of that remark, may I inquire?” he asked.


  Reggie was saved the problem of replying by the arrival of a very blond, deep-chested young man in riding clothes, who strode into the room, exuding hearty good health from every pore.


  “Eileen, my dear,” he exclaimed, slapping her cheerfully on the back. “I told your father why I couldn’t make our date last night. But the stables has another fine colt and I guess that’s worth it. Right!”


  “Of course,” Eileen said. She moved her shoulders experimentally and winced. “You remember Reggie, don’t you, Guy?”


  Guy Mannering swung about and extended his hand to Reggie with a wide, many-toothed grin.


  “But of course!” he cried. “How are you, old sock?”


  He raised one hand but Reggie backed out of reach.


  “Fine, thanks,” he said. He didn’t intend to be hospitalized by any effusive back-slapping.


  “I suppose you’re down for the big occasion,” Guy said, rocking back and forth on his heels.


  “Yes, that’s the general idea,” Reggie said. “When is the announcement coming off?”


  “Sunday night,” the gentleman sportsman beamed. “We’re having a dinner after the big race.” He turned eagerly to the colonel. “And how’s Blue Star behaving?”


  Colonel Ravenal’s craggy face lighted reverently.


  “Magnificent,” he breathed.


  “Fine!” Guy cried. He swung about and slapped Eileen resoundingly on the back. “Hear that, dear? Blue Star is in magnificent shape.”


  “I just heard father say so,” Eileen said drily, readjusting her shoulder.


  THE young sportsman swung back to Reggie with an athletic bound. He moved as if he were on steel springs. Reggie found it exhausting to watch him.


  “I suppose you’ve heard about the big race? I’m riding the colonel’s Blue Star in the twenty-five thousand dollar Regalia meet Sunday afternoon.” He beamed expansively and hooked his thumbs in his leather vest. “Sunday night should be quite an occasion,” he said, grinning complacently. “It isn’t every man who celebrates two triumphs in one night.”


  “You’re pretty sure of winning, then?” Reggie said.


  “A horse race is always an uncertain affair,” the gentleman jockey said with a solemn frown, “but I think this one will go to Blue Star without a doubt.”


  Reggie caught Eileen’s eye and said, “Oh, I wasn’t talking about the horse race.”


  He smiled politely at the expression of doubt that spread over the young man’s face.


  “But I don’t think I get you,” he said, looked puzzledly at Eileen, “you mean—”


  “Let’s all have a drink,” Eileen said quickly. She hooked her arm through her fiancé’s and glared icily at Reggie. “Some of us need something else to do with our mouths,” she said meaningly.


  “Splendid idea,” the young sportsman said. “Shall I fix them, darling?”


  “If you would, please,” Eileen smiled gratefully at him.


  “Right!”


  He left the room with long strong strides, and when he returned the conversation had drifted to other channels.


  “I was just telling young Thorndyke that he’d better get a good night’s rest,” Colonel Ravenal said, as he helped himself to a drink. He grinned wickedly at Reggie. “We still ride every morning at five,” he said. “And I’ll instruct the grooms to select a nice lively horse for you.”


  Reggie shuddered slightly. He knew what the colonel meant by a “lively” horse. Undoubtedly a four-legged son of Satan that no one had succeeded in breaking. He grinned weakly.


  “Great sport,” he muttered.


  “Reggie knows quite a lot about horses,” Eileen said sweetly. “He talked about horses all the way in from the station. And he doesn’t think good riding is very difficult. He thinks the ability to ride a horse well is greatly overrated.” She smiled maliciously at Reggie. “Don’t you, Reginald?”


  COLONEL RAVENAL put his glass down firmly.


  “So you think it doesn’t take anything to handle a horse, eh?” he barked.


  “Well, I didn’t exactly say that,”


  Reggie began, “but—” He stopped in mid-sentence as he suddenly realized that he was deserting his new character. He squared his shoulders.


  “Riding a horse is like riding a rocking chair,” he said emphatically, “and just about as difficult. Any man who has the advantage of a brain should be ashamed to admit that a poor, unreasoning horse presents a problem in mastery.”


  “Is that so?” Mannering said angrily. “Well we’ll see how well you do tomorrow morning.”


  Reggie stared at him with an amused smile.


  “Yes, you’ll see,” he said.


  “I have never met a horse I couldn’t handle,” Mannering said, “but only because I have ridden all my life and have devoted all my time to the study of horsemanship. It isn’t something a man earns overnight, it takes years of work and practise. I think you’ll appreciate that fact after tomorrow morning. I didn’t become the foremost amateur jockey in the State without learning a few things about horses and men. And I’ll wager that after you ride tomorrow you’ll admit that the time I’ve spent learning to ride hasn’t been wasted.”


  Colonel Ravenal turned away and there was a reflective smile on his face.


  “Yes,” he said, “I think Reggie may learn quite a bit tomorrow morning.”


  CHAPTER IV


  THERE were only a few faint streaks of dawn on the eastern horizon when Reggie entered the vast stables of the colonel the following morning. He hadn’t gotten much sleep, and when the butler called him, he had been staring wide-eyed at the ceiling, wondering just what was going to happen to him when he climbed aboard his horse for the morning’s ride.


  Nothing pleasant, he felt sure. He had ridden only a few times in his life, and he always thought it was a silly way to spend one’s time. And he had always been careful in his selection of horses. He liked sway-backed, lumbering creatures that looked nostalgically at passing milk wagons and dumped along in a gentle rocking motion at about two miles an hour. That was his idea of riding. If the rest of the world wanted to risk their necks on snorting, wild-eyed bundles of TNT that was their business.


  He prowled moodily about the stables, with his coat pulled about his neck against the sharp morning air. He was hungry and sleepy and cold. And the realization that he would be subjected to an entire morning of Guy Mannering’s offensive vitality was almost nauseating.


  Two grooms were standing in front of a stall watching a great black stallion that was rearing and kicking on the inside. Reggie sidled up beside them and watched the mighty efforts of the horse as it sought to kick down a side of the stable.


  One of the grooms nodded cheerfully to him.


  “Morning, sir. Tiger’s got his wind up a bit. But he’ll quiet down after a few miles at a stiff run. Just has to have some of the ginger worked out of him.”


  “I see,” Reggie said weakly. “Tiger, eh? Good name for him, I’d say.”


  The groom chuckled. “That’s what everyone says. He’s got a mean streak in him, all right. Almost bit a groom’s arm off last month. Kicked another last week and just about killed the poor fellow. But the colonel likes ’im in spite.”


  “He would,” Reggie thought moodily. He watched the red, rolling eyes of the horse for a moment and an involuntary shudder tickled his spine. “I suppose the colonel rides this creature?” he asked.


  “Not on your life,” the groom said. “He wouldn’t dare. Tiger’d be dangerous for the colonel, even though he is a great horseman. It needs a young man to handle Tiger.”


  “Oh,” Reggie said, “I suppose Mr. Mannering rides him then.”


  “Nope, we’re gettin’ him ready for the colonel’s guest, a young fellow from out of town. Haven’t seen this feller but he must be quite a rider to take on Tiger.”


  Reggie felt his stomach grow cold. This was the horse the colonel had selected for him! This snorting, red-eyed killer! There could be no doubt of that.


  “Where you going, young feller?” the groom asked.


  “Out,” Reggie said, hurrying toward the rear door of the stable.


  He cursed himself for a fool for having gotten himself into this spot. If he hadn’t started bragging yesterday he wouldn’t be in this mess. And if he backed out, the colonel and Mannering would never stop laughing at him.


  His jaw set grimly. He would just have to steel himself to that laughter, for nothing in this world would convince him to risk his neck on Tiger. The very idea was unnerving.


  LEAVING the stable, he hadn’t any idea where he could go and hide until the rest of the party got started. He felt strangely sick and nervous and he thought longingly of the warm bed he had deserted. But if he went back to the house he knew they would find him and insist that he ride. So he kept walking until he found a comfortable looking haystack about a hundred yards from the stable. It looked like just what he wanted.


  He stretched out gratefully and closed his eyes, but almost immediately he felt a sudden strange convulsion inside him, and a blinding attack of dizziness started his head spinning wildly. The spell lasted for several moments and when it subsided he was weak and trembling.


  He put his hands to his forehead and when he did he received an unnerving shock. For instead of the palms of his hands meeting his brow he felt two hard round objects pressing against his forehead. He opened his eyes in amazement and saw two huge hooves directly before his eyes.


  “Well I’ll be damned!” he cried.


  These words formed in his mind, his tongue moved accordingly, but no sound passed his lips. The only thing he heard was something that sounded like the surprised neigh of a horse.


  He moved his arms and the two hooves moved away from his forehead, and then he saw that they were attached to his wrists, and that his wrists were covered with smooth brown hair.


  He closed his eyes for an instant and prayed that his sanity wouldn’t desert him at this critical moment. With something of a seventh son’s intuition he knew what happened. His thoughts flitted wildly back to the little man he’d met at the bar, the potion he had drunk to change his character and the peculiar memory he’d had of acting like a dog immediately after drinking that potion.


  There was no doubt in his mind what had occurred. Reggie was too smart to doubt the evidence of his senses. He opened his eyes slowly and stared down at his body.


  Yes, it had happened.


  He was a horse!


  CHAPTER V


  REGGIE scrambled to his feet and tossed his long mane frantically. What was he going to do? Obviously, the potion the little man had given him had in some weird way back-fired, and instead of changing him into another human personality, it had changed him into a horse.


  That was obvious. He was a horse. A well-formed, good-looking, white-stockinged brown horse, but still a horse. And what in hell was he supposed to do?


  He recalled with a fleeting feeling of relief that the transition to a dog hadn’t apparently been permanent. He had, overnight, changed back to his human self. But it might take longer to change back from a horse. A horse was bigger and the transition stood logically to be a bigger job. It might take weeks.


  He shuddered and neighed despairingly. How was he going to win back Eileen in this form? He was standing irresolutely by the haystack when one of the grooms appeared at the door of the stable.


  “Well I’ll be danged,” the groom said, staring at Reggie unbelievingly, “how’d you get out of your stall?” Reggie was at a loss to explain the situation. Even if he had been able to talk he would have a hard job convincing the groom that he was actually one of the house guests and not part of the colonel’s live stock.


  The groom came to his side and slipped a leather tether over his head.


  Reggie shook his head in annoyance, but it did no good.


  “Come along, boy,” the groom said, patting him on the shoulder. “I don’t know where you come from, but you don’t belong out here.”


  He led Reggie into the stable and called several of the other grooms.


  “Look here what I found, boys,” he said. “He ain’t one of ours, is he?” The grooms looked him over critically.


  “Maybe he’s one of the new bunch the colonel just bought,” one of the group volunteered.


  “Maybe,” the groom said. “Looks like a pretty good animal, don’t he?” Reggie tossed his head modestly. He looked around and saw that his coat was a shining brown, and that his legs were slim and well-muscled. Somehow the knowledge that he had changed into a sleek-looking thoroughbred made him feel a little better.


  THE grooms were still standing about Reggie when the riding party arrived. Eileen, Reggie noted approvingly, looked lovely and slim in casual riding clothes, and Mannering like a personification of the Great Outdoor Man. His cheeks were ruddy and he pounded himself on the chest with hearty cheer as he breathed deeply of the keen morning air.


  “Wonderful, isn’t it?” he said happily. He turned and slapped Eileen on the shoulder. “When we’re married, we’ll ride every morning. And we won’t wait this late to get started. We’ll hit the trail when it’s still dark. That’s the real sport.”


  “Sounds like a lot of fun,” Eileen said dryly. “What’ll we do in the afternoon? Lift weights?”


  Mannering laughed loudly and Slapped her on the back.


  “Always there with a joke,” he said. “That’s what I like about you, Eileen. After we’re married I think I’ll call you my little clown.”


  Eileen shuddered visibly.


  “Don’t strain yourself being tender,” she muttered.


  The colonel arrived then and the groom called him to Reggie’s side.


  “Found this boy out in the yard,” he explained. “Don’t know whether he’s one of ours or not.”


  The colonel looked at Reggie with critical eyes.


  “No,” he said, “he doesn’t belong here. Probably from one of the neighboring estates. Mighty fine piece of horseflesh, isn’t he?”


  Eileen and Mannering sauntered over to Reggie’s side.


  “He looks sweet,” Eileen said. She patted his neck affectionately.


  Reggie whinnied happily.


  Mannering frowned and shook his head.


  “He’s got a mean look in his eye,” he said. “That’s a horse I wouldn’t trust.”


  Reggie’s ears pricked up angrily. What the hell did Mannering mean? A horse he wouldn’t trust? He glared indignantly at the young sportsman. Did he think he looked like Abraham Lincoln as a young man?


  Eileen said, “I think you’re wrong, Guy.”


  “My clear,” Mannering said, smiling indulgently, “you’ll learn when we’re married that I am never wrong about horses. And by the way, where is your friend Thorndyke this morning?”


  “I don’t know,” Eileen said. “He left his room earlier this morning.”


  Mannering smiled. “Remember, he was going to give us a riding lesson this morning. He probably lost his nerve and is hiding somewhere until we leave. I knew the minute I set eyes on him he was no horseman.”


  “There are things in life other than riding horses,” Eileen said shortly.


  “Well, naturally,” Mannering said, “but nothing quite so important.” He glanced at Reggie critically. “Now this animal is obviously a third-rate horse. Notice the closely set eyes? That means temper.”


  HE TURNED his back to Reggie as he spoke, and the temptation was too much for Reggie. He lowered his head and butted Mannering squarely in the back. The young sportsman let out a startled squawk as he sprawled to the ground.


  “You see,” he cried, as he struggled to his feet. “Temper!”


  Eileen was giggling helplessly, and as Mannering stared at her with outraged eyes, she broke into another spasm of laughter.


  “What,” said Mannering stiffly, “is so funny about a man being knocked down by a bad-tempered horse?” Eileen stopped laughing with an obvious effort, but her cheeks were still crimson and there were impish lights in her eyes.


  “You just looked so—so surprised, that’s all,” she said.


  “I see,” Mannering said coldly. It was obvious he didn’t relish being the object of anyone’s ridicule. He brushed his clothes in a sulky silence and then turned to Reggie. “I think this horse needs a bit of discipline,” he said. He snapped his finger at a groom. “Boy, saddle this horse for me.”


  “Yes, sir,” the groom said.


  In a few minutes Reggie was led out of the stable, equipped with bridle and saddle. Mannering mounted him and gave the bridle a brisk sawing jerk across his mouth.


  It hurt very definitely. Reggie whinnied heatedly and reared on his hind legs. He heard Mannering laugh nastily and then the crop landed squarely between his eyes with stinging force. He dropped back to all fours and shook his head angrily. This was hardly a sporting proposition, and he decided the only sensible course to follow was one of meek obedience.


  Mannering’s heels stabbed sharply into his flanks and he started forward at a trot. Mannering turned and waved at the colonel and Eileen.


  “Don’t try and keep up with me,” he called. “I’m going to be riding pretty hard.”


  “Don’t work that horse too much,” Eileen said.


  Mannering smiled. “Leave that to me, my dear.”


  He brought the crop down smartly on Reggie’s left flank and lifted himself in the stirrups.


  “Get movin’,” he snapped tersely into Reggie’s ear. “Get up!”


  He accompanied the order with another flick of the crop, and Reggie needed no more encouragement. He started down the bridle path at a dead run and a few minutes later they were a couple of miles from the stables. But Mannering showed no indication of slackening the murderous pace.


  His crop fell repeatedly on Reggie’s side, and his voice was a constant harsh whip about his ears.


  “How do you like this?” he snapped.


  “Run, you mean-tempered brute! You won’t feel so frisky when you get back to the stable, I’ll promise you.”


  REGGIE ran until his sides were heaving and his mouth was flecked with foam, but it was many miles before Mannering finally reined him to a halt.


  “That’ll take some of the ginger out of you,” Mannering said with satisfaction. “I’ll give you a few minutes to get your breath back before we return. And if you think you worked coming out, wait’ll you start back. I’m going to run your legs right into your belly.”


  He climbed off and tethered Reggie to a tree. They were in a quiet cluster of trees through which ran a small brook. Mannering walked down to the creek, drank, and then stretched out and closed his eyes.


  Reggie watched him disconsolately. The big baboon! He’d like to show him a thing or two. But there wasn’t anyway he could. As long as he remained a horse he was completely helpless. He thought of the ride back to the stables with a stab of horror. A horse was supposed to be man’s friend, he thought bitterly, but if there were many sportsmen of Mannering’s ilk about, diplomatic relations would have been broken off long ago.


  While he was standing in the shade getting his breath back, he suddenly felt the same dizzy sensation that he’d experienced when he had changed into a horse. There was a blinding stab of nausea and he thought he was going to faint. For a moment he leaned against the tree, breathing slowly and waiting for the attack to pass.


  Finally his head seemed clearer and he opened his eyes. There was a cumbersome, uncomfortable object on his back and when he looked around he saw it was the saddle.


  And it was uncomfortable because he was no longer a horse!


  He stared at his familiar body with relieved eyes. The transformation had apparently taken only a second and once again he was back in his former shape.


  He took the bit and bridle from his mouth and unbuckled the saddle from his body and let it fall to the ground. He glanced down at the creek and saw that Mannering was apparently asleep. For a moment or so he debated his course of action. Then he smiled cheerfully and tip-toed out of the grove of trees and walked rapidly until he reached a road that led back to the Ravenal home. After about a half hour’s wait he managed to flag a ride with a milk truck going in that direction. He rode beside the driver with a pleased smile on his face.


  He was thinking of the explanations Mannering, the peerless horseman, would have to make, when he returned to the stable without his horse . . .


  WHEN Reggie reached the colonel’s estate, he went directly to his room and shaved, showered and changed. Then he went to look for Eileen. He found her in the stable with the colonel. They had just returned from their ride.


  “Reggie!” she exclaimed. “What happened to you? We looked all over for you this morning. We had a wonderful ride. It’s a pity you weren’t with us.”


  “I was, in spirit,” Reggie smiled. He looked questioningly from Eileen to the colonel. “And where is our young Centaur friend?” he asked.


  “Mannering’s still out,” the colonel said gruffly. “Should be back soon though.”


  “Guy’s riding a strange horse,” Eileen said.


  “Well maybe he’s had a little trouble,” Reggie suggested blandly.


  The colonel snorted.


  “Mannering can ride anything on four legs,” he said testily.


  “Still,” Reggie said, “with a strange horse he might not do so well.”


  “Guy is all right,” Eileen said. “He said he was going to give that poor horse a work-out and he obviously meant what he said.”


  “Shall we go in to breakfast?” the colonel said. “Mannering will be along shortly.”


  “But I’m worried,” Reggie said. “I keep thinking that he might have fallen off, or something.”


  The colonel paused and looked at him disgustedly.


  “Young man,” he said, “riders of Mannering’s caliber do not ‘fall off’ horses.”


  “Maybe he was thrown,” Reggie said.


  “And neither are they thrown!” the colonel said explosively.


  “Well, I was just wondering,” Reggie murmured.


  The colonel stamped out of the stables and Eileen looked suspiciously at Reggie.


  “You’re looking mighty pleased about something,” she said. “What is it?”


  Reggie smiled innocently.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “Shall we go in to breakfast? He may not be along for some time.”


  “All right,” Eileen said.


  “You’re not going to like being a horse widow,” Reggie said as they started for the house. “Golf widows, fishing widows and so forth are all right. But coming second to a horse isn’t very flattering.”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” Eileen said coldly.


  “Yes you do,” Reggie said. “And, by the way, have you thought any more about our marriage?”


  “Frankly, I haven’t,” Eileen said. “After my first annoyance I forgot the entire matter.”


  “Still determined to marry Tarzan on horseback?” Reggie inquired.


  “Certainly,” Eileen said. “I admire him more than ever since you’ve tried to run him down. He was out this morning breaking a dangerous horse and working with all his strength. And what were you doing?”


  Reggie sighed as he thought of his morning’s ride.


  “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he said. “Anyway, your hero should be back by now. My guess is the horse proved too much for him.” Eileen smiled.


  “If you knew how ridiculous you sound you wouldn’t make such silly comments,” she said.


  THEY entered the house and found a variety of hot and cold breakfast dishes spread on a buffet m the dining room. The colonel was eating when they arrived.


  “No sign of Mannering yet?” he asked around a mouthful of scrambled egg.


  Eileen shook her head. Reggie helped himself to a plateful of food, and as he was taking the first bite, the door opened and Guy Mannering limped into the room. He looked wilted and peevish. Under one arm he carried a loose bridle.


  “Why, Guy,” Eileen said, “you look worn out! Did you have a nice ride?”


  “No,” Mannering said peevishly. He sat down wearily and stared at his dust-caked boots. “I just walked in from the Grove,” he said bleakly.


  “What happened?” Eileen cried. “Probably carried the horse back,”


  Reggie observed. “True sport and all that. Turnabout. Ride the horse out; carry him back. Be all the rage next year.”


  “Will you shut up, you blithering ass!” Mannering cried.


  “Guy!” Eileen said, shocked. “That’s hardly a way to speak to my guest.”


  Mannering put his head in his hands.


  “Nothing like this has ever happened to me before,” he said hollowly.


  “You mean you were thrown?” the colonel said incredulously.


  Mannering shook his head miserably.


  “I lost the horse,” he said. “When I got to the Grove I tethered the horse and stretched out myself for a nap. When I awoke the horse was gone, but the saddle and bridle were still there. I don’t know what to make of it.”


  “Seems rather careless of you,” Reggie said, shaking his head thoughtfully. “A man who loses a horse, well,” he shrugged, “there’s not much you can say in his defense.”


  “Oh Reggie, do be quiet,” Eileen said.


  The colonel was shaking his head worriedly.


  “Don’t know what to make of it,” he rumbled. “This doesn’t sound like you, Mannering.”


  “Maybe,” Reggie said, “the horse didn’t like the prospects of a hard ride back to the stable and just took French leave. The thought of having its legs ridden into its belly might not have appealed to it.”


  Mannering raised his head slowly and stared at Reggie with thoughtful eyes.


  “I did say that to the horse,” he murmured, almost to himself. “Those were the very words I used. But,” he added suspiciously, “how did you know that?”


  The colonel and Eileen both looked from Mannering to Reggie and their expressions were puzzled.


  “Yes,” Eileen said, “how could you possibly know what Guy said to his horse?”


  Reggie smiled nervously.


  “A little colt told me,” he said.


  He looked at his watch and stood up suddenly.


  “Sorry I have to run like this,” he said, “but I just remembered a letter I have to write. See you later.”


  With a polite bow he hurried out of the room.


  REGGIE spent the rest of the day recuperating from his hard morning’s ride. His muscles ached in a dozen places where he hadn’t even suspected muscles existed; but by dinner time he felt a little better. A fresh shave and shower gave him a deceptively brisk appearance as he limped into the drawing room about seven in the evening.


  Eileen met him in the doorway.


  “The dead have risen,” she said, as she saw him. “I guess you’re the last isolationist left in the country, Reggie. We were afraid you were going to stay in your room ’til Monday morning.” Reggie managed a smile despite his aching back.


  “Nice of you to miss me,” he said. “Do you need more proof that you really love me?”


  “Oh, stop talking nonsense,” Eileen said. “I thought we’d settled that once and for all.”


  Reggie bowed solemnly. “From henceforth on, my lips are sealed.”


  “Well, that’s better,” Eileen said. “The very idea of my loving you is preposterous.”


  Reggie held up a hand firmly. “We shall say no more about it.”


  Eileen looked at him for a moment with a strange look in her eye. There was a line about her mouth that could have been impatience or disappointment. “Your attitude was perfectly silly,” she said.


  “Would you like a cigarette?” Reggie inquired politely.


  Eileen shook her head in irritation.


  “No,” she said shortly. “I don’t know what ever gave you the notion I might be in love with you.”


  Reggie ignored the remark and looked about the room.


  “Where’s your father?” he asked, “Isn’t the old boy going to dine with us?”


  “Oh, stop it!” Eileen said angrily.


  “Stop what?” Reggie inquired.


  “Stop being so casual and disinterested,” Eileen cried. “What makes you think you can make violent love to a girl one instant and act like an Eskimo the next?” She turned away from him with an angry snap of her skirts. “You came down here and deliberately made love to me and—and you upset me and made me unsure of myself. Now you’re acting like a frozen fish!”


  Reggie’s growing, but concealed delight, at her words was shattered by this last remark. Now he was almost sure she loved him and his indifferent attitude had made her realize that fact. But how could he ask anyone to marry him while he was going through the process of turning into various sorts of animals? It just wouldn’t do. Her remark about fish brought this home to him with stabbing force. He realized that his dreams of marrying Eileen were forever beyond realization.


  He forced himself to yawn boredly.


  “We were speaking about your father, remember?” he asked casually.


  His studied indifference brought an angry flash to her eyes.


  “He’s in the library,” she snapped. “And I won’t keep you away from him any longer you—you jellyfish! He’s in there talking to that little friend of yours.”


  “Friend of mine?” Reggie said blankly. “What are you talking about?”


  “Surely you recall asking this man to come and see you here,” Eileen said impatiently. “He arrived about a half hour ago and has been talking to father ever since. They’re discussing something about growth and development, I don’t know exactly. Is this friend of yours a breeder?”


  REGGIE’S heart was suddenly beginning to hammer with hope.


  “Did you see this little man?” he asked excitedly.


  Eileen looked at him oddly. “Why, of course I did,” she said. “Why?”


  “What did he look like?” Reggie demanded.


  Eileen shrugged her shoulders.


  “Not much like anything in particular,” she said. “He’s small, very ordinary looking, but I did notice one very odd thing. He has very interesting eyes. They seem almost solid blue. But other than that he’s completely average.”


  Reggie was burning up with excitement. He realized from Eileen’s description that the man talking to her father was the identical little man who had given him the potion that had accounted for his peculiar changes.


  But what was he doing here? And how had he known Reggie would be here?


  Those questions, though, weren’t really important. All that counted was whether the little man had brought with him some antidote for the potion he had given Reggie. If he had, all his problems were solved.


  He grabbed Eileen by the shoulders and planted a solid kiss on her mouth.


  “Darling, you’re wonderful,” he cried.


  Eileen pulled away, breathless with astonishment.


  “Are you raving mad?” she gasped. “What’s happened to you?”


  “I don’t know yet, but keep your fingers crossed,” Reggie said.


  He blew her a kiss and dashed out of the room, down the hall in the direction of the library.


  The colonel was standing before the fireplace when Reggie entered the room, and Reggie saw at a glance that Eileen’s father was talking to a little man seated in one of the heavy leather chairs.


  And he was the little, blue-eyed man who had given Reggie the potion that had so disastrously upset his life.


  The little man stood up and smiled as Reggie barged into the room.


  “How do you do, my dear boy,” he said cordially. “Has everything been going well?”


  “No,” Reggie said emphatically. He ignored the hand the little man extended. “I want to talk to you, right away, alone.”


  “Why, certainly,” the little man said worriedly.


  “Now, you’re not going to rush off like this,” the colonel said in his rumbling voice. He turned to Reggie and patted him on the shoulder. “Your friend Parker and I were having a very interesting chat on breeding methods. I’m glad you asked him down.” He laughed boomingly. “He’s the only man I ever met who knows half as much about the subject as I do. He’s going to stay to dinner.”


  “That’s fine,” Reggie said. So the little fellow’s name was Parker. “But Mister Parker and I have a few things to discuss,” he added.


  “That can wait,” the colonel said, in his firmest I-will-brook-no-argument voice. “You know how the servants are if they’re kept waiting.”


  The butler appeared at the door almost as if he were acting on cue and announced that dinner was served.


  Reggie sighed. Well, it would have to wait. He caught Parker’s eye meaningly.


  “Right after dinner,” he said.


  “Certainly,” Parker said. He looked worried. “I certainly want to hear what you have to report.”


  “Let’s go in to dinner,” the colonel said.


  DINNER was served in a vast, baronial room, paneled in solid mahogany and adorned with two heavy sideboards that contained hundreds of pieces of cut-glass and china. There was a racing print at each end of the room and the French windows opened on the garden. A cool breeze blew the soft perfume of flowers through the air.


  Eileen and Mannering were already in the room when they arrived.


  When they were seated at the long, heavily-laden table, the colonel picked up a goblet of water and examined it appreciatively.


  “Can’t wait to taste this pure water of yours, Parker,” he said. “I’m sick of this spring water we get in this region. Too much iron in it for my taste.”


  He lifted the glass to the little man. “It was an extremely thoughtful gesture for you to bring this down. I can’t thank you enough.”


  Reggie listened to the colonel’s words with bulging eyes. He stared at Parker who was regarding the colonel with a pleased little smile on his face.


  “Wait a minute!” he cried, half-rising from his chair. “Did Parker bring water down here with him?”


  Parker stirred uneasily, but the colonel looked at Reggie with a sudden frown.


  “Yes, he did,” he said.


  “You see,” Parker said timidly, not meeting Reggie’s eyes, “I thought you folks might enjoy a gallon or so of fresh water, so I brought some along, just as a little gift. I hope you’ll like it.”


  “I think that was very thoughtful of you,” Eileen said. She glanced at Reggie with slightly raised brows. “You can sit down now, Reggie,” she said.


  “But wait a minute,” Reggie said. He was staring hard at Parker and a horrible suspicion was racing through his mind. “What kind of water is it, Parker,” he demanded.


  “It’s the same kind I gave you,” Parker said “You remember it, don’t you? It does wonders for a person.”


  “I’m sure it will,” the colonel smiled. He raised the glass to his lips.


  “Wait!” Reggie’s voice was practically a screech.


  “What in the name of thunder is wrong with you?” the colonel shouted, his voice hoarse with annoyance.


  “You can’t drink that water,” Reggie said frantically.


  “I’ll drink anything I damn please,” the colonel yelled. He slammed a fist down on the table that rattled the plates sixteen feet away. “I won’t be dictated to in my own home by a flighty nit-wit who acts like a refugee from a straight-jacket ninety per cent of the time. If you don’t want to drink this water for some damn foolish reason, that’s your business. But I’ll do as I see fit.”


  Reggie felt sure the water in the colonel’s goblet was more of the potion the little man had administered to him two days before. And he was sure if the colonel drank it, the results would be disastrous.


  THE colonel was raising the goblet to his lips for the second time when Reggie sprang from his chair and dashed the glass to the floor. Most of the water splashed down the colonel’s front, and he shoved himself away from the table and leaped to his feet, sputtering with rage.


  “Young man!” he shouted. “Get out of my sight before I take a bull whip to your hind-quarters.”


  “Reggie!” Eileen exclaimed. “What is the matter with you?”


  “Don’t you drink that water, either,” Reggie cried. He grabbed her glass from the table and emptied it on the floor. His face was flushed and wild. He knew that he was ruining himself forever with the Ravenals but he couldn’t stand by and let them drink Parker’s devilish potion.


  “Get out of here!” Colonel Ravenal bellowed, pointing dramatically to the door.


  “I’m going,” Reggie said, “but I’m taking Parker with me.”


  He jerked the little man to his feet and practically dragged him from the room.


  “What’s the matter?” the little man asked anxiously, as Reggie hustled him up the stairs and into his room.


  “What isn’t the matter,” Reggie said disgustedly, as he slammed and locked the door. He shoved the little man into a chair and glared at him belligerently.


  “Why did you follow me down here?” he demanded. “And what was the idea of trying to slip some of your infernal potion to this family?”


  “Infernal?” the. little man said indignantly. “You can’t say that about my discovery. Look what it’s done to you! You’re certainly a new person.”


  “Yes,” Reggie said bitterly. “I certainly am. Do you know what happened to me after drinking your potion? I turned into a dog! And then I turned into a horse! What’s your angle, Parker? Do you work for a zoo on the side?”


  “A dog? A horse?” Parker’s voice was genuinely horrified. “I don’t understand.”


  “Your potion didn’t work,” Reggie said angrily. “It didn’t change me into a new character, it changed me into animals. And what are you going to do about it?”


  PARKER was wringing his hands anxiously. His solid blue eyes were frantic.


  “I’m terribly sorry,” he said.


  “Hah!” Reggie cried. “That does me a lot of good.”


  “I must have put in a pinch too much of something,” Parker said meekly. “Or maybe I was just one pinch short of something else.”


  “Fine! Fine!” Reggie cried, as he paced up and down the floor like a caged tiger. “A pinch or so one way or the other and as a result I’m supposed to go through life like a chameleon.” He stopped and glared at the little man. “And how did you know where to find me, anyway?”


  “Well, I traced you from the bar where we met,” Parker said abjectedly. “I wanted to see at first-hand how my experiment turned out. And when I got here I decided it would be interesting to get a mass reaction to my formula. That’s why I gave a gallon of it to the colonel.”


  “What are you going to do about me?” Reggie demanded.


  “Maybe I can try something else,” Parker said hopefully. “If I worked real hard I might get the formula right in a few more months.”


  “Months!” shouted Reggie. “And what do I do in the meantime?”


  “It might only take weeks,” Parker said timidly. “Would that be too long?”


  “Of course it would,” Reggie yelled. Parker sighed unhappily and two big tears welled from his eyes and trickled down his cheeks.


  “There’s nothing to do, then,” he sniffed, “but give you the antidote.”


  “Antidote!”


  Reggie spun and stared at the little man with incredulous, hopeful eyes.


  “Do you mean you have an antidote for your potion?”


  Parker nodded miserably.


  “But it’s a confession of failure if I use it,” he said. “I had such great hopes for you,” he sighed.


  “Where is it?” Reggie asked. “Can you get hold of this antidote in a hurry?”


  Parker drew a slim vial from his pocket and extended it to Reggie.


  “Here it is,” he said moodily. “Drink it and you will be immediately released from the effects of the original potion. And I,” he added darkly, “will have to return to my laboratory and begin my work anew.”


  Reggie seized the vial and drained it at a gulp. His hands were trembling with excitement as he tossed the empty container back to the little man.


  “Is that all there is to it?” he asked. “Am I really all right now?”


  The little man nodded somberly.


  “Perfect,” he said.


  Reggie felt an ecstatic flood of happiness coursing through his veins. Now he could tell Eileen again how much he loved her and, armed with the confidence that she returned his love, he would sweep her off her feet with his irresistible passion.


  “I’m the happiest man in the world,” he told the sad-eyed little man jubilantly. “Did you see that lovely girl at the table? She is my future wife! I’m going down and tell her so immediately.”


  The little man regarded him with brooding eyes.


  “I don’t like to interfere,” he said, “but it might be wise to wait until they forget your peculiar actions at dinner. They all thought you acted rather odd, you know.”


  “Perhaps you’re right,” Reggie said judicially. “I’ll wait until morning and then explain that I had a touch of fever tonight. Wouldn’t do any good to try and explain the real reason for my conduct.”


  “I’ll be going,” the little man said sadly. He stood up and moved to the door. “I have a new idea to work on. One more little pinch of a sulphate and I think my formula will be right.”


  He opened the door and, with a last gloomy smile at Reggie, disappeared.


  Reggie stretched out on the bed then and thought of the future with a blissful smile of anticipation. Everything was going to be absolutely glorious. He was completely happy, for, not being clairvoyant, he had no idea of the things that were going to happen to him in the next twenty-four hours.


  Otherwise he wouldn’t have been smiling!


  CHAPTER VI


  REGGIE slept fitfully that night until about three the following morning, but when he awoke he knew he wouldn’t get back to sleep again. He was too excited by the prospects of his coming happiness and his nerves were jumping like Mexican beans.


  Finally he decided a walk might relax his nerves. He got up, dressed, and let himself out of the house quietly.


  There was no moon and the sky was like a huge black canopy. Reggie walked through the gardens, breathing deeply of the heady fragrance of the flowers and thinking of the glorious future he would share with Eileen.


  He reached the stables a few minutes later, still walking aimlessly. He noticed idly that the double doors of the main entrance were standing open. He started to saunter past, but then he realized that this was a rather peculiar state of affairs. He stopped and peered into the dark interior of the stable. He could hear several of the horses moving nervously in their stalls, and he made out several dim figures in the darkness.


  Something was obviously screwy, he thought.


  “Hello!” he called cautiously.


  He heard a whispered exclamation in the dark and then the slam of a stall door. And Reggie saw that the men were leading a horse out of the opposite end of the stable.


  “Wait a minute!” he cried.


  He walked into the stable, wishing that he had a box of matches or a flashlight with him to dispel the inky blackness. Suddenly he heard a truck motor roar into life and he saw that the dark figures at the end of the stable were running toward the sound.


  Reggie also broke into a run. He felt sure now that someone was kidnaping the colonel’s horse, Blue Star, which was scheduled to run in the big race Sunday.


  “Stop!” he yelled.


  Suddenly he collided with a figure in the darkness. He heard a muffled curse, then a fist slammed into his jaw and he felt himself falling. Another vicious blow struck him at the temple and he was going down and a thousand stars exploded in his head. He remembered hitting the floor of the stable and nothing else . . .


  A VIGOROUS hand on his shoulder roused him. He opened his eyes groggily and saw Colonel Ravenal leaning over him, holding a lamp in his hand. In the light cast by the lamp Reggie also saw Eileen and Mannering standing beside the colonel.


  He sat up weakly and put his hands to his head.


  “What happened?” he muttered.


  “That’s what I want to know!” Colonel Ravenal said grimly.


  “Blue Star has been stolen,” Eileen said, and her voice was fiat with despair.


  “What were you doing in here at this time of night?” Colonel Ravenal demanded.


  “I—I was just taking a walk,” Reggie said feebly. “The door was open and some men were moving around in the darkness. One of them must have hit me, I guess.”


  “Did you recognize any of them?” the colonel asked.


  Reggie shook his head miserably.


  “It was too dark,” he said.


  Mannering said to Eileen in an audible whisper, “It all sounds pretty thin to me.”


  “You don’t think I had anything to do with this, do you?” Reggie cried indignantly.


  Colonel Ravenal turned away in disgust. His great shoulders were slumped despairingly.


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said wearily. “Blue Star is gone and so are our chances for the race today. No, I don’t think you stole the horse. You wouldn’t have that much guts. But I’m sick and tired of having you underfoot, young man. You would be doing me a great favor if you would pack your bags and get out of here before I lose my temper and throw you out.”


  Reggie felt a sudden bitter anger.


  “All right, you pot-bellied old goat,” he said, “it will be a pleasure.”


  He got to his feet and strode from the stables . . .


  AS HE was packing the following morning there was a soft knock on the door.


  “Come in,” Reggie said, throwing a necktie into his bag.


  The door opened slowly and Eileen entered the room. She stood just inside the doorway and looked at Reggie for a moment in silence.


  “Well,” Reggie said finally, “did you come to make sure the parting guest didn’t abscond with the bed linen.”


  “I’m sorry about father, Reggie,” Eileen said quietly. “I wanted you to know that.”


  Reggie shrugged and went on packing.


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “There’s another thing,” Eileen said. “I told Guy last night I wasn’t sure I loved him. Does that matter?”


  Reggie stopped packing and turned slowly.


  “Does that mean you love me?” he demanded.


  “Oh, Reggie, I don’t know,” she said distractedly. “I thought I loved Guy but when I saw you and realized how much you’d changed, I wasn’t sure. But whether I love Guy or not, I have to marry him now.”


  “Have to marry him?” Reggie said incredulously. “Even if you don’t love him?”


  Eileen nodded miserably.


  “You see, father mortgaged all of his holdings and bet them on Blue Star in today’s race. Naturally he’s lost everything now that Blue Star won’t run. That’s why he’s so terribly upset. And that’s why I have to marry Guy.”


  “I don’t understand,” Reggie said. “Guy has money,” Eileen said miserably. “Oh, I don’t care for myself; it’s father I’m thinking of. I can’t let him down now that he’s penniless.”


  “But you can’t sacrifice your own happiness for money,” Reggie said, in horror. “It’s—it’s un-American.” He paced anxiously up and down the room, frowning. “But if Blue Star could run, you wouldn’t have to,” he said.


  “That would be something else again,” Eileen said.


  Reggie lit a cigarette deliberately and frowned thoughtfully at the glowing tip.


  “Let me get a few things straightened out,” he said. “Did you tell Guy you weren’t sure you loved him before Blue Star was stolen?”


  “Why, yes.”


  “And does Mannering know your father has everything he owns bet on the race today?”


  “Of course—but what are you getting at?”


  “I’m not sure,” Reggie said. But he was I He’d have bet his last dollar that Mannering had engineered the theft of Blue Star to force Eileen to marry him.


  “Reggie, you aren’t thinking that Guy had something to do with this, are you?”


  Reggie didn’t answer. Instead he picked up his hat and started for the door.


  “Reggie, where are you going?”


  “I’m not quite sure,” Reggie said from the doorway, “but don’t be too surprised if Blue Star is at the post today.”


  He blew her a kiss and left the room.


  CHAPTER VII


  REGGIE’S first stop was the colonel’s garage, where he climbed into a horse van and then, after inquiring the direction to the Mannering estate, started the truck and drove down the winding lane to the highway.


  It was about eleven o’clock then, and the race was scheduled for one in the afternoon.


  He pulled up before the immense Mannering stables and got out of the truck. Guy Mannering was standing in the doorway, every inch the sportsman in riding breeches and polo shirt. His face was puzzled as he recognized Reggie.


  “What brings you out here?” he asked.


  “Just a simple errand,” Reggie said calmly, “I came to get Blue Star.”


  Reggie watched Mannering closely as he spoke and he saw a momentary flicker of anxiety in his eyes. But it was hidden quickly behind an amused smile.


  “And what makes you think I have Blue Star?” he asked.


  “I know you have,” Reggie said. “And if you don’t produce him I intend to whale you within an inch of your life.”


  Mannering smiled and dropped his cigarette to the ground and crushed it out with the toe of his boot.


  “You’re being very funny,” he said.


  “I don’t mean to be,” Reggie said.


  He stepped forward and doubled his fists.


  “Now, just a minute,” Mannering said quickly. “Maybe we can talk this over.”


  “All right,” Reggie said. He dropped his hands to his sides. “Start talking.”


  “Well, I just thought we might get together,” Mannering said. He shifted his weight slightly and glanced over Reggie’s shoulder. “We aren’t alone, you know.”


  Reggie looked around and saw no one, but before he could turn back, Mannering’s fist crashed with stunning force into the side of his head. He went down limply.


  Through the fog that seemed to be settling over him he heard Mannering laughing.


  “Never lead with your chin, sucker,” he said.


  Reggie crawled dazedly to his feet and started for the sound of Mannering’s voice. He swung wildly as he charged in, and he felt bone under his right fist.


  He shook his head and saw Mannering sitting on the ground holding his jaw.


  “Get up,” he said. “You’re in for a licking.”


  Mannering got cautiously to his feet and backed away.


  “Now, just a minute,” he said. “I—”


  Reggie stepped quickly in and hit him twice in the face with all his strength. Mannering went down again and this time there was fear in his eyes. And Reggie knew that the man’s magnificent physique and loud bluster concealed a heart the size of a dandelion.


  “Where’s Blue Star?” he demanded. “I’m through stalling.”


  “He’s gone,” Mannering said, scrambling to his feet. “He’s too far away by this time to ever get here for the race.” There was a light of triumph in his eye as he backed away from Reggie. “Your heroic act won’t get you anything,” he said.


  “You’re lying,” Reggie said.


  HE STARTED forward, but Mannering suddenly turned and ran into the stable, slamming the big doors shut behind him. Reggie could hear his efforts to slide the bolts home that locked the door.


  Reggie lunged at the door, trying to wedge it open before Mannering could lock it. But the fumbling at the bolts had stopped and he realized despairingly that Mannering had bolted the door. With the frenzy of desperation he hurled himself at its solid wooden surface, and to his surprise it gave inward and he almost sprawled flat on his face.


  There was no sign of Mannering, but his head-long rush brought him into collision with a large stallion that was standing just inside the door.


  Reggie glanced at the horse automatically and then looked away. But something caused him to turn back.


  The horse had the most bewildered, frightened expression on its face he had ever seen in his life. Its eyes were rolling wildly and when it saw Reggie it whinnied frantically.


  Reggie stared at the horse and an incredible thought occurred to him.


  But no! It couldn’t be!


  And then he remembered one important fact that made him regard the bewildered horse with a sudden grin.


  For he had just remembered the potion the little man had brought to the Ravenal home. And his own efforts to prevent the colonel and Eileen from drinking any of the weird drug. He had knocked their glasses to the floor—but he hadn’t touched Guy Mannering’s glass!


  And this bewildered looking horse could be


  “Guy Mannering!” he said.


  The horse started and then nodded its head vigorously. The look of desperate terror on its face deepened as Reggie began to chuckle.


  Its tail whipped about in an agony of fright and its eyes were fixed beseechingly on Reggie.


  “You look very natural, Guy,” Reggie said.


  The horse whinnied piteously.


  Reggie was so stunned by the fact that Mannering had turned into a horse, that he forgot for the moment that he still had a big problem on his hands.


  But he did remember almost immediately. And he knew then he would never find Blue Star in time for the race, for the only person who could tell him where the horse was, wasn’t in any position to do any talking.


  His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of a groom.


  “I beg your pardon, sir,” the groom said, “But I was looking for Mr. Mannering.”


  The horse whinnied desperately and the groom turned to him with a frown.


  “This is a new one, isn’t it, sir?” he asked.


  The horse shook its head desperately and pawed the ground, but Reggie suddenly smiled and slapped the horse sharply in the ribs.


  “Yes, it is,” he said. “Mister Mannering was going to buy it from me, but he changed his mind. Will you put a saddle and bridle on it, please, and help me load it into the van? I’m taking him out to the races today.”


  “Sure thing, sir. Pity Mister Mannering didn’t want the animal. He’s a beauty.”


  AN idea had occurred to Reggie that for sheer stupendous irony surpassed anything he had ever imagined or heard. It might not work, but it was the only thing left for him to do.


  The groom threw a saddle over the back of the horse and tightened the cinches.


  “What kind of a bit does he like, sir?” the groom asked. “Mister Mannering always uses a saw-edged bit for his horses. I don’t like the idea myself—too hard on the horse—but some of them need it.”


  “So Mannering always uses a saw-edged bit, eh?” Reggie said reflectively.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Then I’ll use one too,” Reggie said decisively.


  The groom took a bit and bridle from the stable wall, but the horse suddenly reared in fright.


  “Down,” the groom said sharply. He took a crop from the wall and shook it at the horse. “Or do you want a touch of this?”


  The horse subsided and the groom slipped the bit into its mouth.


  “Probably need a saw-edge on this one,” he said. “He seems a little wild.


  Have you got a good crop?”


  “No, I haven’t,” Reggie said.


  “Take this one, then. If he gives you any trouble whack him on the tips of the ears. He’ll behave.”


  “Thank you very much,” Reggie said with a delighted smile. “Now just help me put him in the van.”


  “Sure. He looks like a good animal, but he needs a little disciplining.”


  “He’s going to get it,” Reggie said. “Are you goin’ to run him today?”


  “You said it,” Reggie said. “This is Colonel Ravenal’s substitute entry for the race today. He’s going to have his legs run right into his belly if he doesn’t work.”


  The horse rolled piteous eyes at Reggie and whinnied despairingly.


  “Let’s go,” Reggie said briskly.


  THE band was playing Boots and Saddles when Reggie arrived at the track. A huge holiday crowd was on hand, and the packed stands were decorated with gay bunting.


  Reggie drove directly to the judge’s booth at the stable9. He climbed out and ordered a Ravenal groom to take the horse from the van, then he looked up the judge, a gray-haired gentleman in a wide black hat.


  “I want to announce a substitution for the Ravenal entry,” he said.


  The judge looked at him in surprise. “I can’t do that now, son,” he said. “The horses are going to the post. Colonel Ravenal withdrew his entry about five minutes ago, anyway.”


  “He wants to reinstate it,” Reggie said.


  “Have they found Blue Star?” the judge asked incredulously.


  “No, it’s a substitute,” Reggie said frantically.


  “Waal,” the judge said thoughtfully, “seems like it wouldn’t be no race at all without a Ravenal entry. I guess we can do it. Who’s your rider?”


  “I am,” Reggie said promptly.


  “You ain’t going to have time to change,” the judge said. “Them horses are rarin’ to go right this minute. And where’s Mannering? Thought he was going to ride the colonel’s entry.”


  “He’s doing his bit,” Reggie said cryptically. “Now make the announcement.”


  “All right, son, but you’d better hurry.”


  Reggie trotted to his horse and mounted.


  “Now listen, Mannering,” he said, leaning close to the horse’s ear, so the grooms wouldn’t hear. “You are going to run that race to win, understand? If you don’t I’ll flay you alive.”


  He dug his heels in hard and the horse started for the track at a fast trot.


  The radio was announcing the substitution when Reggie rode onto the track. He saw Colonel Ravenal and Eileen standing in their box, staring unbelievingly at him, and then Eileen waved happily and he saw the colonel throw his hat into the air and slap the man at his side resoundingly.


  The rest of the horses were at the gate and the starter was trying to get them off. Reggie snapped the crop down on his mount’s flank and raced for the gate, but while he was still a dozen feet away, the starter’s pistol cracked sharply, and the crowd was on its feet shouting, “They’re off!”


  Reggie yelled into his horse’s ear, but with every foot he fell steadily back. At the quarter turn he was five lengths from the leaders, at the back stretch he was seven and when they swung into the three quarter turn he was full ten lengths behind and dropping further behind with every stride.


  Mannering was deliberately throwing the race!


  “All right!” Reggie yelled, “you asked for it!”


  He brought his crop down in a swishing snap across the tip of the horse’s ears.


  “Run, you good-for-nothing sneak!” he shouted, bringing the crop down again with stinging force. The horse whinnied wildly and lunged ahead, its hooves driving into the hard track with a drumming roar.


  “Get movin’ !” Reggie cried.


  THEY began to close on the pack, and when they hit the home stretch, they had passed the last two horses and were driving on the outside in a wild Garrison finish.


  The stands were a solid roaring block of humanity as they roared toward the finish line, and Reggie was hanging on desperately to keep from being thrown.


  Another twenty feet and they were pressing the leaders, and then it was neck-and-neck in a driving, furious finish with the horse that had led the entire distance.


  “Come on!” Reggie screamed.


  The horse under him found a burst of strength from somewhere and strained into the lead as they flashed by the finish line—winning by a nose!


  Reggie swung the horse then into the lane that led to the stables and didn’t stop until he had ridden the animal into the Ravenal van.


  Then he jumped behind the wheel of the truck and roared away. He reached the Mannering estates in record time, climbed out and opened the rear door of the truck.


  Guy Mannering was lying on the floor of the van, his sides heaving desperately and his tongue hanging almost to his waist. His hair was plastered wet with perspiration. He looked like a man who had run a horse race—which he had.


  “Nice going, Mannering,” Reggie grinned. “You were magnificent. Too bad you’ll never get any credit for winning one of the most important races of the year.”


  “Go ’way,” Mannering panted. “Let me alone. Never want to see you again.” Reggie took the young sportsman’s collar and hauled him out of the truck.


  “I don’t think you will,” he said. “I’m going back to the Ravenal’s now to find out the date Eileen wants to marry me. We won’t be seeing much of you in the future, so, cheerio.”


  He climbed in the van and drove away.


  EILEEN was waiting for him at the Ravenal estate.


  “Darling!” she cried, “you were wonderful. But why didn’t you wait after the race to receive the trophy? And father wanted to see you, to tell you how sorry he was for the way he acted.”


  “Time for all that, later,” Reggie grinned. “Now I’ve got only one thing on my mind.”


  “And what is that?” Eileen asked demurely.


  “This,” Reggie said.


  He took her in his arms and held her tightly.


  “I never want to let you go,” he murmured.


  “Why, Reggie,” Eileen smiled, “I think you’re turning into a wolf.”


  “My God!” Reggie cried.


  He shoved her away and looked down at his legs apprehensively. Then he began to smile nervously.


  “Reggie, darling, what’s the matter?” Eileen asked.


  Reggie took her in his arms again and kissed her soundly.


  “Nothing,” he said, “but I didn’t know you were referring to this kind of wolf.”


  DOUBLE-CROSS ON MARS


  First published in the September 1944 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Terry Lester figured he couldn’t hate anybody as much as he did his employers. Then he got mixed up with the Martians and found his error—the hard way!


  TERRY LESTER was a red-headed, square-jawed space pilot, and when he walked into Commander Moore’s large imposing office he did it with the confident arrogance that marked his every gesture.


  The commander was a small, tightfaced man with graying hair and keen, thoughtful eyes. He glanced up when Terry stopped at his desk. A muscle twitched in his cheek as he noted that the wide-shouldered space pilot was standing with his hands in the pockets of his whip-cord breeches.


  “Did you want to see me?” Terry asked, chewing idly on a match in the corner of his mouth.


  “Yes,” Commander Moore said shortly, “I did. I wish to offer you a job of considerable importance and, I might add right here, considerable danger.”


  He leaned back in his chair and picked up a sheaf of papers from the desk.


  “I have here a complete file on you, Mr. Lester, extending back several years. It is only fair me to tell you that I am completely familiar with your career.” He paused and glanced up at the bronzed space pilot and his eyes were quietly watchful. “Even the incidents surrounding your resignation from the Federated Space Command several years ago.”


  Terry Lester’s face might have been hewn from burnished mahogany for all the expression that was apparent; but his eyes were like hard bright pebbles.


  “I hope you enjoyed your snooping, Commander,” he said ironically. “Since I am no longer one of your underpaid puppets, it doesn’t matter a damn to me what you know.”


  He turned sharply on his heel and headed for the door. With his hand on the knob he paused and said over his shoulder, “Whatever your job was, consider it refused.”


  “Just a minute, Lester,” Commander Moore said quietly, and something in his voice caused Terry to turn and wait as the commander stood up and walked slowly around to the front of his desk. “I am offering you this job,” he continued, “knowing full well that you can refuse it if you like. You are a freelance pilot and not subject to my orders. But I’d like you to listen to me for just a minute before you make up your mind.”


  Terry Lester glanced at his watch and grinned with sardonic amusement.


  “I am a busy man, Commander,” he said, “but fire away.”


  “I will be brief,” Commander Moore said dryly. “The job I am offering you is a special assignment to handle our latest space-fighter in a public demonstration.”


  “Not interested,” Terry said flatly. “I don’t intend to risk this neck of mine testing some engineer’s brain-child to give the public a thrill. Find another sucker to handle your space-going coffin; I’m not having any, thanks.”


  “This is not a demonstration to thrill the public,” Commander Moore said quietly. “This is a demonstration which might very possibly save Earth from a gigantic space war which it is not, at this time, prepared to wage.”


  TERRY took his hand slowly away from the door knob.


  “Go on,” he said.


  “This demonstration is scheduled for Mars a few weeks from today,” Commander Moore said. “We have been invited to send our latest equipment there for the annual conference on space communication and travel. Ostensibly the offer had been made in the friendliest possible spirit, but our Intelligence believes that is merely a ruse to examine our latest fighter space craft at close range.”


  “Why send them, then?” Terry asked bluntly. “Tell the double-faced little red cockroaches to go to hell.”


  “Unfortunately Intelligence feels we aren’t in a position to take that attitude,” Commander Moore said, with a bare trace of sarcasm. “And if we refuse to send our latest space-fighter, the Martians will infer that we haven’t any, or that our production is so slow as to make them a negligible factor in any immediate war.”


  “Well,” Terry said irritably, “what’s the dope? Have we got a fighter or haven’t we?”


  “We have a fighter space ship,” Commander Moore said firmly. “We have a ship which we believe to be the most effective weapon in existence in the void today. But—” he paused and his shoulders moved in a shrug “—we have only one of these ready for flight at the present time. It is a special model, built practically by hand in our research laboratory. We are not yet ready to produce it on a major scale. When we are, we will be prepared for any contingency that might arise. But until such a time, we must bluff Mars into moving carefully and slowly in any belligerent action. If they see our experimental fighter in action, and are led to believe it is only one of thousands we are producing, they will not be anxious to provoke hostilities until they develop something to match our new fighter.


  And that is going to take them considerable time, I can assure you.”


  “And I’m to go to Mars and fly this new fighter in a demonstration trial, is that it?” Terry asked. A sardonic grin lit his lean, burnished features. “What’s the matter with your own precious pack of space flyers? Are they afraid to take the chance?”


  Commander Moore’s eyes were suddenly cold and hard.


  “There isn’t a space pilot in the Federated Command who wouldn’t give his right arm for the chance I’m offering you, Lester,” he said with icy deliberation.


  Terry grinned with bitter amusement.


  “Why don’t you give one of them the chance?” he asked with gentle irony.


  “You know that as well as I do,” Commander Moore said, and the twitching muscle in his cheek was the only external evidence of his anger. “You still happen to be the best fighter pilot in the Universe today, Lester. And this job requires the best we have. I would rather have done almost anything else I can think of before begging you to take this assignment, but my personal feelings don’t count. I have been ordered to assign this job to the best pilot I know, and you are that man. I am waiting for your answer.”


  “I’m sorry as hell about your feelings,” Terry said with bitter sarcasm. “No one thought of mine when they drummed me out of the Command for gambling, did they?” He drew a deep heavy breath. “But that’s neither here nor there. What do I get out of this thing if I accept?”


  “I won’t remind you of your obligation to Earth,” Commander Moore said caustically. “Nor the possible satisfaction you might get from serving your native planet. I won’t mention those things because I am afraid they wouldn’t touch you. Instead, I will make this a strictly commercial proposition. I am offering twenty-five thousand dollars, payable immediately after the flight, regardless of results. Will you take it or leave it?”


  Terry smiled but there was no humor in his hard, bitter young eyes.


  “You’re talking my language,” he said. “I’ll take it.”


  “You’ll receive a contract tomorrow,” Commander Moore said, “and your orders will be sent when you return the signed contract. Satisfactory?”


  “Okay,” Terry said. He turned the knob of the door. “I don’t need the money, particularly,” he added, “but I can’t resist the spectacle of the Federated Command down on its knees whimpering for my services. I’ll do your job, Commander, don’t worry about that, but you can shove your twenty-five thousand dollars in your ear.”


  He slammed the door behind him and walked out of the commander’s reception room with swift, angry strides.


  HIS contract arrived the next day, and three days after he signed it an officer of the Federated Command arrived at his room and presented him with a sheaf of orders, sealed with the official insignia of the Command Headquarters.


  Terry glanced through the orders, packed a small grip and a day later arrived at the closely guarded Federated research laboratories. He presented his identification and was led to a small office beside the main mooring tower, where a grizzled, white-haired old man sat at a desk, chewing on the stump of a cigar. He looked up sharply when Terry entered the office.


  “Who’re you?” he snapped peevishly. “How the hell am I supposed to get any work done if they use my office for a main spacelane?”


  Terry ignored the outburst.


  “Are you MacGregor?” he asked.


  The white-haired man behind the desk gnawed viciously on his cigar and glared at Terry through the ragged tufts of his eyebrows.


  “Who else would I be?” he demanded.


  “You might be a refugee from a pickle jar for all I know,” Terry said. “I’m Terry Lester. I understand some crack-pot here put a rocket on a tin can and thinks he’s got a world-beater ship. I’m the guy who’s going to tear it to pieces, if it doesn’t fall apart blasting-off.”


  MacGregor put his horny hands on the desk and rose half-way out of his chair. His wrinkled face was an alarming shade of red; he almost swallowed his cigar as he struggled to speak.


  “Refugee from a pickle jar, am I?” he cried in a wheezy, sputtering voice. “And you’re Terry Lester! And you’re going to test a tin-can rocket ship that some crack-pot designed,” he roared, gathering steam as he listed Terry’s insults categorically. “Well, Mr. Terry Lester, I happen to be the crack-pot that designed the ship you’re going to test and if you tear it to pieces I’ll eat your hat without seasoning.”


  Terry laughed.


  “I recognized you from your pictures, MacGregor. I heard you were excitable but I got a bum steer. You’re damn near incandescent!”


  He tossed his orders on MacGregor’s desk and lit a cigarette while the crotchety engineer thumbed through them, a scowl on his red face.


  MacGregor, Terry knew, was a living legend in the history of space travel. His contributions to the development of inter-planetary travel stretched over a span of almost fifty years. What he didn’t know about shape ships, no one else in the Universe did either. And his knowledge, scientific brilliance and Scotch canniness were the subjects of a thousand stories, told and re-told in space-ports from Jupiter to Venus.


  This was the dour, white-haired, hopping little man who sat behind the desk scowling at Terry’s orders, Terry knew that his truculent belligerence was ninety-nine per cent pose, to cover a streak of soft sentiment.


  MacGREGOR finally glanced up from the papers, his keen old eyes bright in his small face.


  “So you’re Terry Lester, eh? Heard a lot about you. Suppose to be a pretty good man at the controls of a ship, aren’t you?”


  Terry shrugged.


  “Good enough,” he said.


  “We’ll see,” MacGregor said. He leaned back in his chair and said, “What did the Federated Command kick you out for?”


  “That’s none of your damn business,” Terry said evenly.


  “Well, it don’t matter,” MacGregor said, getting up from his desk and tottering over to the door. He put a hand to his back and grimaced. “Darn this rheumatism!” In the same peevish, impersonal voice he said, “The Federated Command always was a little too uppity for ray tastes.” He squinted at Terry and laughed with a thin, high chuckle. “Threw me out of their research department forty-six years ago for telling a brass hat to go to hell.” Terry found himself warming to this twisted, grumpy old man. And he knew then why MacGregor had become a living legend. He was more than a magnificent engineer; he was a magnificent human being.


  “I never heard that before,” he said.


  “Well,” McGregor said wryly, “neither of us brags much about it. How ’bout taking a look at that tin can of mine now?”


  Terry followed the old man to the main mooring tower where a half dozen engineers and mechanics were working on a slim, beautiful ship, powered by four rear rockets. Stubby atomic cannons stuck out from the nose of the ship like the feelers of a bug.


  MacGregor teetered back and forth, hands in his pockets, working his cigar from side to side in his mouth.


  “There she is,” he said.


  Terry walked around the ship, inspecting it from every angle. There was a singing in his heart as he drank in the sheer perfection of the small ship. It was more than a creation of man’s mind and ingenuity; it was the dream of a man’s soul translated in lines of shining steel.


  MacGregor watched him closely, eagerly, with his small bright eyes, when he completed his inspection. “Well, what do you think?”


  Terry let the enthusiasm fade from his face and he shrugged.


  “It looks like a fair ship,” he said cautiously. “No one’s taken it out yet, have they?”


  MacGregor shook his head.


  “Nope. You’ll be the first. It’s ready to go anytime you feel like it.”


  “Stick it into a propulsion slot, then,” Terry said. “There’s no time like the present. I’ll tell you in an hour or so if she’s got anything besides good looks.”


  MacGregor’s face lighted with a rare enthusiasm. He shouted an order to the crew working on the ship and slapped Terry on the arm.


  “You do things the way I like—sudden as hell,” he said.


  TEN minutes later, wearing a borrowed space suit, Terry blasted off in MacGregor’s fighter. A thousand miles above Earth, in the stark immensity of the void, he put the ship through its paces. At first he found it almost too delicate and fast to handle, but as his trained reflexes adjusted to its almost incredible maneuverability and velocity, a satisfied grin broke on his face.


  What a ship!


  There was nothing it couldn’t do. Terry Lester had flown every type of ship in existence, from training fighters to great liners, but he’d never piloted anything like this quick-silver-fast ship of MacGregor’s.


  He took it out fifty thousand miles and dove it back toward Earth. The hair at the back of his neck rose as he watched the rate-of-speed needle revolve madly. He pulled it out of the dive a thousand miles above Earth, a few seconds later. He took a deep, unsteady breath. There was apparently no limit to the ship’s speed.


  Forty nine thousand miles in thirty seconds![*]


  That was traveling! At that speed a man didn’t have time to check his reactions. He smiled at the thought of using the ship in actual combat. He trigged the force guns and watched the bright beams of energy lash out from the atomic cannons against the dead blackness of the void. An enemy ship would be a cinder in an instant under that searing blast.


  He drove back to Earth and flashed the ship in a whistling screaming dive through Earth’s atmosphere to test the friction resistance of the hull. He had seen ships melt into molten, shapeless lumps from the heat generated by atmospheric friction; but MacGregor’s ship took it without difficulty.


  He circled Earth once, then set the automatic mooring dial and brought the ship down. MacGregor was waiting at the base of the tower, hiding his anxiety behind a sarcastic smile.


  “Well, it’s still in one piece,” he said. Terry handed him the chart on which the reactions of the ship had been automatically recorded, and waited while the old Scotchman read them rapidly, tracing every waver of the reaction lines with keen eyes that missed nothing.


  He shook his head grumpily. “Have to make an adjustment on the gravity-repeller. Too much strain. Won’t take much to fix it right.”


  Glancing up at Terry, he couldn’t hide his anxiety any longer. His bright, little eyes were frankly worried. “How’s she handle?” he asked.


  TERRY didn’t have the heart to hold him in suspense. He grinned and said, “There’s nothing to worry about. She’s perfect. If she were any faster you couldn’t find pilots to handle her.”


  “Hmmph,” MacGregor said, striving unsuccessfully to hide the pleased light in his eyes. “She’s just another ship. You’ve been blasting around in tubs so long you forget the feel of a nice, trim little ship. But I guess she’ll do.”


  “She’ll do, all right,” Terry said. “When do we take her to Mars?”


  “Right away,” MacGregor said emphatically.


  “Are you going?” asked Terry. “Hell’s fire, yes!” the wiry Scotchman said explosively. “Did you think I’d trust anybody else to get that ship ready for flight? And I want to be on hand to watch them Martian double-crossers get run out of the void.”


  “Who else is going?” Terry asked. “Just you, me, and the three-man commission from the Space Bureau,” MacGregor said. “What they want them diplomats to go along for, I don’t know. Not one of ’em knows a propulsion rocket from a mooring tower. But they’re going, nevertheless. We’ll leave from here at the end of the week and make the trip in the fighter. That’ll give you that much time to get used to it.”


  “Fine,” Terry said. “I’ll be on hand.”


  BLAST-OFF was scheduled for Saturday morning, nine o’clock. Earth time, 296-04, Inter-planetary time. MacGregor’s fighter was in its propulsion slot when Terry arrived.


  He climbed into a pair of leather space togs, gave the ship a quick, thorough inspection, then opened the hatch and stepped into the small cabin.


  MacGregor was there, talking with three persons whom Terry guessed to be the representatives from the Space Bureau who were making the trip with them. Two of the three were middle-aged, with graying hair; but when Terry glanced at the third figure, he couldn’t repress a low exclamation of amazement.


  MacGregor chuckled at the look on his face.


  “Didn’t figure the three-man commission might have a girl on the staff, did you?” he said, chuckling gleefully at Terry’s discomfiture.


  The girl was tall and slim. The strands of hair that escaped from her tightly fitting space helmet were a becoming shade of red. Her eyes were very blue in the whiteness of her face.


  “Miss Masters,” MacGregor said, “our pilot, Terry Lester.”


  “How do you do?” the girl murmured in a low voice. She didn’t smile and Terry noticed that her eyes were without warmth. She looked cold, superior and there was a suggestion in her attitude that the bare cabin of the fighter was not quite her customary environment.


  Terry nodded shortly to her, making no attempt to conceal his dislike. She was a type he couldn’t stomach. Cold, stiff and superior.


  He shook hands with the two men and learned that the younger of the two was Mr. Neelson, and the other Mr. Forrest. They were both cordial and looked alert and efficient.


  “How soon do we leave?” Terry asked, turning to MacGregor.


  “When you say the word,” MacGregor answered. “Everything’s all set. The supplies are aboard. I checked everything myself, personally.”


  The girl stood up and said to MacGregor, “Is Mr. Lester a Federated Command pilot?”


  Terry noticed that the top of her head came about level with his eyes. And he also noticed that the tailored trousers and jacket she wore accentuated the slim, feminine lines of her body.


  MacGregor cocked his head and looked at her with a strange lack of expression on his round, wrinkled face.


  “What makes you ask that, Miss Masters?” he asked.


  Terry watched the scene with a bitter, ironic smile that pressed his lips into flat, white lines.


  “I’ll tell her, Mac,” he said quietly. He turned to the girl and smiled without humor. “I was a Federation officer, Miss Masters, but they threw me out. Since you undoubtedly knew that, what was the point of your question?”


  “Yes,” the girl said, “I knew of your past record, Mr. Lester.” Her eyes met his coolly, levelly. “I simply wanted to remind you that the Space Bureau Commission, of which I am a member, is aware of your background.”


  “I see,” Terry said, and his voice was dangerously soft. “You’ll be watching to see that I don’t sell out to the Martians, is that it?”


  “Precisely,” the girl said calmly. “I didn’t approve of your selection from the start, but I was over-ruled by the Federated Command. I insisted that we use one of their accredited, trustworthy pilots. Why they didn’t is something I still can’t understand.”


  TERRY’S burnished features were rock-hard, but before he could speak, MacGregor said to the girl, “There’s probably a lot of things you don’t understand, Miss Masters, judging from the stuff comin’ through those sweet lips of yours.” The cigar in his mouth shifted angrily from side to side and his little eyes were snapping bright. “Terry Lester’s aboard because he’s the best damn pilot in the Universe. This is a time when Earth can’t stand on formality. She’s got to have the best men she’s got, whether they’re wearing cute red uniforms or convict stripes. When the Martian pilots learn they’re flying against Terry they’ll be ready to quit before they hit the void.” He paused and spat contemptuously. “I hope them skirts of yours make as good an impression.”


  Terry saw the high spots of angry color in the girl’s cheeks and he couldn’t repress a reluctant admiration for her tenacity. Wrong as she was, she was sticking to her guns. And maybe, he thought with a mental shrug, she wasn’t wrong at that.


  “I refuse to be intimidated by your attitude, Mr. MacGregor,” she said quietly.


  Terry noticed with a faint grin that the two men—Neelson and Forrest—were looking rather embarrassed.


  “Well,” he said, with a slight mocking nod to the girl, “now that the spotlight has been turned on the black sheep, suppose we get started.”


  He turned and strode into the control chamber and in a few seconds the powerful rear rockets were throbbing gently.


  MacGregor came in and stood behind him as he rapidly checked the instruments.


  “Everything okay?” he asked.


  Terry nodded. “Fine.”


  The old Scotchman laid a hand awkwardly on his shoulder.


  “Don’t let that dame get you down.” he said. “The best of women are odd gadgets,” he added, shaking his white head despairingly. “They’re the only things in God’s Universe that violate the laws of mechanics and science. That’s why I never got married. Couldn’t stand to have somethin’ around that wouldn’t fit into an equation.”


  Terry felt the bitter core of anger in his breast dissolving slowly.


  “That’s your story,” he smiled. “The truth is, none of them would have you.” MacGregor chuckled.


  “That’s been my secret for forty years,” he said. “And now you come along and dig it out.”


  “Here we go,” Terry said.


  His hand moved to the release switch and closed it firmly. A second later the fighter rocketed from its tower and split the Earth’s atmosphere with a shrieking roar as it blasted for the measureless void . . .


  THE trip to Mars took a day and a half. Terry cut the speed of the fighter when he saw the red orb of Mars in the small visi-screen which was at eye-level above the control panel.


  He was watching closely the reaction of the repulsion rocket gauges when the door opened and the Masters girl entered. Terry hadn’t spoken to her since the start of the flight. And he didn’t bother to speak now. He was conscious of her eyes on his back, but he kept his attention on the control panel.


  “When will we reach Mars?” she asked finally.


  “Pretty soon,” Terry said.


  “Will I have time for a shower?”


  Terry kept his face straight.


  “Depends on how badly you need one,” he said.


  He heard the girl’s sharp, angry intake of breath and a smile brushed the corners of his mouth. The door banged and when he glanced up she had gone.


  With a malicious grin on his face he suddenly gunned the throttle and drove the ship toward Mars at full speed. Three minutes after the girl had left the room they were splitting the atmosphere of Mars. A light flared on the visi-screen—a signal from the Martian space port—and he set his instruments accordingly. A minute later the ship had come to a cushioned stop in Martian tower . . .


  TERRY set the controls at neutral and stepped into the cabin of the ship. MacGregor was releasing the compressed air vents that opened the hatch. Nelson and Forrest were at his side. There was no sign of the girl. From the rear compartment of the ship Terry heard the sound of running water and he rubbed a hand over his mouth to hide a quick smile.


  When the hatch opened two Martians who had been standing on the tower ramp stepped into the ship. They were a little over four feet high, a dull red in color and their flat, disc-like faces were adorned with polite smiles.


  “So happy to welcome you to our planet,” one of them murmured. He was the heavier of the two and his eyes were bright, hard, unrevealing. “I am Ogar, chief of Mars’ research division. My assistant, Melthar.”


  The Martian named Melthar bowed and smiled. Introductions were exchanged. Ogar’s pale green eyes narrowed for an instant when he saw Terry.


  “I know of you by reputation, I believe,” he said. “You had an unfortunate encounter with one of our patrols a few years ago, if I am not mistaken.”


  “It was an unfortunate encounter for your patrol,” Terry said.


  “Ah, yes,” Ogar said, smiling blandly. “But such things will happen.” He glanced at MacGregor, then at Forrest and Neelson, and a politely puzzled frown appeared on his face. “We understood another was coming,” he said gently.


  “Oh, yes,” MacGregor said, “but don’t worry, we’re all accounted for. The other member—”


  He stopped in mid-sentence as the door opened and the Masters girl appeared. She was wearing a loose bath robe and her long red hair was covered with white lather. Her eyes were closed tightly and one hand was extended gopingly in front of her.


  “Will somebody hand me a towel, please?” she asked. “I don’t want to get this darn lather in my eyes.”


  MacGregor stared at her for an instant and then he slapped a calloused palm down on his thigh. A thin, high chuckle broke through his lips and his shoulders began to shake.


  Neelson and Forrest were smiling and suddenly the two Martians joined in the laughter, their voices tittering in high-pitched giggles.


  The girl opened her eyes and a blank look of amazement spread over her features as she stared in confusion at the two Martians. She drew the robe together at her throat with a fluttering, nervous gesture and she backed toward the rear compartment door in an agony of embarrassment.


  Terry watched the scene gravely.


  His sudden acceleration in landing had caught the girl in this humiliating spot; and while he felt she deserved it, he got no satisfaction from the thought.


  A bright, painful flush stained her cheeks.


  “I’m sorry,” she said breathlessly, “I didn’t know we were—” Her voice trailed weakly. “I’ll be ready in a minute,” she said. “I thought—”


  She met Terry’s eyes then and slow comprehension dawned in her face. The embarrassed flush on her cheeks was heightened by a blaze of anger.


  “I hope you’re amused!” she cried, and disappeared into the rear compartment, slamming the door behind her with unmistakable emphasis.


  OGAR, the Martian, turned to Macgregor.


  “All arrangements have been made for your accommodations,” he said. “You will have the facilities of our space ships at your command, should you need them. And if you want mechanics or technicians, we shall be happy to supply them also.”


  “Thanks,” said MacGregor dryly, “but I think we’ll manage okay ourselves.”


  “As you wish,” Ogar said politely. “The tests are scheduled for tomorrow. Will that be convenient for you?”


  MacGregor glanced at Terry.


  “How about it, son? Tomorrow okay with you?”


  Terry nodded.


  “I’ll be ready.”


  “Excellent,” said Ogar, smiling. “We shall leave you now. When you are ready to leave, there will be someone here to take you to your quarters. You should all enjoy a restful sleep. Tomorrow will be a busy day.”


  “You’re right,” Terry said. “Your pilots are liable to find things a bit too busy.”


  Ogar smiled at him, displaying even little teeth.


  “Let us hope not,” he said.


  TERRY was on the great Martian space field at day-break the following morning. He Inspected MacGregor’s fighter carefully and found it in perfect condition. The ship was set in an open tower, visible to the dozens of pilots who were arriving at the field. Many came over to glance at the trim ship: great, one-eyed men from Jupiter, the delicate, small-boned citizens of Venus, and Martians, all crowded around like chattering monkeys, inspecting every gadget and discussing each separate section of the ship among themselves in their baffling native tongue.


  Terry didn’t mind the others. The inhabitants of Jupiter were slow, solemn men who apparently worried about nothing. Their planet was beyond the reach of any attack and they seemed to realize it. The Venusians were pleasant and polite. Their planet was protected by a force shield whose energy was supplied by a metal peculiar to Venus; they lived secluded, quiet lives behind their artificial barrier, neither seeking nor desiring contact with other planets of the Universe. They attended space conferences out of a sense of duty.


  The Martians, however, bothered Terry. He knew they were preparing to hurl an attack at Earth, probably their first in an attempt to dominate the entire solar system. And their greed was mirrored in their small, fiat eyes as they whispered among themselves and stared speculatively at each detail of MacGregor’s slim, deadly fighter.


  MacGregor arrived a few minutes later, with Ogar trotting at his heels.


  “How’s everything?” he asked.


  “Looks okay,” Terry said. “When does the fun start?”


  “I’ll make a check myself,” MacGregor said. “Never yet saw a pilot who knew how to inspect a ship. If all the rockets are in place they jump in and blast off.” He shook his head disgustedly and Terry grinned.


  “Go ahead,” he said.


  Ogar said quietly, “If it is convenient for you, my pilots are ready now. You have infra-film in your cannons, yes?”


  “Not yet,” MacGregor said grumpily, “I’m goin’ to put the photographic apparatus in right now. Send your boys up. Terry’ll catch ’em.”


  “Excellent,” Ogar said, with a hissing intake of breath that gave a sibilant sound to the word. “There will be two of our ships in the first trial. They will rendezvous at two thousand miles above our atmosphere and wait for you.” He smiled politely. “You may then use your own discretion, Mr. Lester.”


  “Wait a minute,” MacGregor said, “what’s the idea of two ships?”


  Ogar smiled and shrugged.


  “If Mr. Lester succeeds in eliminating one, there will be another for him to engage. Since all the ships are equipped with high-speed cameras instead of guns, it doesn’t make much difference.”


  “That’s right,” Terry said, “the more the merrier.”


  MacGregor put his hands in his pockets and rocked slightly on his heels. His little eyes were sharp and bright.


  “Just as a formality,” he drawled, “I’d sorta like to take a look at the cameras your pilots are using.”


  Ogar bowed.


  “But of course,” he said. “Will you come with me?”


  MacGREGOR returned in about ten minutes, shaking his white head disgustedly. He was alone.


  “What’s the matter?” asked Terry. “Find a few concealed cannons in their ships?”


  “That’s just the trouble,” the little Scotchman answered sourly. “I didn’t.” He spat a wad of tobacco juice on the ground and ran a hand irritably through his scant white hair.


  “It ain’t natural,” he growled. “Them little red snakes are trying to pull something funny, but I can’t figure what. Watch yourself boy, every second up there.”


  “I’ll be careful,” Terry said. MacGregor clambered into the ship and, a few minutes later, called Terry.


  “Everything’s set,” he said, peering about the control chamber in a last-minute check. “Your cameras are ready, but I’m sorry you ain’t using cannons.”


  Terry slid into the control seat and glanced at the panel and visi-screen.


  “Don’t worry, Pop,” he grinned. “I’ll be all right.”


  “I know,” MacGregor said, but his bright eyes were troubled.


  “How’s our three-man commission coming along?” Terry asked dryly.


  “Okay, I guess. Ogar’s been winin’ and dinin’ ’em like visiting royalty. They seem to be enjoying everything to the limit.”


  “That’s just great,” said Terry bitterly. He closed the firing switch with a vicious gesture and spoke above the sudden humming of the rear rockets. “We do the work while they have the fun.” The rockets were thundering now and the slim ship was trembling, so Terry said, “You’d better clear out, Pop, unless you want to go for a loop-the-loop in space.”


  “My insides couldn’t stand it,” MacGregor grinned. He patted Terry on the shoulder and said, “Luck.” Then he was gone.


  Terry sealed the hatch a moment later and when he heard the hissing sound of the compressed air fade away, he signaled for clearance.


  When the Central tower flashed him an okay he closed the release switch and, with an exhilarating rush of power, the slim ship blasted void-ward.


  Terry cut his speed?t two thousand miles and circled until he came in sight of the Martian ships. They were waiting motionlessly for him, about two miles apart—long black ships, with flaring fins and the insignia of the Martian space corps gleaming in red from their sides.


  Terry dove between them, saluting as he passed, then circled and came back slowly, ready for action.


  He slanted toward the closer ship, expecting it to roll away in a dive. But it remained motionless as he came in, a perfect target for his fore automatic cannons. If his guns were loaded, he could have burned the ship to a cinder in that second.


  The Martian ship swung about slowly to meet him and, at that instant, Terry experienced a sixth-sense of danger, an intuitive warning that something was wrong. There was something phony in this set-up.


  Instinctively he threw his ship to one side, then shoved the throttle forward to hurl his fighter out of the range of the idling Martian ship.


  And he was not a second too soon!


  FROM the stubby cannons on the nose of the Martian ship a sudden orange blast flashed toward him like a giant spear. His instinctive maneuver saved him by a foot. The blast streaked over his ship and he felt his cabin grow suddenly hot from the searing heat of its passage. Had he continued on his former course he would have been burned to a crisp.


  He felt a cold bitter rage coursing through his veins. The Martian ships were armed and prepared to fight a battle to the death. They knew he was helpless and they were closing in like hungry sharks.


  The ship that had fired was following him in a dive, and a glance in his rear visi-screen showed Terry that the second ship was streaking to join the attack.


  Terry cursed bitterly. The Martians must have installed the atomic blasts after MacGregor had inspected their ships. He couldn’t figure out their purpose in destroying his ship. They were obviously ready for war with Earth if they’d pull a stunt like this. But he didn’t have any more time to worry about the designs of the Martians.


  He had all he could do to keep himself from being seared into nothingness by the stabbing blasts of atomic energy that were hurtling at him from the pursuing Martian fighters.


  He pulled the ship from its dive and roared void-ward. And it was only the incredible speed of MacGregor’s fighter that saved him. In a few minutes his rear visi-screen was blank and he knew he had left them thousands of miles in his wake.


  He tried his communication equipment but it was dead. He wasn’t surprised. The Martians hadn’t missed a trick. Somehow, during the night, they had managed to sabotage his space radio set to prevent him from communicating with Earth.


  He circled in a slow wide arc, trying to bring order to the jumbled thoughts in his mind. He didn’t have enough rocket current to make the trip back to Earth; and he wouldn’t run out on MacGregor if he could. He wondered fleetingly about the Masters girl. She was in a tough spot. The Martians were notorious for their treatment of prisoners, especially if they happened to be women. He’d have to do what he could for her.


  He suddenly shook his head. What was wrong? He seemed to be getting dizzy. Then he glanced at the oxygen meter and he knew what was wrong. His oxygen supply was almost exhausted.


  The Martians hadn’t forgotten a thing. They had given him just enough oxygen to reach the void and now that was gone. He’d black out in a minute or so, and crash.


  There was only one alternative. He swung the nose of the ship over and dove for Mars at full speed, praying he’d make the mooring tower before he passed out . . .


  HE DID.


  But when he opened the hatchway and stumbled from the ship, drinking the air into his tortured lungs, Melthar, the Martian, was waiting for him with a ray gun in his hand and four similarly armed guards standing beside him.


  “You came back in a hurry, didn’t you?” Melthar smiled.


  Terry leaned against the hull of his ship, breathing deeply, feeling the strength return slowly to his body. He looked at Melthar and made no effort to keep the black hatred he was feeling from showing in his face.


  “You weren’t taking any chances, were you?” he said. “You didn’t think the odds were enough in your favor, did you? One unarmed ship against two of your fighters was too much like an even thing to suit you. You had to drain off my oxygen, reduce my rocket current and put my space radio out of commission, then you felt fairly certain that things would be all right.” He smiled coldly into the little Martian’s face. “You’ll regret this, my little friend.”


  “You will come with me,” Melthar said. He gave no indication that he had heard Terry. “Quickly, please.” He stepped aside and gestured imperiously with his gun.


  Terry was led to an elaborately furnished office in the vast, gleaming structure that housed the Martians’ general staff. When the door was opened, Terry saw Ogar sitting behind a large desk, smiling pleasantly.


  At one side of the desk stood MacGregor and the Masters girl. There were alert guards stationed at all four walls of the room.


  “Welcome, my friend,” Ogar said, smiling brightly at Terry. “I’m glad you are able to join our party. Although,” he added, with a doleful shake of his head, “we didn’t really expect you.”


  “I imagine not,” Terry said in a clipped, hard voice. “Those buzzards of yours were supposed to shoot me down, weren’t they? They should have had an easy thing.”


  “Yes,” said Ogar thoughtfully, “they were very careless to miss you. But,” he said, with another bright smile, “they have paid for their carelessness by this time. I have ordered them put to death.”


  “You rotten snake!” MacGregor said explosively. His hands were clenched and there was a wrathful glint in his bright eyes. He swung to Terry and his white hair fell over his eyes. He shoved it angrily away.


  “This filthy runt thinks he’s going to keep us here as prisoners. I told him there’ll be twenty thousand Earth ships over Mars in a week if he doesn’t let us go.”


  Ogar smiled. “I hardly think so,” he said. “In the first place, Earth doesn’t know yet that you are our prisoners. They shall not know until we give them the information.”


  THE Masters girl stepped forward and her small chin was set grimly. “You are making a definite mistake,” she said firmly. “Mr. Neelson and Mr. Forrest have been in communication with Earth since our arrival. The authorities on Earth know precisely what we are doing and if they do not receive regular bulletins from us, their suspicions will be aroused immediately.”


  “Ah!” Ogar drew a deep slow breath and regarded the slender girl with veiled eyes. “I don’t like to shatter your naive confidence,” he murmured, “but none of the bulletins your associates sent was delivered. We took the liberty of intercepting them and consigning them to oblivion. And as for Mr. Neelson and Mr. Forrest, they no longer concern us.”


  “What do you mean?” the girl asked tensely.


  Ogar smiled. “I dislike being blunt. I was hoping to spare your feelings, but the two gentlemen who accompanied you have ceased to exist. Their usefulness came to an end an hour or so ago, consequently they were destroyed.” The girl stepped back a pace as if she had been struck a hard blow in the face. She pressed one hand to her mouth and her eyes were wide with horror. “You fiend!” she gasped.


  Ogar inclined his head to her in a mocking bow.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  “Let’s talk sense,” Terry said curtly. “You’ve gone pretty far already, Ogar, but there may still be a chance to save your neck. If you start a war with Earth, you’ll be smashed in two weeks. A hundred of Earth’s new fighter ships could blast your space fleet out of the void. I proved that a half hour ago. I left your ships standing still. If I’d had guns you wouldn’t have had to execute your pilots; I’d have saved you the job.”


  Ogar listened intently, nodding his head slowly and smiling a deliberate smile.


  “There is truth in what you say,” he murmured. “We would be in an unhappy position if Earth had a hundred of her new fighters. But she hasn’t; I know that, and so do you. We know that the ship you brought here is an experimental fighter, that Earth can’t produce them at high speed for several years. We aren’t going to wait that long. We are striking tomorrow morning, simultaneously at five Earth bases. You and Mr. MacGregor will be detained here to assist our laboratories in studying your marvellous fighter. Soon we shall be able to produce a ship of that type in great quantity; and we will rule the solar system.” He spread his small delicate hands in a bland gesture. “So you see we’re not worried about the outcome of our war with Earth, for we know how weak she is.”


  Ogar’s words had been like fists landing against Terry’s face but he kept his face expressionless.


  “I don’t know from what source you get your information,” he said grimly, “but I’d advise you to check it again. If you think our ship is an experimental fighter, just wait until you hit the first defenses of Earth. You’ll see a hundred more of them and those ships will be armed. Your pilots aren’t going to like that very much, Ogar. They prefer combat against unarmed ships.”


  “Your bluff won’t work,” Ogar said, shaking his head and smiling. “You see, I got my information from Miss Masters. She was tactless enough to admit that the ship was an experimental one.” He glanced at the girl and smiled mockingly. “Allow me to thank you, my dear.”


  TERRY looked at the girl and he knew from her painfully flushed face that the Martian wasn’t lying. She met his eyes entreatingly.


  “I didn’t mean to,” she said in an anguished voice.


  Terry’s face hardened with bitterness and he looked away from her white, drawn face without speaking.


  “You must believe me,” the girl cried. She took MacGregor’s arm in her hands but he shook her off roughly.


  “It’s done,” he said bitterly. “Forget it.”


  Ogar stood up and smiled gently at the girl.


  “I wouldn’t let their unsociable attitude worry you, Miss Masters,” he said. “I will be your friend and you will find me extremely sociable.” He motioned to two of the guards and nodded to the girl. “Take her to my quarters.”


  The girl shuddered as the grinning Martian guards approached.


  The guards were reaching for her when MacGregor suddenly wheeled and struck one of them in the face with all his strength. His small wrinkled face was white with fury. The guard fell backward to the floor and jerked his ray gun from his belt.


  Before Terry could take a step an orange ray stabbed upward from the gun and MacGregor clutched suddenly at his breast. He staggered once, his face twisted with pain and then he fell in a crumpled heap to the floor, as if his muscles had shriveled to nothingness.


  Terry dropped to the side of the old Scotchman, but when he turned him over, he saw that he was dead. There was a soft contented expression on the old man’s features, as if in death the kindness and sentiment hidden deep in his heart had come to the surface and transfigured his face.


  He knelt beside the twisted figure of the old man and the scalding tears in his eyes almost blinded him. Hatred was a live thing in him, searing him with its helpless bitterness.


  He looked up and saw that six of the small Martian guards were surrounding him, weapons in hands, tense, watchful expressions on their faces.


  “His death is regrettable,” Ogar said coldly. “The guard will be punished. But I’d advise you not to repeat his mistake.”


  He gestured sharply to the guards and they closed in slowly on Terry. “Take him to the dungeons below.”


  Terry stood up slowly and dully. His eyes met those of the girl and his hands clenched into fists as he thought of what she had done.


  He said, “I hope you consider this a good day’s work,” and the charged bitterness in his voice was like a hard slap across her face. She flushed and turned her eyes away.


  Terry was led from the room by the squad of six guards . . .


  HE LAY on a small dank cot, unable to sleep, unable to rest. He had changed his position a dozen times in the last hour. The cell was dark, stifling, with no opening save the one barred door.


  His mind was like a squeezed sponge, dry of thought or hope or sensation. He had tried to think of some way to escape, to warn Earth of the impending Martian attack; he had tried until his brain hurt and there was a bright patch of pain under each eye.


  He had been locked in the dungeon for several hours. How many he could not be sure. There were no guards he could see in the corridor. They evidently believed there was no chance of his escaping the tight little dungeon.


  And it looked as if they were right. He had inspected every inch of the foul hole and had found nothing that he could use in an escape. The door was securely bolted from the outside. He had slammed into it a dozen times with the full weight of his body, but the only results had been a bruised, aching shoulder.


  He shifted his position again and stared despairingly into the darkness. He thought of MacGregor’s death and it was like a cold hand closing over his stomach.


  He had known the little Scotchman for only a few days but, in that time, the man had come to seem like the father he had never known.


  He heard a faint sound outside his cell door and, in an instant, he had swung his feet off the cot to stand in the darkness of the cell, every muscle tensed. He was determined to take any chance that might present itself—regardless of how slim it might be.


  The bolts slid back slowly, creaking in their sockets, and he felt rather than saw the narrow, barred door swing quietly open.


  He stepped forward on the balls of his toes, moving lightly as a cat. There was a dim form visible in the doorway and he lunged forward suddenly, both hands outstretched.


  One hand closed over a soft mouth, cutting off a fearful exclamation, and his other hand dug into a bare shoulder that was brushed by long, smooth hair.


  The creature in his steel grip was a woman!


  He released the hand over her mouth and her voice, a low, terrified whisper, was in his ears. “Please, Terry; it’s Dale. Dale Masters.”


  He took his hands from her, too surprised to speak. He could see her face only as a dim white triangle, but her eyes, close to his, were luminous and bright.


  “What do you want here?” he asked, when he had recovered from shocked surprise.


  “I came here to help you,” she whispered. “We haven’t much time.”


  TERRY felt a quick hard suspicion, and he said, “How did you get here? What kind of a game are you playing?”


  “You must believe me,” the girl said, and her low whisper was desperate with urgency. “I know you hate me. I’ve acted like a fool. I’m responsible for the trouble you’re in, but don’t think of that now, please. We have a chance to get away if we work together.”


  “How did you get here?” Terry asked again. The urgent appeal in the girl’s voice was realistic, but he was still not completely convinced.


  “I can’t tell you everything now,” the girl said frantically. “But Ogar came to me tonight. I—I pretended to like him. I even let him hold me in his arms.” Terry felt her convulsive shudder as she leaned against him, and her voice broke in a dry sob. “It was hideous. But it was the only way I could get the gun at his waist. I drew it and shot him. Then I came here. I killed another guard at the end of this corridor. We’re only a few dozen feet from the tower where our ship is moored. The way is clear now. If we leave immediately, we may have a chance to make it.”


  “Have you still got the gun?” Terry asked quickly.


  She pressed it into his hand and he felt a new surge of confidence as he felt its slim, deadly weight in his palm. He patted the girl’s shoulder.


  “Come on,” he said, “If you’re lying, may God help you.”


  Together they left the cell and hurried down the black corridor.


  The girl led him through the darkness, past several intersecting corridors and finally to the door that opened on the great Martian space field.


  It took Terry several seconds to accustom his eyes to the murky illumination of the stars, but then he saw the slim hull of MacGregor’s fighter silhouetted against the faint brightness of the night sky.


  They had to cross a patch of open ground a dozen yards wide to reach it, and Terry could see, in the shadow of the ship, several Martians lounging there, on guard.


  “We’ve got to take a chance,” he whispered in the girl’s ear. “Start walking with me toward the ship. When they see us, get behind me and run toward the ship as fast as you can.”


  He stepped through the door and started for the ship. The girl was at his side. They covered half the distance before one of the guards detached himself and stepped out, challenging them in his high, reedy voice.


  Terry didn’t answer. He caught the girl’s hand and walked steadily on toward the ship, cutting a yard of the distance with every stride. When they were within ten feet of the ship, the guard called out excitedly to his companions and reached for the gun at his belt.


  “Get behind me!” Terry snapped to the girl.


  He raised the gun in his hand and drilled the guard with a livid orange blast. He fell without a cry, but the other guards began to yell frantically.


  Terry swung his gun on them and two blasts flashed from its muzzle, scattering the guards in four directions.


  “Run!” Terry shouted.


  He charged toward the ship, dodging and weaving, but the Martians didn’t fire. They were evidently too surprised and frightened by his sudden appearance to organize an effective resistance.


  THE side hatch of the ship was open.


  Terry scrambled in, pulled the girl after him and slammed the heavy door. He jerked the switch that sealed it with hundreds of pounds of compressed air, then streaked for the control chamber. He snapped on a light and checked the instruments as he reached for the release switch. The oxygen tanks had been filled, the rocket current was charged to capacity and even the atomic cannons were loaded. The Martians had evidently completely restocked the ship for their own experimental purpose.


  The hum of the rockets grew in volume and at the same time he heard the heavy, thudding blows being rained on the solid surface of the hatch door.


  He grinned and opened the throttle. The little red men were just a bit too late. The ship trembled for an instant and then it blasted itself from the gravity of Mars, streaking void-ward, a pin-point of searing light against the immensity of dark space.


  Terry settled back in his seat and studied the rear visi-screen. Visible in it was a long, gleaming line of fighter-ships, in blast-off formation, on the Martian space field.


  The girl came to his side, her eyes anxious.


  “Ogar said the Martian fleet would attack Earth tomorrow,” she said. “Can’t we communicate with Earth and warn them of the danger.”


  “I don’t think that’s going to be necessary,” Terry said, with a grim smile. He grinned up at her. “What did you say your first name was?”


  “Dale.”


  “Well, Dale, I don’t know if you’ve ever shot ducks on water, but you’re going to see something pretty close to that right now.”


  He glanced up at the line of Martian fighters on the visi-screen and then swung his ship about in a tight roll and dove back toward Mars. He cut his speed and came over the great space field at an angle that brought the long, gleaming line of hundreds of ships directly into the range of his atomic cannons.


  He triggered the guns viciously and the spearing blasts of powerful energy raked the line of ships as he flashed over them. The searing atomic beams cut through the ships of the Martian fleet like a hot knife through butter. And when Terry pointed the nose of MacGregor’s fighter void-ward again, there wasn’t a ship of the great Martian attacking force that would ever strike out into space again.


  Terry glanced at Dale as their ship screamed through Mars’ atmosphere to begin the long trip back to Earth.


  He grinned. “That,” he said, “is known as offensive sabotage.”


  “It was magnificent,” Dale said quietly.


  Terry patted her shoulder.


  “I guess I owe you an apology,” he said simply. “You’re pretty magnificent yourself.”


  A WEEK later Terry stood before Commander Moore’s desk, at rigid attention.


  “There is nothing I can say,” the commander said, glancing up at him, “there is nothing anyone can say that will adequately express the gratitude the people of Earth owe you, Terry Lester.”


  He fumbled among the papers and picked out a bulky envelope. He extended it toward Terry.


  “This is small enough payment,” he said.


  Terry colored slightly. “I told you, sir, that I didn’t want any money for what I did.”


  “Take it anyway,” Commander Moore said.


  Terry opened the envelope with stiff fingers. There was no money inside. There was an engraved piece of paper, stamped with the seal of the Federated Command. It stated that Terrence Lester was again a member of the Command, reinstated for services above and beyond the call of duty.


  Terry had difficulty swallowing as he looked down at the commander.


  “You may not care to accept it,” the commander said; “but we’re hoping you will come back to us.”


  “It’s what I’ve always wanted,” Terry said. He put the paper in his pocket and grinned awkwardly. “It’s too bad MacGregor isn’t here,” he said. “Maybe he could have been reinstated too.”


  Commander Moore looked puzzled.


  “MacGregor? Reinstated?” He shook his head. “Hardly possible, since he was never a member of the Federated Command. We tried hard enough to get him, but he always said our uniforms looked like monkey suits.”


  Terry swallowed a sudden lump in his throat. MacGregor had told him the story of being thrown out of the Federated Command just to buck him up, when he needed it more than anything else in the world.


  “I—I forgot,” he said. He patted the pocket that held his reinstatement paper and said, “Thank you, sir. I’ll be ready for duty whenever you need me.”


  He walked toward the door and fumbled blindly for the handle. Dale was waiting for him in the reception room and when she saw him, she rose and came to his side eagerly. He smiled at her and they left together.


  [*] To eliminate the physical hazards produced by the tremendous acceleration necessary for such speeds, an inertia nullifier had been perfected by Keating in 2017, and which was standard equipment on all space ships.


  PROFESSOR THORNDYKE’S MISTAKE


  First published in the September 1944 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Why he hated cats was a mystery until Mack told about the girl, the professor, and the feline that didn’t have nine lives . . .


  IT WAS getting dark when Lefty O’Rourke and I left the smoke-filled little bar where most of Chicago’s working newspapermen hang out, and headed back for the office.


  Lefty was carrying a fifth of Scotch under his arm with all the zealous care of a mother carrying a two-months-old baby, and I had two roast beef sandwiches stuffed in the outside pocket of my topcoat. These supplies constituted our evening snack and helped to while away the tedious hours of the dogwatch. The sandwiches were for the copy boy.


  Lefty glanced at a clock as we passed the Sherman Hotel.


  “Holy cats!” he said. “The old man’ll—”


  He stopped, seeing the look on my face.


  ‘Tm sorry, Mack,” he said. “It just slipped out. It won’t happen again.”


  “See that it doesn’t,” I growled. “You should know better than to mention the word ‘cat’ in my presence.”


  “I won’t,” Lefty said, “but I wish you’d tell me why.”


  “Maybe there isn’t any reason,” I said moodily.


  “Then you ought to see a psychologist,” Lefty said. “You’ve got what they call a phobia. You’ve been buggy on the subject of cats for as long as I’ve known you, and that’s for over three years.”


  “It was four years ago,” I said. “That’s when I started hating cats. It was when—” I stopped and glared at him. “What difference does it make?”


  “None at all,” Lefty said mildly, “but it sounds like there’s a good story behind your feeling about cats. I was just curious, that’s all.”


  We walked to the office in silence. I settled down at my desk and Lefty got some paper containers for the Scotch. We checked the copy from the City Press Bureau and then made a few phone calls to the outlying police stations. The news was quiet, so Lefty poured a round of drinks. I had a couple and then I sat up straight in my chair.


  There was a large yellow cat ambling across the floor.


  “Who let that animal in here?” I yelled.


  Our freckle-faced copy boy stuck his head around the door and said, “One of the girls brought ’im in today.”


  “Get him out of here,” I said, “or I’ll feed him into the presses.”


  “Okay.” The boy scooped the cat up under his arm and disappeared.


  Lefty looked at me and shook his head slowly.


  “You’re goin’ to go bats,” he said, “if you don’t stop worrying about cats.”


  “I don’t worry about them,” I said, sipping my drink, “I just don’t like them. Does a man have to have a logical reason for not liking cats.” I finished my drink and Lefty poured another. “A man who likes cats,” I continued, “is much more in need of a psychologist than a man who doesn’t. Why, if I told you the complete story of why


  I dislike cats you’d—”


  “Why don’t you,” Lefty suggested, pouring me another drink.


  I stared for a moment in moody silence at my shoes on the top of the desk. Finally I shoved my hat back on my head and picked up my drink.


  “All right,” I said, “you asked for it.”


  So I told Lefty the story . . .


  IT WAS pounding a beat for the Express four years ago, and Paddy Kane, a slave-driver but a good newspaperman, was city editor. He worked us like mules and accepted no excuse for missing a story.


  He called me into his office one day and pointed to an advertisement that had been running for several weeks in the Express.


  The ad read:


  
    “Cats wanted! Highest prices


    paid for certain specimens.


    Contact Professor Thorndyke,


    118 Post Road, Elmville, III.

  


  He looked at me inquiringly when I had glanced at the ad.


  “Well?” he said.


  “Somebody wants cats,” I said.


  “I wonder why,” faddy said.


  “Search me,” I said. “Maybe it’s some sort of scientific research this professor is doing. Or maybe—”


  “Let’s stop guessing,” Paddy said. He leaned back in his chair and fixed his right bright blue eyes on me meaningly. “Let’s find out for sure, Mack.”


  “But this is feature stuff,” I said. “I’m a police reporter, Paddy.”


  “I know,” Paddy nodded, “but this is a chance to see what you can do on another line. Get going now. I think there might be an interesting story behind this ad.”


  ELMVILLE is a little suburb about twenty miles from Chicago and it took me about forty-five minutes to get there by car. I found 118 Post Road without any trouble. The professor’s home was a huge sprawling place set back a couple of hundred yards from the road and boxed by a high iron fence. A drive led up to the big house, which was visible through the trees that dotted the lawn.


  I tried the front gate but it was locked. The noise I made brought a caretaker in overalls from a small stone hut on one side of the driveway.


  He was a big hulking brute with a couple of days’ whiskers on his face, and his eyes looked small and mean. He looked at me without much friendliness.


  “Whadda you want?” he growled.


  “I want to see Professor Thorndyke,” I said, as amiably as I could. “I’m from the Express and I’d like to talk to him for a few moments.”


  “What about?”


  “About the cats,” I said.


  “Have you got some cats?” he asked.


  “Well, no,” I said, “but—”


  The little eyes peered at me suspiciously.


  “The professor ain’t seein’ anybody,” he said. “Beat it!”


  “Now wait a minute,” I said, trying hard to hang onto my patience, “supposing you tell him I’m here and see if he won’t change his mind.”


  “I said, beat it,” the caretaker said, moving up to the gate until he was a few feet from me. One hand had slid into his pocket and I saw that there was a hard bulge under the cloth. “Beat it!” he repeated.


  He might have had his hand on a pair of pliers or a wire cutter, but I didn’t think so. That bulge in his pocket looked like a gun to me, and I didn’t intend to hang around and find out definitely.


  “Okay,” I said and walked back toward the car. He watched me until I got in, then he disappeared back into his stone shack.


  I SAT there for a while in the growing darkness, trying to figure things out. The whole darned thing looked pretty suspicious to me, but there might be a perfectly simple explanation to the affair. While I was stewing the matter over in my mind a small coupe pulled up on the opposite side of the street and a red-haired girl got out.


  I recognized her with a start of surprise. She was Polly Malone, a feature writer who worked for the News. After my first moment of surprise I began to feel the peculiar irritation I always experienced, whenever I met this saucy, carrot-topped creature. She got under my skin—but definitely. I could never figure out why. Maybe it was because she was so cocky and sure of herself. Or it might have been because she treated most of the newspapermen in town like they were stupid clods. Whatever it was, I felt like taking her over my knee and spanking the daylights out of her.


  I got out of the car and called to her. She turned her head at the sound but didn’t recognize my voice.


  “Who is it?” she said.


  “Mack,” I said. “What brings you out here?”


  “Oh, hello,” she said. There was a slightly worried note in her voice. “I, might ask you the same question.”


  “I came out to see Thorndyke,” I said, “but it was no soap. He’s got a Garbo complex. You’ve got to have a cat before the caretaker’ll let you in.” She patted my cheek with mock solicitude.


  “What a pity!” she murmured. “And you didn’t have a cat, did you?”


  “No,” I said grimly, “I didn’t.”


  I was beginning to experience the usual sensation that a few moments of her company brought about.


  “I suppose you thought to tuck one away in your purse,” I added sarcastically.


  “Go straight to the head of the class, you big smart man,” she grinned.


  I heard a faint meow then as she reached into her car and pulled out a big fluffy Angora. She cradled the cat in her arms and smiled maddeningly at me.


  “If you’re a nice little lamb,” she told me, “I’ll tell you all about Professor Thorndyke—after your deadline.”


  I almost strangled trying to think of something to say. I didn’t mind so much being scooped—that happens to every newsman—but being scooped by this grinning, red-haired Jezebel was enough to give me a permanent attack of apoplexy.


  She smiled sweetly at me and then walked across the street to the iron gate—a slim-legged little girl in a gabardine suit with a yellow cat cuddled in her arms.


  I watched hopefully as I saw the burly caretaker emerge from the shadows behind the gate. Maybe she’d get brushed off in spite of the cat. Then it would be my turn to laugh.


  But nothing like that happened.


  The iron gate creaked open and Polly’s slight figure disappeared. I heard the gate close and a heavy lock snap.


  I lit a cigarette disgustedly. She’d made it. And Paddy Kane would want to know why I hadn’t. I shuddered thinking about what he would say when he saw the story in the News.


  I went back to the car and finished the cigarette. I was ready to leave then, for there was no point in hanging around on the chance that Polly would break down and give me the story. That little girl wouldn’t give her mother a break. She had typewriter ink in her veins and a printer’s plate for a heart.


  But still I decided to wait a while. I didn’t have anything else to do, so I settled down and lit another cigarette . . .


  I FINISHED the pack of cigarettes and started puffing on a pipe a few hours later. The clock on the dashboard said 10:30. Polly, I thought, must be getting a real yarn. I yawned and stretched out as comfortably as possible in the narrow front seat and closed my eyes. I wasn’t tired, but I must have dropped off to sleep for, when I opened my eyes again, the hands of the clock stood at 2:25.


  “Judas Priest!” I muttered, sitting up straight. Hell, it’d be dawn soon.


  My first thought was that I had missed Polly, but I saw that her coupe was still parked on the opposite side of the street. And that brought a worried frown to my forehead.


  What was she doing in there so late? I tried telling myself I didn’t give a damn what happened to her, and that if she got herself into a mess it would serve her right, but that didn’t work. I was still worried.


  I got out of the car and walked over to the iron gate. The house was a big bulky black mass through the trees, without a light showing. The iron gate was still locked, but there was no sign of the unpleasant caretaker about.


  I tried the gate several times and then gave it up. I walked up and down before the entrance for a few minutes trying to figure out what I should do. If I called the police I might be making a fool of myself. Probably Polly was just worming a good story out of the professor over a pot of tea. That would be like her, I thought bitterly.


  Finally I decided the only sensible and cautious thing would be to make a little investigation on my own. That entailed climbing over the high iron fence which wasn’t as tough as it looked. I ripped my coat up the back and almost broke a leg, but otherwise it wasn’t very hard.


  The grounds were completely unlighted and there was no moon, so I bumped into just about every tree and shrub on the place, but eventually I reached the house.


  I started up the broad dark front steps, but then I changed my mind and decided to do a little more reconnoitering before I announced myself.


  I don’t know why I changed my mind.


  I suppose it was one of those occasions where God was watching over fools, drunkards and reporters—all one species, really.


  Instead of banging on the front door I walked around the side of the house and I saw light streaming from a basement window about thirty feet ahead.


  I pushed through the high coarse grass that surrounded the house until I could bend down and peer into the window. It was so caked with grime and dirt that I had to rub my hand about in a circle to make a clean patch to see through.


  Then I stuck my face close to the glass and took a good look. The room I saw was fitted as a laboratory. Beakers of foaming acid were set on regular lab benches against the wall, and a network of glass tubing led from one set of test tubes to the other like a crazy spider web. There was so much smoke drifting in the air that I couldn’t, for a while, make out the figures in the room. But then I saw a tall, dark-haired man of about fifty standing beside one of the beakers of acid, peering into its foaming mouth with a crazy sort of smile on his lips.


  He was dressed shabbily, but his face was lean and clean-shaven and his eyes seemed unusually bright in the dim illumination of the smoke-filled room.


  I looked over, then, to the other side of the room and my heart started pounding faster. Polly was there, but she was bound tightly to a straight-backed chair and there was a white patch of adhesive tape across her mouth. Her face was white and drawn and there was terror in her eyes.


  FOR a moment I couldn’t think straight. My first impulse was to smash the window in and leap into the room and maybe things would have been better if I’d obeyed that impulse. Instead I tried to think things out calmly. And while I was squatting there, thinking very calmly, I suddenly felt a hard object shoved against my back.


  And an unpleasantly harsh voice said. “Don’t make a move, or I’ll blow you in two.”


  I started to straighten up instinctively, but the hard cold object suddenly was jammed against my temple.


  “I ain’t foolin’, mister,” the harsh voice warned grimly.


  I settled back down on my haunches then and didn’t make a move while heavy hands went swiftly through my clothes and over my body.


  “All right,” he said, when the frisk was completed, “stand up and walk ahead of me to the front of the house.”


  There wasn’t anything else I could do, so I obeyed like a good little Boy Scout. When we reached the front of the house my belligerent guard opened the heavy door and shoved me into a small dimly-lit hallway.


  I got the first look then at my captor and he turned out to be the thick-shouldered caretaker who had chased me away earlier in the evening.


  He recognized me, also.


  “Too bad you didn’t take my advice,” he said grimly.


  I looked down at the big gun in his hands and realized that he spoke the truth. If I had kept my big nose out of this mess I would have been snoozing comfortably in my own little bed instead of playing the lead role in what was apparently going to be a murder drama.


  But I thought of Polly then, strapped to a chair in the basement, and I suddenly felt glad I was standing right where I was. I might not be able to help her, but at least I could make a try.


  I still didn’t know, though, why I wanted to help that little red-haired snip.


  My guard motioned to an open door that faced a flight of dark steps, leading downward.


  “Down you go,” he said, “and no tricks.”


  I FELT my way down the steps into the dank coolness of a basement, my captor right at my heels. And the gun in his hand was stuck firmly into my back.


  “Okay,” he said, when we reached the bottom of the steps, “stand right where you are.”


  He moved away from me, but I had the feeling the gun was still pointing at my back. I heard him fumble at a doorknob and then an oblong of light fell across the floor as he opened a door.


  “In here,” he said.


  I stepped into the laboratory I had seen through the window from the outside of the house. My guard followed me in and slammed the door.


  He said to the tall, shabbily dressed man who had turned to the door at my entrance, “I found this guy prowling around outside, boss. He’s a reporter. I chased him away a few hours ago, but he’s got nose trouble.”


  I glanced over at Polly. There was a bright look of hope in her eyes, but it faded as she saw the gun the caretaker held at my back. I felt an unreasoning anger at her. She was probably thinking what a hopeless fool I was to allow myself to be caught like a Peeping Tom. What the hell! Did she expect me to arrive with the U.S. Marines? I was glad her mouth was taped.


  The tall dark guy in the shabby clothes was regarding me with an amused expression when I turned from Polly.


  “How unfortunate for you,” he murmured, “that you couldn’t control your curiosity.”


  “What’s the idea of this?” I demanded. “Are you Professor Thorndyke?”


  He bowed from the waist.


  “At your service,” he smiled.


  “You’re getting yourself into a mess of trouble,” I said, with a lot of confidence I didn’t feel. “Kidnaping is a Federal crime, you know.”


  “I am aware of that,” Professor Thorndyke smiled, “but it doesn’t worry me particularly.” He glanced over my shoulder and said to the caretaker, “Make out guest comfortable, Peter.” The caretaker put a hand on my shoulder and pulled me down into a chair. He pulled a rope from his pocket and before I realized what he intended doing, my hands were bound securely to the back of the chair. I tugged frantically, but the ropes only bit deeper into my wrists.


  The caretaker shoved his gun against my temple.


  “Take it easy,” he said softly.


  I relaxed and glared at Professor Thorndyke.


  “You’ll never get away with this,” I shouted. “Our editors are expecting us back. They knew where we were going, and they’ll send a riot squad out here if we aren’t back by tomorrow morning.”


  “Precisely,” Professor Thorndyke nodded agreeably. “And the diligent representatives from the police department will find you here when they arrive—but—” he paused and allowed the silence to gather ominously “—they won’t find either of you in a very talkative mood. You will both be dead.”


  I TRIED to tell myself he was bluffing, but there was something in his deliberately cold voice that warned me he wasn’t. The professor meant exactly what he was saying. I felt an unpleasant shudder run down my spine.


  “Why do you want to kill us?” I asked. “You haven’t got anything against us personally. You never saw either of us until tonight.”


  “That is correct,” the professor said calmly. His large glowing eyes were touched with a glint of sardonic amusement. “Nevertheless you both must die. There is, as you mention, nothing personal in my decision. In a sense I regret having to kill you, but since it is inevitable, I am not wasting time in idle lamentations. Within a very short while you will both be dead. I am sincerely sorry for you. I would hate to be in your place. There is nothing on this Earth more wonderful than life. I have devoted twenty years of scientific study to the problems of life and death, and with each passing year my horror of death and my love of life have grown proportionately. The thought of death fills me with dread; and the thought of endless life brings me an ecstasy that is almost too sweet for my brain to endure!”


  I was watching his eyes as he talked and I didn’t like the wild gleam I saw there. He looked like a prime candidate for a strait jacket, in my opinion.


  I tried to be soothing.


  “Well,” I said, “nobody lives forever. Death isn’t so terrible if you figure that the smartest men in the world have never been able to figure a way around it.”


  “You are right,” the professor said in an odd voice. “The smartest men in the world have failed, but I, Professor Thorndyke, have succeeded.”


  “You what?” I said. I knew what the professor meant and I knew he was cracked as the Liberty Bell; but I was trying to stall for time.


  “I have succeeded where the greatest minds of the world have failed,” Professor Thorndyke said in the same strained, odd voice. He wasn’t looking at me any longer. His bright gleaming eyes were fixed on the ceiling and his powerful hands were clenched at his sides.


  “I have beaten death!” he cried. “I have pried from the lost lore of antiquity the secret of immortal life. The secret is mine and the power it gives me will be mine to use as I see fit.”


  “You’re crazy!” I yelled. I couldn’t help it. Listening to him rant was more than I could take. I regretted my tactlessness before the words had stopped echoing. But strangely enough they didn’t seem to bother the professor.


  “Whether you believe me or not,” he said good-naturedly, “makes not the slightest difference.” His mood of fanatic enthusiasm had passed and he seemed almost pleasantly contented.


  He smiled over my head to the caretaker, Peter.


  “I think it is about time for the last step, Peter,” he said quietly. “Make the necessary preparations, will you, please?”


  Peter nodded silently and left the room.


  I felt a bead of sweat breaking on my forehead. The final act, whatever it was, seemed to be ready to start.


  “Now Just a minute,” I said desperately. “You can’t murder two human beings without any reason or explanation. There’s no sense to it!”


  “But I have excellent reasons,” the professor said blandly. “You see, I must prevent your speaking of what you have seen tonight, and there is only one way to make sure of that. Therefore,” he shrugged casually, “you must die.”


  HE TURNED away from me and picked up a large hypodermic syringe from the laboratory table. It was filled with a murky yellow fluid. He rolled up his sleeve and plunged the hypodermic needle into his arm and slowly squeezed the plunger. When the glass cylinder was empty he withdrew the hypodermic and replaced it on the table; then he rolled down his sleeve.


  “And that,” he said in a low voice, “is the climax of my thirty years of labor.” He turned to me and bowed mockingly.


  “Au revoir, my inquisitive friend,” he murmured. “We shall not meet again.” And with that cryptic remark he left the room and closed the door behind him. I heard a bolt slide shut. And that was all. I was still as completely in the dark as I’d been when I stumbled into the laboratory room an hour before.


  I looked at Polly. She was squirming helplessly in her bonds and the adhesive gag over her mouth was twisting about with the effort she was making to speak.


  “Well,” I said sourly, “this is certainly a fine mess you got us into. If you hadn’t been so ultra smart and brought a cat along to grease your way into this place, we wouldn’t be in this spot now.”


  She made a wheezing, choking sound behind the gag and glared at me angrily.


  “One of the shrewdest things you’ve ever said,” I nodded. “You’ve no idea how a gag raises the general level of your conversation.”


  She made another inarticulate sound and stamped both of her small feet on the floor. She had to stamp them in unison because her ankles were bound tightly together.


  “Save your energy, honey chile,” I told her. “Fortunately I can’t hear a word you’re saying. We’ll just have to sit tight until someone—”


  I stopped talking as I saw she wasn’t looking at me anymore. Her eyes had shifted to the door and there was an expression of terror on her face.


  I squirmed around in my chair and saw that slim tendrils of smoke were crawling under the crack of the door. The sight brought a most unpleasant sensation to my stomach. As if a cold hand on my insides had suddenly tightened into a fist.


  The smoke crawled up in steadily thickening coils and there was a funny noise in my ears, like someone was frying eggs in the room. Then I saw an orange flicker of flame curling up the edge of the door. The door was wood, dry, unpainted, and the rest of the room was in the same condition. A fire trap. The smoke was billowing into the room now in heavy, suffocating layers, and the crackle of fire had crescendoed into a blazing roar. More greedy fire appeared at the edges of the door and leaped hungrily for the dry ceiling and ran along the walls.


  This looked like curtains for us. I glanced at Polly. She was still staring in fascination at the climbing flames; but, to give her credit, she didn’t seem frightened.


  I was within two feet of the door and the heat on my back was becoming uncomfortable. And that gave me an idea. My legs weren’t tied, so by putting both feet on the floor and shoving hard I was able to slide the chair back to the door. The hairs on my neck crackled with the heat, but my bound wrists were within reach of the flames.


  POLLY was staring at me in amazement as I jammed my hands against the burning edge of the door; but then she saw my purpose and her eyes became hopeful.


  The sleeves of my coat started to char and the ropes began to burn; something else was burning too, but X sank my chin into my chest and clamped my jaw shut and hung on.


  I tugged at the ropes, but they held like handcuffs. It was getting harder to breathe. The room was so full of smoke that Polly was just a blurred figure across the room. I took a deep breath and put everything I had into a last effort. The burning ropes bit into my wrists for an agonizing instant—and then they snapped!


  I struggled to my feet, shook the ropes from my wrists and lurched across the room to Polly. I cut her loose from the chair but here was no time to untie her hands and feet, so I slung her onto my shoulder and started for the window on the opposite side of the room.


  Half-way there, Polly started kicking like a mule and squirming about on my shoulder like a Mexican jumping bean. I thought she was strangling, so I eased her down to the floor where it wasn’t quite so smoky, and pulled the adhesive tape away from her mouth.


  She gulped a mouthful of air gratefully.


  “Angel,” she gasped, “I—”


  “Shut up!” I said. “This is no time for endearments. We’ve got to get—”


  “But, Angel,” she cried, “you—”


  “If you want to call me cute names,” I said, “that’s okay. But we aren’t going to sit here in a burning building and whisper sweet nothings to each other.” I started to lift her in my arms but she kicked me in the stomach with her high-heeled, sharply-pointed shoes.


  “You conceited egoist!” she yelped shrilly. “I’m not calling you sweet names. I’m trying to tell you we can’t leave without Angel.”


  “Who the hell is Angel?” I snarled. “My cat,” she said, coughing out smoke. “She’s in a cage under the laboratory bench. I won’t leave without her.”


  I dumped her on the floor—and not gently.


  “Okay,” I yelled, “then stay right where you are! And I hope you and Angel have a gay old time.”


  I leaped to my feet and started for the window. I was bluffing of course, but I wanted her to call me back. Maybe it was silly and childish, but that girl got under my skin until I wanted to scream. I wanted her to know she was wrong and I wanted to dent her cocksure attitude if it was the last thing I ever did.


  But she didn’t call me back. I turned and saw that she was sitting just where I’d left her, hands and feet bound, in the middle of an inferno—and the little imp was gazing about as unconcernedly as if she were in an art gallery.


  “Oh hell!” I groaned.


  She glanced at me coolly.


  “I thought you were leaving,” she said.


  I DASHED across the room and peered under the lab bench. I heard Angel before I saw her. She was meowing plaintively and then I saw her. She was sitting in a little wire cage, a terrified ball of yellow fluff.


  I grabbed the cage and ran back across the smoke-filled room to Polly’s side.


  “Here’s your cat,” I snarled. “Now let’s get out of here.”


  “Poor Angel,” Polly cried. “Is muvver’s ’ittle baby frightened?”


  I gagged. “Stop it,” I said hoarsely. “I have a weak stomach.”


  I shoved a table under the window, climbed onto it and smashed the glass pane with my fist. The draft of cool air that blew into my face must have come directly from Heaven.


  Angel went first. I tossed the cage out the window and prayed it would fall into a well. A nice deep one.


  Then I went back and got Polly. I hoisted her onto the table and from there I was able to roll her out the window onto the grass. When I clambered out, the room was a roaring mass of fire. We hadn’t been a second too soon.


  I untied Polly and helped her to her feet. Her arms and legs were so cramped she could hardly move, and I was in pretty bad shape myself. My wrists were burned almost raw.


  But Polly’s first question was:


  “Where is Angel?”


  I picked up Angel’s cage with a sigh.


  “Here’s your precious Angel,” I said sourly. “Now let’s get out of here before the house falls on us. Not that I care for myself,” I added sarcastically, “but we must think of Angel.”


  “That’s right,” Polly said.


  The fire department was on hand when we reached the street. Also the police. I introduced myself to the captain.


  “There’s a couple of men you want in that house,” I told him. I looked back at the huge mansion. It was completely enveloped in flames. “But I think this fire is going to save you a job.”


  “The job’s over,” the captain said. “We met the two men you mentioned as they were leaving. We ordered them to stop and the tall guy in the baggy clothes pulled a gun and started firing. He seemed awfully surprised when he went down with about six slugs in him.”


  Polly was listening with both ears at a point.


  “Are you sure he’s dead?” she demanded.


  “Certain,” the captain said.


  She turned to me entreatingly. “Please, Mack,” she said, “get me to a phone. I’ve got a story that can’t keep.”


  “I’m a reporter too,” I said.


  “Oh, please, Mack,” she said imploringly. She looked up at me with big, pleading eyes. “Give me a break now, and I swear I’ll make it up to you. I’ve never had a story like this in my life.”


  “Okay,” I sighed.


  We got in the car and drove to a drug store. I got a couple of slugs and went to the phone booth. I handed Polly one of the slugs.


  “Go ahead,” I said. “You’ve got the story. I haven’t the faintest idea of what the professor was up to.”


  “But I have,” Polly smiled, “and what a yarn it is. It’s the kind of story no man would ever get.”


  SHE stepped into the phone booth and reached for the slug slot, but her hand faltered and the slug slipped from her fingers.


  “Oh darn,” she said helplessly. She turned to me and said, “You’ll have to help me, Mack. My arms are so cramped I can’t lift them over my head. Will you get my number for me, please?”


  “Sure thing,” I said.


  I went into the booth and my shoulder was between her and the phone while I dialed. When a voice answered I said, “Give me re-write. This is hot.”


  Then I moved aside and let Polly put her mouth to the receiver.


  “Go ahead,” I said. “They’re waiting for you.”


  “Get this straight and fast,” she spoke crisply into the receiver. “The police have just shot and killed Professor Thorndyke and his assistant, Peter Veler, of 118 Post Road, Elmville, Illinois. The professor had been conducting experiments in prolonging human life. For several weeks he has been advertising in the local papers for cats. I went out there, got in to see him by bringing a cat with me. The professor examined my cat, Angel, and then ordered his assistant, Peter Veler, to see that I didn’t leave. Veler bound me to a chair in the laboratory and then Professor Thorndyke told me his story. Are you getting all this?”


  Polly’s voice was sharp with excitement.


  “Don’t interrupt,” she said. “Just take this down and don’t forget my byline. Who is this? Are you crazy? This is Polly. Now stop interrupting. The professor told me that he spent thirty years tracing down the legend that cats have nine lives. He studied in Persia, India, all over the world I guess. And, according to him, he found an actual scientific basis to that superstition. Some alchemist in the Ninth Century had perfected a formula which could transfer to humans the quality of longevity that cats possess. And here’s the absolute pay-off. The professor needed a special type of cat to test his theory and my cat, Angel, was just the one he wanted. That’s why he wouldn’t let me leave. How did I get out? Well Mack from the Express happened to stumble in after the professor had completed his experiment on Angel. Then the professor fired the house and left us there to die. But Mack got loose and saved us both. He’s been an absolute honey, so mention his name in the story. Now that’s about all. The police shot the professor and Veler while they were trying to get away. Send that right through. I’ll have a follow-up story when I get to the office. Yeah. Goodbye.”


  I hung up the phone for Polly and we went up to the fountain to get a coke.


  “Was all that one the level?” I asked her uneasily as we climbed on stools.


  Polly nodded emphatically. “The professor was sure that he’d have nine lives to live after he injected his serum into his arm. And,” she said thoughtfully, “I think he was on the level. I don’t think he was just a crack-pot.”


  “You mean that mularkey about nine lives?” I asked. “If he was on the level why didn’t it work? You heard the captain say he was dead as a doornail. According to his theory, he should still have eight lives to go.”


  Polly sipped her coke deliberately.


  “I think he made one mistake,” she said. “Angel is a pretty active cat and she’s been in a lot of trouble.” She looked up at me and said seriously, “I think Angel had already used up eight of her lives when the professor got to her. So instead of having eight lives he only had one. That was Professor Thorndyke’s mistake.”


  “Well,” I said, “everybody makes mistakes.”


  “I don’t think so,” she said. “Anyone who can use his head won’t make mistakes.”


  I looked at her with a slow smile. Her chin was tilted in the air and her pert features wore their slightly maddening expression of calm confidence. I almost regretted what I had to do.


  “Maybe you’re right,” I said, stirring my straw around in the coke, “but using your head won’t always keep you out of trouble. Sometimes,” I said slowly, “being able to use your arms will keep a person from making mistakes.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked, puzzled. She saw the smile on my face and she began to look slightly uneasy. “Mack, what do you mean?”


  She glanced worriedly at the phone booth and then back at me.


  “I don’t get you, Mack,” she said. Her confidence was fading fast. She chewed nervously on her lower lip. And then slowly, a look of horrified certainty appeared on her face.


  “Mack,” she cried, “you didn’t! No one could be that low.”


  I turned on the stool and faced her, a happy smile on my face. This was my moment.


  “Honey,” I said gently, “I can be as low as necessary. I didn’t dial your office. I dialed the Express. You told your very interesting story to Paddy Kane, the editor of the Express. And it’s on its way to the stands by this time.”


  LEFTY whistled admiringly when I stopped talking. He poured me another glass of Scotch.


  “You sure got reason to hate cats, Mack,” he said. “An experience like that’d sour anybody on ’em.”


  “Oh, it wasn’t that so much,” I said moodily. I got up and put my hat on and yawned. “The thing that gets me was that Polly was wrong about Angel being down to her ninth life.” I lit a cigarette disgustedly. “Hell, that cat still has eight to go, I’ll bet.”


  I walked toward the door with the cigarette hanging from my mouth.


  I stopped in the doorway and looked back at Lefty.


  “Do you realize what that means?” I demanded. “I’ll be takin’ care of Angel for the next fifty years.”


  “Well,” Lefty grinned, “you got something out of the deal besides Angel. Give my best to Polly when you get home, will you?”


  “I’ll do that,” I said.


  THE THINKING CAP


  First published in the September 1944 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Reggie, they said, was an amiable idiot then he went to college—in an insane asylum!


  CHAPTER I


  ON A brisk autumn morning Reginald van Porter shoved his way through the revolving doors of his swanky apartment hotel, feeling a mellow glow of satisfaction and contentment somewhere in the region of his heart.


  He paused under the canopy that extended from the entrance of the hotel to the street and nodded benignly to the uniformed doorman.


  “Great day, what?” he said enthusiastically.


  The doorman nodded.


  “I mean,” Reggie went on, determined to make himself absolutely clear, “it’s one of those days that Nature pops as a surprise. Makes a man feel absolutely pious.”


  He drew a deep breath of the keen autumn air and stretched his arms wide. “I mean, it’s just one of those days.”


  The doorman eyed Reggie’s tweed-coated figure with sour disapproval. In his opinion—and he was a thoughtful, discerning man—Reginald van Porter was a blooming ass. He had nothing against the young man personally and he had never heard any scandalous reports of his conduct, but there was just something in the vacantly cheerful attitude with which Reggie surveyed life that annoyed him profoundly.


  “I see what you mean, sir,” he said.


  “Shall I call you a cab?”


  “No,” Reggie said, taking another deep breath. “I’m waiting for a lift from Jonathan Sloan.” The mention of the name caused a fleeting shadow to flit across his normally cheerful face. “Dr. Jonathan Sloan, the eminent young nerve specialist.”


  He brooded for a moment, gnawing solemnly at a finger of his pigskin glove. Finally he turned thoughtfully to the doorman.


  “I say, Thomas, would you care to marry a nerve specialist?”


  Thomas raised his eyebrows slightly. “Considering everything, sir,” he said politely, “I’d rather not.”


  “Oh, I don’t mean that,” Reggie said hastily. “I mean if you were a very lovely girl with dark hair and beautiful blue eyes, then would you want to marry this nerve blighter?”


  “Is there any alternative for this young lady?” Thomas inquired.


  “Yes, indeed!” said Reggie emphatically. “She could marry me instead of the nerve chap.”


  “I see, sir.”


  “Of course you do,” Reggie said. He regarded Thomas with dubious eyes. “Well, what would you do?”


  “The young lady’s course would seem to be obvious,” Thomas said. Reggie smiled cheerfully.


  “It’s a relief to hear you say that, Thomas.” He smiled for a few seconds and then he suddenly realized that the doorman’s answer had been slightly ambiguous. He frowned worriedly.


  “But, Thomas—”


  “Will you excuse me, sir?” Thomas said. “I think the desk clerk needs me.” He turned and marched through the revolving doors with aloof dignity.


  Reggie walked to the curb, still frowning.


  “Good chap, Thomas,” he muttered. “Mind of his own.”


  A CAR turned into the street and pulled to a stop in front of the hotel canopy. A dark, serious young man with heavy glasses was seated behind the wheel. He wore a somber fedora set squarely on his head and his clothes were quietly conservative. There was something solid and substantial about this young man that impressed and reassured everyone he met.


  “Here,” a person would say to himself, meeting him, “is a person of character and ideals.”


  This quality of solidity in Jonathan Sloan was what had made him, at the age of thirty-five, one of the most distinguished nerve specialists in the city of Chicago.


  Reggie looked at his watch in pleased astonishment.


  “Why,” he said, “you’re right on the dot!”


  “I am always on time,” Jonathan said quietly. “A person who can’t keep appointments is, in my opinion, suffering from a form of mental unbalance.”


  “Is that so?” Reggie said, climbing into the front seat, alongside the young nerve specialist. The solid, powerful car moved away from the curb slowly as Reggie settled himself comfortably. He risked a side glance at Jonathan’s stern, serious profile, debating the advisibility of telling him the side-splitting story he had heard the night before at the club. With a sigh he decided that it would be a waste of time. What Alice saw in this straight-faced bloke


  “Frankly,” Jonathan said, “I was rather surprised to hear from you last night, I didn’t know that you were going down to the Montmacy’s for the week end.” He drove along for a moment in a dour silence. “Alice didn’t mention it to me,” he said in a severe voice which implied that Alice damn well should have. “Are you sure she expected you today?”


  “Why, yes, I guess so,” Reggie said. He pointed out the window at two cows grazing in a meadow alongside the road. “What do you suppose those biffers think about all day?”


  “You guess so,” Jonathan said sharply, displaying no interest in the cerebral habits of Reggie’s cows. “Do you mean to tell me you aren’t sure?”


  Reggie shifted uneasily. Jonathan always made him feel as if he were on the witness stand, defending himself for annoying young girls.


  “Well,” he said, “I talked to Alice in the middle of the week and she invited me down for Saturday or Sunday, I don’t remember which. When I found out you were driving down today I decided to cadge a lift, as it were.”


  “This is terrible,” Jonathan said in a hollow, despairing voice. They had left the city limits and were driving through the open country. The lake was to their left, sparkling and blue in the morning sun; at their right were the large, well-kept estates of the suburb of Glencoe. “I can’t drop you off here,” Jonathan said. “It’s miles from the train.”


  “What’s so terrible about me coming down a day early?” Reggie asked. “Are they going to butcher an old aunt, or something?”


  “Please!” Jonathan said frostily. “I don’t find such vulgar allusions amusing.” He frowned over the steering wheel. “Alice’s father, Professor Thaddeus Montmacy, is holding one of his Saturday evening salons tonight. Naturally only the most intelligent sort of people are invited to attend. I am afraid that your presence may annoy Professor Montmacy. Alice obviously invited you down for tomorrow. She certainly wouldn’t be thoughtless enough to have you down for her father’s salon.”


  “Well,” said Reggie, “can’t I just keep out of the way tonight? I can talk over the high cost of living with the butler, while the great brains, are threshing the world’s problems about in the drawing room. Or maybe I can take Alice out for a gander at the moon.”


  JONATHAN glanced at him sharply and almost ran down a stray dog.


  “Alice always attends her father’s salons,” he said stiffly. “Alice appreciates intelligence as much as does her father.”


  “That’s fine,” Reggie said gloomily. The conviction was growing in him that he was in for a rather dismal time over the week end. He had intended to use this opportunity to convince Alice of his sterling virtues and irresistible charm. There would be little chance for that, he thought moodily, with a bunch of mighty intellects kicking around the Einstein theory and occupying all of Alice’s attention and admiration. Even Jonathan probably understood Einstein’s theory, he thought disgustedly.


  He coughed. “I say, do you understand this theory of Einstein’s that everyone’s talking about?”


  Jonathan smiled with smug superiority.


  “Why, of course,” he murmured. “The conclusions are actually elementary.”


  Reggie settled back and fell victim to a quiet despair.


  “Who’s going to be there tonight?” he finally asked.


  “I doubt if you’d know any of them, even by name,” Jonathan said. “Major Lionhead, the eminent military author is expected. Also, Dr. Adams, the famous Viennese surgeon will be present. I expect that he and I shall have much in common to discuss. And Jeremy


  Taylor, the industrial airplane designer, is coining.”


  “I’ve heard of him,” Reggie said hopefully.


  “I’m not surprised,” Jonathan said. “His name has been on the front page for several months. His designs have revolutionized the building of aircraft for the war effort.”


  “Quite a crowd,” Reggie muttered. “You can understand now,” Jonathan said in a pained voice, “how awkward your arrival will be. Please don’t consider me rude, but you must see that you just won’t fit.”


  “I suppose so,” Reggie sighed. “Maybe I can find one of the horses to talk to.”


  “I do wish you wouldn’t persist in treating this matter so lightly,” Jonathan said. “It’s really a serious problem. I suggest that you remain silent for a while and I will apply my full attention to it.”


  “It’s awfully good of you,” Reggie said. “I won’t say a word.”


  He was silent for several miles and he occupied the time thinking how delightful it would be to smack Dr. Jonathan Sloan squarely on the button.


  After about an hour’s ride through the beautiful brown-and-gold countryside Jonathan said:


  “I’m making a stop at the Stateville asylum before we go on to the Montmacy’s. Would you care to come in with me and look the place over?”


  “Asylum? You mean a loony bin?” Jonathan frowned in pained annoyance.


  “The Stateville asylum is one of the most efficient institutions in the country for the treatment of mental disorders. I happen to foe one of the consulting specialists on the staff. My stop will be brief. I have a few routine matters to check and then we’ll be on our way again. You may wait in the car if you wish.”


  “Oh, no, I’ll go along,” Reggie said enthusiastically. “You know, I’ve never been in an insane asylum.”


  “Amazing,” Jonathan said dryly. “Absolutely amazing.”


  IN ANOTHER few minutes they came to the Stateville asylum, a large brick building set back several hundred yards from the road. It was completely surrounded by a high wire fence and the only entrance was guarded by a husky chap in boots and breeches. This guard seemed to know Jonathan, for he swung the gate open and permitted him to drive up the graveled lane that led to the main building.


  They got out of the car and walked up the steps to a wide porch and Jonathan rang the doorbell with the sharp assurance of the man who isn’t selling brushes.


  A high-domed individual in baggy dark clothes and spectacles opened the door. He beamed at Jonathan.


  “Welcome, Dr. Sloan. How nice of you to drop by.”


  “Thank you. Dr. Livingstone, this is my friend, Reginald van Porter.” Reggie smiled blankly and shook his hand that Dr. Livingstone extended.


  “How do you do,” the doctor smiled, “I’m sure you will be very happy with us, Mr. van Porter. Here, you will find it restful and—”


  “Mr. van Porter,” Jonathan said hastily, “is not a client of mine, Dr. Livingstone.”


  “Oh,” Dr. Livingstone said. He sounded disappointed. He looked appraisingly at Reggie and shook his head from side to side with a doubtful look in his eye. It was obvious that he wasn’t convinced.


  Reggie shifted uneasily. His collar suddenly seemed a little too tight. “Perhaps I’d better wait in the car after all,” he said to Jonathan.


  “Nonsense,” Jonathan said crisply. “I’ve already locked the machine. Come along.”


  They followed Dr. Livingstone into the cool spacious depths of the asylum ante-room. A receptionist in a crisp white dress and nurse’s cap was the only occupant of the room. She was a grimly efficient young lady and she regarded Reggie with a professional gleam in her eye.


  Reggie was relieved when he passed from her presence into a well-furnished room, lined with books and dominated by a huge desk facing the window. In this room were several severe-looking men with long hair and eyeglasses. They were seated about in a circle and the object of their attention was a wispy-looking little man who stood abjectly in the center of the room and who, Reggie learned later, was under the illusion that he was a fried apple.


  The doctors looked up when they entered and Jonathan made the introductions. Everyone nodded vaguely in Reggie’s direction and promptly turned their attention again to the fried apple in their midst.


  “An interesting case,” Dr. Livingstone murmured to Jonathan. “I’d very much like to have your opinion of our tentative diagnosis.”


  “Which is what?” Jonathan said crisply.


  “Dementia praecox,” Dr. Livingstone said.


  Dr. Jonathan Sloan tapped his teeth with a pencil, looked at a slip of paper Livingstone had handed him, then moodily regarded the patient, who, in turn, was moodily regarding the tip of his index finger.


  “So,” Dr. Sloan said kindly, “you think you’re a fried apple, do you?”


  “Yes. I’ve got cloves stuck in me, haven’t I?” the patient said triumphantly.


  Reggie regarded the little man with interest.


  “I say, that’s a shrewd point,” he said, nudging Jonathan.


  Jonathan turned and surveyed him with quiet annoyance, in which a shade of loathing was definitely mingled.


  “Will you leave us for a while, Reginald?” he said sternly. “Your presence here will hardly be needed.”


  “Oh,” Reggie said. Shrugging, he left the room. Let them keep their old fried apple, he thought dejectedly.


  HE CLOSED the door behind him and turning around he found himself at the head of a long corridor, which was flanked on both sides by barred doors.


  In a spirit of idle curiosity he strolled down the corridor peering casually into the cells as he passed. Several men, seated in the cells, glanced up from such mundane tasks as reading or writing, nodded to him and returned to their work.


  Reggie was slightly puzzled. He had expected to find people fishing in buckets and wearing Napoleonic costumes, but such was apparently not the case. When he reached the end of the corridor he was about to turn when a quiet, cultivated voice said:


  “Pardon me. Will you do me a favor, please?”


  Reggie turned and saw a small, neatly dressed man with a pointed beard and steel-rimmed glasses regarding him with calm, twinkling blue eyes.


  The man was standing at the door of his cell and there was a pleasant smile on his small, intelligent face.


  “Why, certainly,” Reggie said. “What is it?”


  The man shifted his head and peered down the corridor in both directions. Then he smiled again at Reggie.


  “My name is Professor Smythe,” he said. “Possibly you have heard of me?”


  “Nope,” Reggie said, shaking his head, “can’t say that I have.”


  The little man who called himself Professor Smythe sighed audibly, but he continued to regard Reggie with a friendly smile.


  “It doesn’t really matter,” he murmured. “Although at one time I was quite well known. I did a great deal of work in chemical transformations.”


  “Is that so?” Reggie said.


  “But that is neither here nor there,” the little professor said, smiling. “I want you to do a favor for me.”


  “What is it?”


  “I dropped something,” the professor said. “I would appreciate it very much if you would pick it up for me.”


  “Dropped something?” Reggie regarded the little man blankly. “Can’t you pick it up?”


  “Well,” Professor Smythe said with a tolerant smile, “if I could, I wouldn’t be troubling you. I dropped it outside the door of my cell and I am unable to reach it. It’s right at your feet.” Reggie glanced down at the floor and saw nothing. The smooth concrete was completely bare. He scratched his head and frowned at the professor. “You’re sure you dropped it here?”


  “Yes, yes,” the professor said eagerly. “Can’t you see it? It’s right at your feet.”


  Reggie looked down again, and again he saw nothing. Nothing, that is, except his own trousered legs and comfortably shod feet.


  “I’m sorry to let you down like this,” he said, “but I can’t seem to see this thing you dropped. What is it?”


  “A thinking cap,” the professor said Irritably. “I wish you’d look a bit more carefully. It’s the only one I have.”


  “A thinking cap?” Reggie said in astonishment.


  “Yes, my last one.”


  “That’s tough,” Reggie said. He looked down at the floor again and then back to the professor. “What does is look like?”


  “Really, my dear boy,” Professor Smythe said exasperatedly, “what would you expect a thinking cap to look like? It’s small and fits the skull very neatly.”


  “What color is it?” Reggie asked.


  THE little professor looked at him for an instant with a peculiar expression on his face and then he broke out laughing.


  “What’s so funny?” Reggie demanded.


  “I’m sorry, really I am,” the professor managed to say, between chuckles. “It’s not your fault; I should have told you.”


  “Told me what?”


  “About the thinking cap. It’s invisible. That’s why you can’t see it.”


  “Oh, is that it?” Reggie nodded thoughtfully. “That would make a difference, at that. But how am I supposed to find it?”


  “You’ll just have to feel around for it, I’m afraid,” the professor said. “Just around for it, eh?”


  “Yes. Get down on your knees and run your hands over the floor. It shouldn’t be too much trouble. I feel terrible about putting you to all this bother, but it’s really important that I find my thinking cap.”


  “Naturally,” Reggie said. He wasn’t quite sure whether to believe this little man or not. He seemed very rational and logical but still—


  Feeling slightly silly he got down on all fours and began to feel about the floor with his hands. The little professor watched him anxiously,


  “Are you sure this is where you dropped it?” Reggie asked.


  “Of course,” the Professor said peevishly.


  Reggie continued his odd hunt, but slight doubts were beginning to steal into his mind.


  “I simply must have it,” the professor said worriedly. “With my thinking cap I am the most brilliant man in the world.”


  “Is that so?” Reggie was making an effort to be polite but it was coming hard.


  “Without it,” the professor went on moodily, “I am only the most brilliant man in North America. You see why it is so necessary that it be found.”


  This was an argument that Reggie could understand. He redoubled his efforts.


  “Don’t worry, Professor,” he said cheerfully, “well find it.”


  He crawled about the corridor in ever widening circles, feeling every inch of the floor with his groping fingers. His head was lowered and he was applying all of his feverish concentration, when his outstretched hand collided with a very solid object.


  “Found it!” he cried.


  HE LOOKED up at the object he had felt, but it was not a cap. And it was not invisible. It was a very large, very visible shoe and, as he lifted his eyes with a feeling of sudden foolish guilt, he saw that the shoe connected to a trouser leg which led inevitably to a very large white-jacketed young man who was regarding him with polite suspicion.


  “Uh . . . hello,” Reggie said weakly.


  “Hello,” this young man said mildly. “What are you looking for?”


  “A cap,” Reggie said. He swallowed nervously as the realization came to him that he was in a somewhat compromising position. Explanations were obviously in order.


  He gestured feebly toward the professor’s cell.


  “It’s his hat,” he said.


  “His?” the guard repeated politely. He glanced toward the cell and slowly back to Reggie. With a slightly sick feeling Reggie followed his gaze and saw that the professor had left the door of the cell and was lying on a comfortable cot, apparently engrossed in a thick book.


  “He wanted me to look for his cap,” Reggie said. He tried to chuckle, but the result was a rather hideous giggle. “It’s his thinking cap.”


  “Oh.” The guard pursed his lips and nodded thoughtfully. He glanced solemnly down at the floor and shifted his gaze in a slow circle.


  “It doesn’t seem to be here, does it?” he said mildly.


  “It’s invisible.” Reggie blurted.


  “And that’s why we can’t see it,” the guard said. He reached down and took Reggie’s arm in a gentle but firm grip. “Supposing we come back and look for it later. Right now I think you’d better come along with me.”


  Reggie suddenly realized that the guard thought he was a loony.


  “Now wait a minute,” he said hoarsely. “I’m not crazy.”


  “Naturally not,” the guard said. “Whoever said anything about that? Come along now.”


  There was obviously nothing else to do. Reggie started to rise his feet, but at that moment his hand brushed against a very light object on the floor. He looked down quickly but saw nothing. His hand closed slowly over a soft filmy object which felt surprisingly like a skull cap.


  “I’ve found it!” he shouted.


  “Come on now,” the guard said, and there was a hint of grimness in his voice. He lifted Reggie none too gently to his feet.


  But Reggie still held the light, invisible cap in his hand. At least he presumed it was a cap. For that was what the professor had said, and the most brilliant man in the world wouldn’t likely be wrong. Thus reasoned Reggie. And he knew it was invisible, for the simple reason that he couldn’t see it. That conclusion was simple.


  The guard was propelling him down the corridor.


  “Now wait a minute,” Reggie said frantically. “I’ve got to give the professor his cap.”


  “You can do that later,” the guard said.


  REGGIE looked at the barrel chest and wide shoulders of the guard and, with a sigh, conceded the point. He slipped the cap on his head and allowed the guard to lead him to the door at the end of the corridor and into the presence of Dr. Livingstone, Dr. Jonathan Sloan and their associates.


  Their entrance created quite a stir. “This one,” the guard said, jerking a thumb at Reggie, “got out. Do you want to talk to him before I take him back to his cell?”


  Dr. Livingstone glanced at Jonathan with raised eyebrows. His expression clearly indicated that his first impression of Reggie had been right.


  Jonathan’s expression was a mixture of embarrassment, anger and disgust.


  “This young man is not an inmate,” he said to the guard. With a cold look at Reggie, he added, “but in my professional opinion he should be.”


  “Not an inmate!” the guard said incredulously. He looked at Reggie and shook his head. “Somebody’s screwy then and it isn’t me.”


  “You may go now,” Dr. Livingstone said firmly.


  The guard looked at Reggie again, shook his head and shrugged. He left, clearly unconvinced in regard to Reggie’s mental status.


  Fortunately, Jonathan said coldly, when the guard had gone, “We are leaving now, Reggie. If we stayed longer I should probably have difficulty in getting you out.”


  He picked up his hat angrily.


  “Come along,” he Snapped, striding toward the door.


  Reggie followed him moodily. He was thinking what a choice story this would make when retold by Jonathan for Alice’s benefit.


  Dr. Livingstone followed Jonathan to the door of his office.


  “Then you agree with me, Dr. Sloan,” he said, “that our patient is suffering from dementia praecox?”


  “Absolutely!” Jonathan spoke crisply. “That is my unqualified opinion.”


  Reggie glanced at the little man who thought he was a fried apple. “So that’s what wrong with him, eh?”


  “That is our opinion,” Jonathan said stiffly. “What is yours?” he added, as a sarcastic afterthought.


  Reggie swallowed in embarrassment.


  “Why, gosh,” he said, “I don’t—”


  He stopped speaking as something suddenly tinkled sharply in his skull. It was the darndest sensation! As if a tiny hammer had tapped against the inside of his head.


  “Your diagnosis is incorrect,” he said firmly. He was startled by the resonant authoritative tone of his voice, but he was more startled by the fact he was advancing an opinion at all. “It is not, as you falsely presume, dementia praecox; rather the patient’s attitude is an acute manifestation of schizophrenia. If you will observe the following symptoms and keep in mind what Hegel wrote on this subject, I will substantiate my diagnosis to your complete approval.”


  REGGIE listened in growing disbelief to the words that were flowing from his mouth. He knew nothing of psychology and psychiatry, yet he was glibly expounding the most abstruse and learned tenets of those sciences as if he’d studied them since birth. He rattled on, completely unconscious of what he was saying, but piling conclusion on conclusion while the doctors listened in amazement and admiration that grew with each sentence he uttered.


  Reggie reached his climax. With brilliant forensic ability he proved point after point of his premise and finally glided into his peroration, concluding with a few pithy remarks about the role of psychiatric study in the planning of a world peace.


  With that he paused for breath.


  Dr. Livingstone removed his eyeglasses solemnly. He turned to his colleagues. There was a stunned look on his face.


  “I am convinced,” he said slowly, his voice quivering with emotion, “that we have been wrong. Absolutely wrong! Our young friend has shown us, beyond the slightest possibility of doubt, that our diagnosis was incorrect.”


  There was a murmur of agreement from the assembled savants.


  Jonathan was staring at Reggie in speechless anger.


  “Now just a minute,” he finally blurted. “I happen to know that this young nit-wit knows nothing about psychology.”


  “Dr. Sloan!” Dr. Livingstone spoke sternly. “I can’t imagine what prompts you to make such a ridiculous accusation. If you have ears you must know better.” He turned impressively and placed his hand on Reggie’s shoulder. “I, for one, admit to being in the presence of a master. My boy, where did you take your degree?”


  Reggie blinked dazedly. The peculiar sensation that had followed the tinkling sound in his head was fading. He put his hand slowly to his head and his fingers touched a light object resting on the back of his skull.


  The thinking cap!


  Could that have accounted for this brilliant demonstration?


  “Oh, let’s go,” Jonathan said irritably. “We’re late already.”


  Dr. Livingstone followed Reggie to the porch, practically hanging on his arm.


  “You will drop in again, won’t you?” he pleaded. “I can’t tell you much as I would like to discuss the science of psychology with you.”


  “Why, sure,” Reggie said awkwardly. “That ought to be great sport.”


  He disengaged himself from the doctor’s reverent clutch and climbed into the car alongside Jonathan.


  As they drove out the gate of the asylum, Jonathan cleared his throat “Where did you pick up that mumbo-jumbo about psychology?” he demanded.


  Reggie shook his head wonderingly. “I wish I knew,” he said.


  CHAPTER II


  THE drive to the Montmacy estate was completed in stony silence. Jonathan wore an uneasy frown on his severe features and he occasionally glanced at Reggie with a peculiar look in his eye.


  Reggie, for one of the few times in his life, was busy with his own thoughts. The baffling incident at the asylum was occupying all his attention. There was no explanation for the suddenly acquired erudition that had enabled him to astound the doctors with his knowledge of the hair-splitting terms and thoughts of modern psychology. He hadn’t the slightest idea how the thing had happened.


  There was, however, the matter of the thinking cap. He put his hand cautiously to his head to assure himself that it was still in place. It was.


  Nothing made any particular sense so he decided to try and forget the whole business. This was a typical reaction. With a shrug he consigned the incident to the darkest oblivion.


  They reached the Montmacy home half an hour later. It was a low rambling structure, buttressed with stone gables, and it stood solidly against the red glow of the afternoon sun. Several acres of wooded fields surrounded the house, and the winding drive that led to the wide front porch twisted through natural archways formed by stately sycamores.


  Alice met them on the porch. She greeted Jonathan warmly, but when she turned to Reggie there was a shocked expression on her face.


  “Reggie!” she cried. “I invited you down tomorrow.”


  “I’ve been trying to make him realize how awkward this will be,” Jonathan said sternly.


  “Can’t I just sleep in the stable tonight?” Reggie said.


  “Of course not,” Alice said. She was a very pretty girl with dark hair and deep, clear blue eyes. Now there was a worried little frown on her face. “You know how Father is,” she said. “He’s simply furious if anyone disturbs his Saturday night salons.”


  “Why can’t I just lurk about the pantry until it’s all over?” Reggie suggested hopefully.


  “That’s impossible,” Alice said. “Daddy insists that all the guests participate. I just have a feeling this is going to be terrible.” She turned impulsively to Jonathan and put her hand on his arm. “I know I can count on you, Jonathan.”


  “Thank you,” he said. He obviously was deeply moved.


  “You’ll have to see that everything goes smoothly.”


  “You may rely on me, Alice.” Reggie was beginning to feel left out of things.


  “I’ll help too,” he said.


  “Oh, Reggie,” Alice said helplessly. “I don’t know what I’ll do with you.” She adjusted her skirt nervously. “We might as well go in now. The guests are with Father in the library.”


  Reggie meekly followed Alice and Jonathan into the big home, down a long corridor and into Professor Thaddeus Montmacy’s high-ceilinged, book-lined library.


  THE professor himself came forward to meet them. He was a small, well-preserved man of about sixty. His hair was white, but there was no suggestion of age in his sharp features and keen, piercing eyes. Professor Montmacy was practically a national institution. His discoveries in sociology, economics, physics, chemistry and a dozen other fields were prolific bequests to the betterment of the world. Universities vied with one another to heap honors on his well-shaped head, and Washington kept him in constant service as an unofficial adviser to half a dozen important departments.


  In spite of these many wonderful characteristics, Professor Montmacy was human enough to possess an unbridled temper, a razor-sharp tongue, and the firm belief that he was the only person in the world who appreciated what he had done for mankind.


  He greeted Jonathan warmly.


  “Glad to have you down, my boy.” His cordial tone admitted Jonathan to the distinguished company present and welcomed him as a guest at the same time.


  He turned to Reggie and the warm light in his eye chilled.


  “You!” he said.


  “Hiya, Prof,” Reggie said, hoping to establish a warm comradely relationship. “How’s the big brain these days?”


  Professor Montmacy knew Reggie, which was an unfortunate thing for Reggie. He shared the majority opinion of Reggie, which unfortunately wasn’t high.


  “I am well, thank you,” he said.


  The professor then introduced Jonathan to the others present. He also introduced Reggie, not because he wanted to, but because there were certain canons of polite behavior which he couldn’t ignore.


  Reggie found himself shaking hands with Major Lionhead, the military author, a tall, beetle-browed man with huge brown eyes and a bushy beard. Later he met Dr. Adams, the Viennese surgeon, who was a stocky chap with ribboned eyeglasses and a neat mustache which constituted the only hair on his head. His skull was a bald, gleaming dome about the shape of a billiard ball.


  “I thought I shot you into a side pocket last night,” Reggie said, chuckling. He nudged the doctor in the ribs. “Get it?”


  Doctor Adams looked at him distastefully.


  “I am afraid, sir, that I do,” he said, moving away.


  Reggie realized too late that the doctor was probably very sensitive about his baldness. He resolved to keep his mouth tightly shut from that point on.


  The last man he met was Jeremy Taylor, the industrial airplane designer. Mr. Taylor was a pale, tired-looking man in his late fifties who looked as If twenty hours’ sleep would set him on his feet again. He had a cigarette burning in his thin fingers, from which he took quick, nervous pulls. He was an intelligent-looking man, but a very tired one, in Reggie’s opinion.


  He acknowledged the introduction without any particular enthusiasm and retired to a corner of the room to light another cigarette.


  This maneuver left Reggie stranded in the middle of the room directly in the cross channel of a highly erudite conversation which the professor was carrying on with Major Lionhead and Jonathan.


  The subject under discussion seemed to be the relative merits of the military methods of Frederick the Great and Napoleon.


  “Frederick the Great,” Major Lionhead stated emphatically, “was the greatest tactical commander of all time. There has never been anything yet developed as effective as his oblique attack in turning the right or left wing of an opposing force.”


  AN IMPRESSIVE silence followed this remark and Major Lionhead moved his gaze slowly about the room as if daring anyone to advance a contradiction.


  Professor Montmacy frowned thoughtfully.


  “Generalizations are always unreliable,” he said, in his thin, precise voice. “I think you will find, if you consult the record, that Frederick’s method of attack failed when it was put to the test in opposition to Napoleon.”


  “I doubt if you can substantiate that statement,” Major Lionhead said, smiling gravely.


  “I don’t happen to have the exact facts at my finger tips,” Professor Montmacy said, “but I feel reasonably certain that I am correct. I am not in the habit of being wrong, you know.”


  He turned to Jonathan.


  “Perhaps you can help, my boy. I forget the exact time and place, but I’m certain there was a battle in which the tactics of Frederick the Great were completely nullified by Napoleon.”


  “I’m sorry, sir,” Jonathan said awkwardly; “but I’m inclined to agree with the major.”


  “Bah!” snapped the professor. Major Lionhead smiled slowly, revealing an amazing mouthful of gold-capped teeth. He seemed quite pleased with his victory over the professor. His eye happened to meet Reggie’s.


  “Perhaps your memory is better than my kind host’s,” he said graciously. “Me?” Reggie said blankly.


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” the professor said irritably, “let’s not descend to the ridiculous. He wouldn’t know the difference between a Thompson machine gun and a bow and arrow.”


  “I think you’re being unfair to the young man,” Major Lionhead said expansively. He patted Reggie on the shoulder with patronizing kindness. “What is your opinion of this interesting point? Do you agree with me or with Professor Montmacy?”


  “I agree emphatically with the professor,” Reggie said flatly.


  He heard the words issuing from his mouth in a sort of trance. They had simply popped out of their own volition. He was the most surprised person in the room; and that was saying a lot. All were regarding him with expressions that ranged from surprise to sheer amazement.


  Major Lionhead studied him with speculative eyes. He was obviously weighing the mettle of this new opponent, and from the expression of happy anticipation that slowly spread over his face, it was apparent that he did not expect any serious trouble.


  “So?” he said slowly. “You do not agree with me? Perhaps you would be kind enough to explain your position.”


  REGGIE felt a curious tinkling sound in his head. The tiny hammer was tapping again at the inside of his skull. He had experienced the same sensation at the asylum when he had been questioned about psychology.


  Something completely alien to his own intelligence seemed to take command of his mind; the vocal cords in his throat were suddenly acting on their own.


  “You are completely and inexcusably wrong, Major Lionhead,” he heard himself saying with cold authority. “At the battle of Austerlitz, the Czar, Alexander, attempted an oblique attack patterned exactly after the plans of Frederick the Great. Napoleon out-maneuvered the forces of the Czar, launched a counter frontal attack and, if you will recall your elementary military history, completely smashed the Czar’s center and scored the most brilliant and decisive victor of his entire career.”


  Reggie paused and glanced at the major with a quiet smile on his lips.


  “That Rattle, as you may recall, was fought on the second of October, eighteen hundred and five, and it is considered by military historians the most perfect land battle ever executed. Is there anything else needed, Major, to establish my point?”


  Major Lionhead’s discomfiture was apparent as he stroked his beard and frowned at the floor.


  “I had forgotten Austerlitz,” he muttered. “You were right, Professor. I am forced to admit that now.”


  “Of course I was right,” the professor said. He regarded Reggie with reluctant admiration. “You seem to have a fair grasp of military history.


  I’ll confess you surprised me.”


  Reggie smiled feebly and said nothing. He had surprised himself. In fact, he had astounded, amazed and completely shocked himself.


  Major Lionhead coughed himself back into the conversation.


  “Tell me, have you read von Clauswitz on infantry maneuvers?” he asked Reggie.


  The bell tinkled again in Reggie’s head and the hammer started tapping.


  “Von Clauswitz? Naturally. A good man in a dull sort of way. Most of his conclusions have been disproven in the last twenty years, but I dare say he is still interesting to students.”


  The words snapped out with an assumption of arbitrary authority that was devastating. Major Lionhead stroked his beard and retired to a corner of the room to lick his wounds.


  Reggie wondered what the devil was happening to him. Never in his life had he read a book of military history. Nothing could have been more out of character; but here he was spouting a stream of facts and theory that knocked an eminent authority like Major Lionhead gasping on the ropes.


  It was all damned queer!


  He couldn’t figure it out at all. But from the admiring expression on Alice’s face he realized that he wasn’t hurting himself one bit in that particular quarter.


  She crossed the room to his side and took his arm impulsively.


  “Why, you’re wonderful, Reggie!” she said. “I had no idea that you were such a student.”


  Reggie smiled feebly. “Didn’t you?”


  Jonathan regarded him with distinct annoyance.


  “Some people make a habit of memorizing a few obscure facts and parading them as evidence of deep intelligence,” he said sulkily.


  “That isn’t fair, Jonathan,” Alice said. There was a spot of color in her cheeks as she faced him directly. “Reggie didn’t parade his information. He waited until he was asked for an opinion before he said a word.”


  “That’s right,” her father said. “Very becoming modesty, I must say.”


  REGGIE was thinking of that very angle of his suddenly and mysteriously acquired erudition. The information seemed to be lying dormant in his brain and he, himself, was completely unaware of its existence; but when a question was asked him, the little bell started tinkling, and out popped the answer, complete, authoritative and brilliant.


  That was fine, he thought, as long as someone asked him the questions. Without that stimulus his brain was as blank as it had been the previous twenty-six years of his life. And that was pretty darn blank.


  The only solution he could figure out for the baffling problem was that the invisible thinking cap which he had acquired at the asylum was responsible for his new powers. And what an idea that was!


  A person equipped with a more orthodox attitude than Reggie would quickly have relegated such a theory to oblivion. But Reggie was strangely enchanted with it. A thinking cap seemed logical enough to him. After all, he had believed in Santa Claus until he was seventeen years old.


  He put his hand tentatively to his head and felt the soft, flimsy texture of the cap. It was invisible; but it was definitely there. And it was definitely transforming him into a brilliant sort of chap.


  This thought caused him to brighten. Why, everything was wonderful! With the aid of this invisible bonnet he would cover himself with glory and earn Gloria’s undying respect and admiration.


  Gloria was still holding his arm, and he smiled into her eyes.


  “You have such a stimulating mind,” Gloria said with enraptured surprise. “I’d never noticed that before. I simply must have a nice long talk with you. Would you like to take a ride before dinner?”


  “Tallyho to the hounds, and all that?” Reggie asked. “Sounds splendid”


  “Now just a minute,” Professor Montmacy said to his daughter, “I don’t want you to monopolize Reginald completely. I want to talk to him. He has—er—unsuspected depths.


  “Young man,” he said, turning to Reggie, “I’ll confess that I was slightly worried when I saw you. I was afraid you wouldn’t fit in, so to speak, at my salon this evening. But I realize now that my fears were unjustified. I shall be honored if you take part in the discussion tonight at eight sharp, here in the library.”


  “Professor Montmacy,” Reggie said solemnly, “I shall be honored.”


  Gloria held his arm possessively. “Come on, Reggie, we’ll just have time to change and ride before dinner.”


  “Righto,” said Reggie.


  In a corner, Jonathan sulked moodily and Major Lionhead was still gnawing his beard in annoyance as Reggie and Gloria left the room.


  Reggie knew then how Alexander must have felt.


  CHAPTER III


  IN HIS room overlooking the stately Montmacy gardens, Reggie changed quickly into trig riding clothes. His feeling of ebullient elation expressed itself in an off-key tenor that made up in enthusiasm what it lacked in quality and pitch.


  When he was ready to leave he thought of the thinking cap. For a moment he thought of taking it with him, but a certain pride prompted him to leave it behind. He would need it chewing the intellectual fat with the professor, but he felt he could out-think a horse without any extra mental aids.


  He met Gloria in the stable, and she looked lovely and boyish in smooth jodphurs and a pert derby that fitted her small dark head perfectly.


  “You look just like Lady Godiva,” he said gallantly.


  “Reggie!” Gloria cried. “What do you mean?”


  Reggie remembered too late that Lady Godiva, while an excellent horsewoman, had also been completely ungilded for her epic ride. For years he had been telling girls on horseback that they looked like Godiva, and for years he had been puzzled by the peculiar reaction to what he had meant as a gracious compliment. He realized he had made a mistake in doffing the thinking cap.


  “Just a figure of speech, y’know,” he said lamely. “Let’s hit the old cinder path, shall we?”


  He helped Gloria to mount, then climbed aboard his own horse. They followed the winding, elm-sheltered path through the Montmacy domain until they reached the wider road that branched out into the wooded sections that flanked the estate.


  They were back in an hour and Reggie knew that he had made definite strides. When they had rested their mounts at the half-way mark, there had been something soulful in Gloria’s eyes that turned his insides into a frothy custard. She was undoubtedly impressed with his noble mastery of the steed and his quiet air of confident authority. There had been a slightly embarrassing moment when his saddle slipped and he had fallen into the road, but his recovery had been deft.


  “That was lovely,” she said, as they dismounted.


  “Ripping,” Reggie said heartily.


  This was a rather accurate choice of word, for his breeches chose that moment to snag on the pommel and lend a loud sound effect to his adjective.


  In some confusion, Reggie retreated to the house.


  Gloria smiled at him.


  “Hurry and dress,” she called. “Dinner is at six, and Daddy doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”


  “Righto,” Reggie cried.


  He retired to his room feeling that he had done an excellent afternoon’s work. Now if he could just further establish himself in Gloria’s graces at the big brain bust tonight, why everything would be perfect.


  He showered, shaved and dressed, feeling quite complacently pleased with himself and his prospects. He combed his hair carefully and then collected his watch, change and keys from the bureau, dropped them into his pockets and started for the door.


  Half way there, he paused, smiling. There was just one thing he’d forgotten and that was the extremely essential thinking cap. In the present circumstances he would as soon have gone down without his pants as without that bit of apparel.


  He went back and ran his hands slowly over the top of the bureau, for that was where he remembered leaving the thinking cap. But it was not there.


  “Heh, heh,” Reggie laughed hollowly.


  A damp sweat broke out on his forehead and his knees suddenly felt unequal to the task of holding him erect. He sagged against the dresser and took a deep breath to steady himself.


  “Brace yourself, old boy,” he said to his pale image in the mirror.


  When his nervous tremors had passed he made a frantically thorough search of the room, under the bed, through the closet, into the drawers, but the results were nil.


  There was no trace of the thinking cap in the room.


  Reggie sat numbly on the edges of the bed and let the slow horror of the situation seep into his soul.


  Dinner was in another few minutes. Immediately after came the professor’s salon. He was expected to be present; he was expected to participate in the great battle of brains. And without the aid of the thinking cap he would be proven for all time as a complete imbecile and moron.


  A pretty mess!


  For several seconds he nibbled his fingernails nervously; then some of his cheerful confidence returned. After all, he was no worse off than before he had the thinking cap; and someone else was much better off, so it all balanced up.


  He continued to sit for another few seconds gazing moodily at the floor and then he stood up slowly and a great light broke over the blackness of his soul.


  Someone was better off for having the thinking cap I Obviously! But how had that “someone” gotten it? That was the question he asked himself triumphantly.


  And there was only one answer.


  Someone had stolen the thinking cap while he had been out riding with Gloria. Someone had somehow learned of its existence and had peached the jolly thing.


  That was it!


  Reggie began pacing nervously, but there was a charged air of purpose in his excitement now. He wasn’t the type to take a thing like this lying down. If someone had stolen his thinking cap that party was in for trouble.


  He ran over the list of suspects and, like Abou ben Adhem, Johnathan’s name led all the rest.


  “The snake!” thought Reggie bitterly.


  But he couldn’t discard others altogether. How about Taylor, the industrial designer? Nervous, shifty type, probably a bedroom drinker. Would bear watching.


  Major Lionhead? Maybe. Although bearded men were usually reliable and solid. Look at the Smith brothers.


  Dr. Adams, the Viennese surgeon? Possibly. No definite proof, but something about the man led Reggie to suspect that he would lift not only a thinking cap but any silver that might be lying around loose.


  The professor of course was eliminated. Why would he need a thinking cap? Coals to Newcastle.


  REGGIE left his room purposefully.


  He had only a minute or so before dinner and he meant to make it count. The door of the next room was slightly ajar and, after a cautious knock, he slipped inside.


  This was Jeremy Taylor’s room. Reggie looked around and scratched his head. Assuming Taylor was the guilty party, where would he hide a thinking cap? Of course he might be wearing the thing but he’d have to wait until he saw Taylor to investigate that angle.


  He ran quickly over the bureau and then through the drawers. In the second drawer there was a sheaf of papers which held his interest for a moment. They were covered with mathematical symbols and intricate geometrical figures. The design seemed to be that of a fuel pump, but Reggie thought it probably wasn’t. It didn’t look like any fuel pump he had ever seen.


  He was just closing the drawer when he heard the door of the room open slowly.


  He looked over his shoulder and saw that Dr. Adams, the eminent surgeon, was standing in the doorway, regarding him with a slightly amused expression.


  The doctor’s monocle glinted with what seemed to be an accusing glare; and his gleaming bald dome was righteousness itself. He rubbed his small pointed beard reflectively and stepped a few feet into the room.


  “Darn that collar button,” Reggie said, with a weak laugh. “Always losing it here or there.” He waved his hand about the room. “Just can’t find it anywhere.”


  Dr. Adams frowned.


  “Was it your collar button, may I ask?”


  “Why, sure.”


  “Then let me suggest,” Dr. Adams said, “that you might have better luck looking for it in your room instead of Mr. Taylor’s.”


  He bowed solemnly, turned and left the room.


  Reggie followed him, shortly. There was absolutely no point in going about the search this way. Added to the difficulties of finding an invisible object in a large room was the fact that someone was liable to come stumbling in at any time, just as had Dr. Adams. He would have to use strategy. While he was drifting down the hallway like the ghost of Hamlet, the elder, he ran into Gloria.


  “I’ve been looking for you,” she said. “We’re having a drink before dinner. Father sent me to get you.” She took his arm and smiled at him. “He’s taken a definite change of attitude toward you. He says you surprise him with your brilliance and modesty. Only a moment ago he was saying that be can hardly wait to hear you tonight in the discussion after dinner.”


  “Heh, heh.” Reggie’s laugh had all the jollity of a man who has been saved from a gas chamber in order to be strapped into an electric chair.


  CHAPTER IV


  IN THE library, bolstered by a few drinks, Reggie remembered his chief problem, which was the finding of his thinking cap.


  Jonathan was standing by the fireplace, looking solid, substantial and well groomed. His dark hair was combed carefully and lay close to his well-rounded skull. He looked above the common failings.


  No one, Reggie thought gloomily, would ever conceive of Jonathan doing anything small or petty. He would never get drunk; he would never go to a stag party. Of course, he wouldn’t ever be invited to a stag party, but that wasn’t the point.


  Looking at him, solid, worthwhile, upright, it seemed hard to envision him sneaking in to steal a thinking cap from a chap’s room.


  Still, Reggie was too desperate to rely completely on appearances. He walked to Jonathan’s side and slapped him on the shoulder.


  “What ho!” he cried He reached out suddenly and with a smile of good-fellowship on his face tousled Jonathan’s neatly combed hair quite thoroughly.


  Jonathan stiffened and looked at him in disgust.


  “Really,” he said frigidly. “I can’t say that I share your enthusiasm for horseplay.” He set his drink on the mantel and smoothed his hair with his hands and turned a wounded back to Reggie.


  Reggie sighed and shrugged. At least Jonathan wasn’t wearing the thinking cap now.


  Several minutes passed and Reggie was beginning to feel completely miserable. He was a lamb being led to an intellectual slaughter and there was nothing he could do about it.


  He glanced moodily about the room. In a corner, Jeremy Taylor and the professor were discussing hydraulic pressures with the delight of small boys arguing baseball; before the fire, Jonathan, Gloria and Major Lionhead were chuckling merrily over a passage from Spinoza.


  He was glad when the butler announced dinner. If he couldn’t think, he could at least eat. After all, one man’s as good as another with a roast beef.


  As they filed in to dinner Dr. Adams joined them, and Jeremy Taylor excused himself for a moment and went back upstairs.


  They were taking their seats when Jeremy Taylor burst back into the room. His lean face was pale; his hands were trembling violently.


  “Professor Montmacy I have a serious charge to make against some member of this party,” he said tersely. “Plans, important government plans concerning airplane engines, have been taken from my room. I brought them down here for study.”


  He glanced slowly from face to face about the table.


  “I have already notified the F.B.I. Until they arrive I must insist that no one leave the house.”


  EVERYONE began to talk at once when Taylor stopped. The professor raised a hand to quiet the noise.


  “We will do precisely what Mr. Taylor wishes,” he said in his clipped voice.


  “I sincerely hope that this will turn out to be some misunderstanding. It grieves me to think that anyone would take advantage of my hospitality for the purpose of betraying this country. I—”


  “Pardon me for interrupting,” Dr. Adams said, “but I think I might be able to cast a light on the disappearance of Mr. Taylor’s important papers.”


  “Speak up, man,” Taylor snapped. “What do you know about this thing?”


  “Simply this,” Dr. Adams said. “When I was going to my room about half an hour ago, I passed your room and noticed that the door was open. I looked in to see if you were there. You were not. But the room was not empty.” He paused and stroked his short silken beard slowly. “It pains me to say that Reginald van Porter was standing in front of your bureau in the act of searching the drawers.”


  Dr. Adams shrugged expressively. “Possibly the young man has an explanation for his conduct. I, for one, hope so. I only mentioned this because of the gravity of Mr. Taylor’s loss.”


  A silence followed Dr. Adams’ statement. It was a deafeningly loud silence, that pressed down on the table with oppressive weight.


  Reggie became conscious that he was the center of attention. Everyone at the table was regarding him to the exclusion of all else. Jonathan wore a smug, “I told you so” look; Major Lionhead was grave; Professor Montmacy was stern; Gloria looked at him with wide, tear-filled eyes.


  “Do you have any explanation, Mr. van Porter?” Taylor asked, his voice as cold as the Russian steppes.


  “Well,” Reggie wiggled uncomfortably, “I—”


  “What were you looking for in my dresser?” Taylor asked.


  “A cuff button,” Reggie said. He was glad he thought of that. Wouldn’t do to change his story now. Stick to it. “Cuff button,” he repeated firmly.


  “I see,” Taylor said significantly. He glanced at Professor Montmacy. “I think it is our duty to search Mr. van Porter’s rooms. It is not my wish to appear arbitrary or high-handed, but it is impossible to over-emphasize the importance of those missing designs.”


  Professor Montmacy nodded. He seemed very tired.


  “Very well. Go ahead.”


  Taylor nodded to Major Lionhead and Dr. Adams.


  “Will you gentlemen assist me, please?”


  When the three men had left the room, the professor shoved back his chair and stood up.


  “Excuse me, please,” he said dryly. “I’ll be in the library if I’m needed.”


  “Isn’t anyone going to eat?” Reggie asked.


  “I’m afraid my appetite is gone,” Gloria said. She smiled faintly. “I suppose I’ll feel better when Mr. Taylor comes back and tells us that they found nothing in your room.”


  “Why, of course you will,” Reggie said.


  “I hope you will,” Jonathan said, in a voice that indicated what a lost hope that really was.


  Reggie was eating his shrimp cocktail with considerable relish when Jeremy Taylor returned, followed closely by the major and Dr. Adams. Taylor carried a sheaf of papers in his hands. His face was white and set.


  Reggie stopped chewing on his shrimp. There was a large hollow in the region of his stomach. He had a feeling in his bones that the sky was about to fall in on him.


  And with Taylor’s first words it did.


  “We found this in your valise,” he said evenly. “The evidence is conclusive. You will be placed in custody, van Porter, when the F.B.I. agents arrive.”


  Reggie resumed chewing his shrimp. There was no point in going to pieces, he reasoned.


  CHAPTER V


  WHEN Reggie finished his shrimp cocktail he was led into the library and left in the center of the room like a pariah. Gloria was crying in a corner and Jonathan was comforting her. The professor was bitterly silent and stony-faced.


  Major Lionhead stood close by as if he were expecting Reggie to make a break for it. Dr. Adams was equally zealous on the opposite side. Taylor was pacing the floor and glancing nervously at his watch.


  “Really,” Reggie said for about the fifth time, “this is sheer nonsense. I haven’t the foggiest idea how those papers got into my valise.”


  “Perhaps the F.B.I. will refresh your memory,” Taylor said.


  Reggie lapsed into another moody silence. He started to do a little thinking. Since he hadn’t taken the papers, it stood to reason that someone else—someone present right now—had taken them. That seemed simplicity itself but no one else could apparently understand it.


  He frowned and shook his head. There seemed to be quite an epidemic of kleptomania rampant on the Montmacy estate. First, the thinking cap; now this. He wondered if there could be any connection between the two thefts.


  And with that thought a little cog in his head slipped into place and he realized that the thinking cap hadn’t been stolen at all. No! He had taken it off in the bathroom to comb his hair.


  And he had hung it on the towel rack beside the shower. That’s where it was right this minute. He felt like apologizing to all the people he had suspected.


  “Oh, I say,” he said cheerfully, “this is really wonderful.”


  “I’m glad you’re amused,” the professor snarled.


  “I didn’t mean about his,” Reggie said. “I meant about the other.”


  “What other?”


  “Oh, that’s right, you don’t know, do you?” Reggie said. He realized that none of these people knew of the thinking cap. He had told no one about it.


  “I wish you would stop babbling,” the professor said.


  “Righto,” Reggie said.


  Another thought had popped into his head. If he could get his thinking cap back into action it might help him clear up this mess he was in. As things looked, the broad gates of Alcatraz were yawning at him; but with a little help from the thinking cap that might be avoided.


  Up to that point his reasoning was sound and everything was simplicity Itself. But how to get the thinking cap? That would involve leaving the room and, judging from the grim expressions on the faces of Major Lionhead and Dr. Adams, such an action would not be easy.


  He glanced nervously at Dr. Adams and noticed the way the light gleamed on the good doctor’s shining pate. And he remembered the doctor’s sensitivity on this subject.


  “Hey, baldy,” he said to the doctor. “Got a match?”


  He wasn’t sure what he had in mind, but if he could distract the doctor’s attention . . .


  Dr. Adams glared at him in silence and then turned his back. “I find your comments vulgar,” he said.


  REGGIE knew he would never have a better chance. Major Lionhead was staring stonily ahead and the doctor’s back was turned. With a swift, slippery motion Reggie dodged around the doctor and legged it for the arched doorway that led to the second floor stairs. For a second the speed of his maneuver caught everyone in the room off guard, and he reached the bottom of the steps before he heard the outraged bellow of Major Lionhead and the high angry shout of Jeremy Taylor.


  “Come back here!” the professor screamed.


  Reggie took a split-second for a glance over his shoulder. All the men in the room were charging toward the door with business-like expressions on their faces. Jonathan was in the lead, and over his shoulder Reggie caught a glimpse of Gloria’s white, frightened face.


  That was all the time he allowed himself for reconnaissance.


  With a prayer to the gods of the chase he streaked up the stairs, taking them three at a time. Reaching the corridor he got into high gear and sprinted past a startled maid, down the long dark hall to his room. He slammed and locked the door behind him and dove for the bathroom.


  His heart was pounding like a riveting machine. He felt like a fox, and not a particularly smart fox, at that. As he snapped on the light he heard a heavy pounding against the door of the room. He swung his eyes desperately around the room. He was sure he had left the thinking cap in here, but supposing he had been wrong? The very thought brought a rash of uncomfortable perspiration to his forehead.


  He moved his trembling hands swiftly over the wash-bowl and found nothing. The sound of the assault on the outside door was growing; a splintering crash indicated that his pursuers meant business.


  Panting like a trapped hare Reggie swung around with his back to the wash-bowl and prayed for inspiration. And then he remembered the hook beside the shower. That was where he had left it.


  He lunged for the hook and almost fainted with sheer relief when he felt the soft, velvety texture of the thinking cap under his fingers.


  As he slipped it on, the bedroom door crashed inward and Jonathan stumbled into the room, followed closely by the stocky figure of Major Lionhead.


  “Halt!” the major thundered. “We’ve got you cornered.”


  “Like a rat,” Jonathan added with obvious relish.


  Jeremy Taylor entered the room. “Take him downstairs,” he ordered. “I don’t think we need any more evidence. This attempted break of his is conclusive proof that he’s guilty.” Reggie surveyed them all with lordly condescension. With his thinking cap firmly in place, he felt a surge of confidence and power that enabled him to rise above the incriminating evidence that was arrayed against him.


  “By all means,” he said, “let us go downstairs. This farce has been carried just about far enough.”


  CHAPTER VI


  IN THE library Reggie was seated in a chair and the five men present surrounded him in a circle. There was no chance of escape this time. In the corner, Alice cried softly.


  “The F.B.I. will be here shortly,” Taylor said.


  “I shall welcome their arrival,” Reggie said haughtily. “They are men of intelligence and vision. When they hear my story they will instantly understand how ridiculous your accusations are.”


  “Just what is your story?” Jonathan asked pointedly.


  That stumped Reggie. He didn’t have any story. But he was thinking hard and several interesing facts were tumbling around in his mind.


  For one thing, when Dr. Adams had surprised him in Taylor’s room, what had been the doctor’s business in that room? And just before dinner everyone had been in the library except Dr. Adams. He had joined them as they were going in. Shortly after, Taylor had gone up to his room and discovered the loss of his documents.


  “Hmmmmn,” Reggie said thoughtfully.


  But the faint suspicion that was buzzing in his head lacked the confirmation of facts. If Adams had stolen the plans, why had they turned up in his bedroom? Why hadn’t Adams kept them? Why bother stealing them in the first place if he had no use for them?


  Reggie squinted thoughtfully at the doctor. There was nothing in that frank, bearded face to arouse suspicion. The doctor looked incredibly respectable and upright. He looked, Reggie thought, as Jonathan would look in another twenty-five years. That thought made him sit up abruptly. The two were certainly cast in the same mold. And Jonathan was certainly a little stinker now! Give him another twenty-five years to develop and it wasn’t hard to imagine him stealing plans from a man’s bedroom. The connection was too logical and obvious to miss.


  “Dr. Adams,” Reggie said firmly. “What was your purpose in entering Mr, Taylor’s room?”


  “What?” Adams said blankly. He seemed surprised at the question. His round bald pate flushed a slow red.


  “I hope you are not implying—”


  “I am simply asking a question,” Reggie said.


  Dr. Adams drew himself to his full height.


  “You are hardly in any position to be asking questions,” he sneered. “What is needed from you is answers, not questions.”


  “What were you doing in my room?” Taylor asked. His lined face was suddenly alert, but his voice was just politely curious.


  “Why,” Adams said, laughing slightly, “I simply got mixed-up in the darkness and blundered into the wrong room.” He glanced around at the circle of faces and the smile left his face. “I do not find this questioning amusing, gentlemen. We have our self-convicted culprit and I fail to see what end will be served by humiliating me.”


  “You haven’t been searched, have you, Doctor?” Reggie asked.


  Adams glared at him. “Are you out of your mind? What have I to conceal? The designs for the fuel pump have been recovered. They were in your room, if you’ve forgotten.”


  “No, I haven’t forgotten,” Reggie said. “But one thing interests me.”


  “And what is that?”


  “How did you know that the designs were for a fuel pump?”


  THERE was a strange silence in the room and all eyes were focused on Dr. Adams. He was regarding Reggie with cold, unsmiling eyes.


  “Someone must have mentioned it within my hearing,” he said evenly. He shrugged and turned to Jeremy Taylor. “I fail to see the point to this ridiculous inquiry, but if it will make you all happier I shall be glad to submit to a search.”


  He held up his arms and smiled down at Reggie.


  “I hope you are not disappointed, my young friend.”


  Professor Montmacy was fuming in the background.


  “This is a lot of damn foolishness, Taylor,” he snapped. “We’ve got our man.”


  Jeremy Taylor was going slowly through the doctor’s pockets. From a side coat pocket he removed a neat, .32 caliber revolver. He glanced at it significantly as he laid it on the library table.


  “For shooting mice, no doubt,” Reggie remarked.


  “I have a permit for the gun,” the doctor said acidly.


  The remainder of the search was completed in silence. Taylor piled a small heap of miscellaneous personal effects and a few papers beside the .32 on the table.


  “Nothing very incriminating there,” he smiled.


  “Of course not,” Professor Montmacy said disgustedly.


  “Reggie is just stalling for time,” Jonathan said.


  “What are those papers?” Reggie asked. His mouth felt dry and salty. This was his last stand. If the thinking cap didn’t come through for him it would all be over.


  Taylor flipped through the papers casually.


  “Seems to be cross-word puzzles,” he said.


  “A hobby of mine,” the doctor said. “I enjoy the mental stimulation of working problems. I trust it is not a criminal avocation.”


  Reggie knew with a bleak sense of foreboding that the end was near. He stalled desperately.


  “How do we know they’re crossword puzzles?”


  The doctor smiled and took the two sheets of paper from Taylor and handed them to Reggie.


  “What do you think they are, my young friend?” he said.


  Reggie took the papers numbly, while his brain raced feverishly, trying to think of something, anything, to prolong the inevitable. He glanced down at the papers and as he did the tiny bell suddenly pealed inside his head.


  His muscles tensed instinctively; the bell was tingling with steady insistence. A feeling of power and confidence was coursing through his veins. He studied the criss-crossed lines of the cross-word puzzles with keen interest. And suddenly, from the orderly arrangement of the two papers, he could discern the outlines of a completely different design. The cross-word puzzles were an elaborately simple cryptogram.


  “Give me a pencil,” Reggie said.


  “What for?” Taylor asked.


  “I’ll show you in a minute,” he said. Again he was completely transported from his normal self by the medium of the thinking cap. Another intellect, another personality was directing his thoughts and actions.


  “This apparently innocent crossword puzzle is actually a clever code form,” he said quietly. “I can break it in fifteen minutes if you gentlemen have the patience to wait. Concealed in this code, I am quite confident, we will find the essential information of Mr. Taylor’s important fuel pump. Our ambitious Doctor Adams obviously was thoughtful enough to copy the designs of the pump in code before planting the original plans in my room. This diverted suspicion completely from him and assured his making a clean getaway.”


  REGGIE paused and looked up at the doctor.


  “Extremely clever, doctor,” he said. “It’s a pity that such intelligence should be expended so unavailingly. If you think I am bluffing, I suggest we wait and put the matter up to the F.B.I.”


  Doctor Adams’ hands clenched and unclenched spasmodically. He glared balefully at Reggie and his lips twisted in a sneer that completely transformed his solid, respectable features.


  “You—” His voice broke into a bellow of rage. With a suddenness that was completely surprising he leaped to the mantel and grabbed a heavy earthen vase and hurled it at Reggie.


  Reggie ducked, but not quite in time. The vase struck his shoulder and caromed off to the floor; but its contents of water spilled out when it struck him, thoroughly dousing his head and neck.


  Adams wheeled and scooped his gun from the table. With another incredibly swift motion he jerked the papers from Reggie’s hands and backed toward the door.


  “I will be leaving you now,” he said harshly. “It won’t be wise or healthy to follow me.”


  Reggie staggered to his feet, water dripping down his face.


  “Stop!” he cried.


  “Try to stop me!” Adams said softly. “Don’t you think this gun is loaded?”


  The bell started ringing again in Reggie’s head and he almost chuckled aloud. For suddenly he knew with complete certainty that Adams’ gun was not loaded! The thinking cap, which never made a mistake, was giving him a definite “go” signal. Adams’ gun was empty and that was all Reggie wanted to know.


  “Here I come,” he yelled.


  He dove across the room toward Adams, and, at the same instant, Adams’ gun coughed twice and spurts of flame belched from the muzzle.


  Reggie felt something tug at his sleeve, and a hot wind fanned past his cheek. He realized, then, that he was being shot at. Something had gone radically wrong! The doctor’s gun wasn’t supposed to be loaded!


  BUT he couldn’t stop himself now.


  His initial rush had carried him halfway across the room. He left his feet in a head-first tackle that brought his driving shoulder squarely into the doctor’s midriff.


  They went down to the floor in a tangled heap; and before the doctor could get his gun into action again, Jeremy Taylor had wrested it from his hand and slugged him on the head with it. The doctor sighed and passed out.


  Willing hands helped Reggie to his feet. He was still too unnerved at the thought of the doctor’s loaded gun to be able to think coherently.


  “Magnificently done,” Taylor said. “I’ve never seen such an exhibition of raw courage in all my life.”


  Reggie swallowed the huge lump in his throat. His knees felt unequal to the job of holding him up. Alice came to his side and took his arm.


  “Reggie, you were wonderful!” Congratulations were pouring in on him from all sides and the professor and Major Lionhead were struggling with each other in trying to pump his one free hand. But Reggie’s thoughts were elsewhere.


  He couldn’t figure out what had happened. The thinking cap had failed him treacherously. In what was undoubtedly the most important moment of his life it had given him a bum steer.


  And then suddenly it dawned on him. The complete explanation. He put a hand to his damp, still soaking head and smiled. That was it. He drew Alice to him and kissed her soundly. Everything was fine. The thinking cap had just been all wet!


  MANCHU TERROR


  First published in the July 1946 issue of Mammoth Adventure.


  Anyone who could remain calm when faced with Pistol Packin’ Papa’s weapon mast have nerves of steel—and a heart to go with them . . .!


  HE WAS quite a character. We called him Pistol Packin’ Papa, which isn’t particularly clever or bright, but newspapermen in China aren’t clever or bright, or they wouldn’t be there in the first place.


  He hung around a little cafe called Yang’s that we had made sort of unofficial Headquarters for the press crowd stationed in Shanghai. It was a beat-up, little joint, usually crowded, and always noisy, half of it coming from the crowd, and the other, and less bearable half, coming from a three-piece orchestra, whose members seemed to think that sheer noise would compensate any musical deficiencies.


  Pistol Packin’ Papa was a fat, ragged, ancient Chinaman, with tiny eyes, set in shiny folds of flesh, a scrawny mustache and just about the easiest and most profitable racket in Shanghai.


  He was a beggar but he had an angle. A damn good angle.


  On this night I was sitting at one of Yang’s greasy tables with Ed Bartlett of Continental wire service working my way through a good rum sling, when I looked up and Pistol Packin’ Papa was standing in one of the curtained doorways.


  Bartlett was new to Shanghai and this was his first night in Yang’s so I decided to initiate him properly. He was busy with his drink so I beckoned to Papa and indicated Bartlett with a nod of my head.


  Papa got what I meant and started toward our table, shuffling slowly through the crowd, a wide innocent smile on his fat round face. When he got to our table he stopped. His hands were lost in the greasy folds of his kimona. He fixed his little porcine eyes on Bartlett and the smile on his face faded, until his features were as solemn as a Buddha.


  Bartlett noticed him, and nudged me.


  “What’s the pitch?” he asked. He looked nervously at Papa. “This guy looks at me like he knew me before somewhere.”


  “Under unpleasant circumstances,” I tossed in. just to help the gag along.


  Bartlett is new to the East, and he’s a little guy, so I don’t blame him for being scared. I was too when the old gang pulled the same thing on me three years before. And I’m about twice Bartlett’s size.


  Papa paid no attention to me, his eyes were on Bartlett. His right hand came out of his clothes and in it was a gun that looked like a small cannon. He pointed it squarely at Bartlett.


  “Stick ’em up!” he said.


  Bartlett’s hands shot into the air and his mouth hung open.


  “Give me money!” Papa said.


  “Sure,” Bartlett said hoarsely. “I’ll give you money. But point that gun somewhere else.”


  His eyes rolled wildly toward me. Sweat was popping out on his forehead.


  I couldn’t help it. I started to laugh.


  Then Papa started to grin again, his big foolish grin. Bartlett looked at the two of us, and then he heard the laughter that was coming from the nearby tables. His hands came slowly down to the table.


  “What’s the gag?” he said weakly.


  I shoved a few coins to the edge of the table and Papa scooped them up with his free hand and dropped them into his pocket. The gun disappeared.


  “He’s just a beggar with a little imagination,” I told Bartlet. “He’s been using that stick-up gag here in Yang’s for years.”


  Papa bowed low to us several times, grinning happily, then he shuffled off to pull his gag on someone else.


  BARTLET LOOKED after him and then took out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead.


  “He fooled me,” he said. “He looked like a Chinese bandit when he stopped smiling. Isn’t he taking a chance that somebody will pull a gun and let him have it before he realizes it’s just a joke?”


  I shrugged. “Maybe he is. But he’s willing to take


  She had been bound by somebody who knew his business the chance. At any rate he makes a living out of it and I suppose he figures the chance is worth it. That gun of his was probably obsolete at the time of the Boxer Rebellion. He must have found it in a junk heap and got the idea of using it on the whites here as a gag. He’s harmless and everyone likes him.”


  We forgot about Papa and started talking shop. The situation for newspapermen in Shanghai then was worse than it had been during the war. Our copy was getting out all right, but censorship was ridiculously strict. There were a lot of Japs left in Shanghai, a lot of Russians, a lot of communists, and a few Fascist Chinese organizations and trying to play the angles in that international mess, was enough to drive a guy nuts.


  We were working on another drink when Yang came over to say hello. Yang was a bland, neatly built Chinese, with pleasant friendly eyes. He wore European clothes and he always dressed sharply. I knew he was a very square guy. During the war he’d kept his place open and provided a good time for Jap officers. But how many of them got cyanide in their drinks, and how much information was collected from their drunken ramblings and forwarded to Chinese Headquarters, was something probably only Yang knew. And he never talked about it.


  I introduced him to Bartlett and he waved for a waiter and bought us a drink.


  “Here’s to peace,” I said.


  “An excellent toast.” Yang said with his strange little smile. “There is still work to be done but the worst is over, eh?”


  We talked for a while about nothing in particular, but I got the impression Yang had something on his mind, something he wanted to talk to me about. I wasn’t wrong.


  He stood up to leave, shook hands with Bartlett and then, almost as an afterthought, he said to me, “Do you remember that matter we were talking about the other night, Mac?”


  We hadn’t been talking about anything, But I nodded and said, “Sure.”


  ‘“Well,” he smiled, “there’s been a rather interesting development. I have the material now and if you’ve got a minute I’d like to show it to you. It’s in my office.”


  “I’d be glad to,” I said. I finished my drink, apologized to Bartlett, and followed Yang through the smoky cafe, down a narrow corridor to his office.


  HIS OFFICE was small compact and tidy. There was a safe there, one window and a second door that led to a rear entrance. The light came from an unshaded bulb that hung from a cord in the ceiling. There were several chairs and a desk.


  Yang locked the door behind him and waved me to a chair.


  “Please sit down,” he said. “I’ll get you a drink.”


  “What’s up?” I asked.


  “This is very good,” he said, pouring me a drink from a dusty bottle he’d taken from a wall cabinet. “I need your help, Mac.”


  I sipped the drink. “You’re right, this is excellent. And what can I do to help you?”


  He sat down in a chair facing me. “I am going to ask quite a lot. I want your help very badly and I can’t tell you why. If you are willing to help me you must realize that it will probably be dangerous. I don’t know from where the danger may come and that is another reason you are foolish even to be listening to me.” He smiled and went on: “I hope you will help me. I don’t have anyone else to ask.”


  “Well supposing you tell me just what you want me to do. Then I’ll let you know if I can do you any good.”


  “Fair enough,” Yang said. “I have a paper which must be delivered to a representative of Chiang-Kai-Shek. That representative will not be in Shanghai for another week. The information contained in the paper is highly important. I am leaving Shanghai. My usefulness here is done. I have become too well known. I must leave tonight. I want you to deliver the paper for me. I am asking a lot, because it is no concern of yours, but I would ask even more under the circumstances. Not for myself, but for my countrymen.”


  “That doesn’t sound like such a tough job,” I said. “I’ll take a crack at it.”


  “It may be more difficult than you think,” Yang said. “You will have to be extremely careful.”


  “I’ll be careful,” I said.


  He smiled, a relieved grateful smile, and patted my arm. He got up, opened the safe and took out a plain manila envelope. He closed the door of the safe and handed me the envelope.


  “The name of the man you will deliver this to is Tao Lin. You can meet him here a week from today. Any of the bar tenders can point him out to you.”


  I put the envelope in my inside coat pocket and said, “Tao Lin, eh? That’s easy enough to remember. Don’t worry, Yang. I’ll take care of this.”


  “I won’t say thank you,” Yang said. “There isn’t any adequate word to tell you how I feel. Let us hope we wall meet again.”


  We shook hands and then I went back to the cafe. Bartlett was gone and I figured he’d had enough of the East for one night. I ordered another drink and drank it slowly. I don’t know how much time passed before the shot sounded.


  Maybe five minutes, maybe ten. I’m not sure.


  THE MUSIC had stopped and the cafe was quieter than usual. I was just finishing my drink when the welcome silence was shattered by a single shot.


  I was moving toward Yang’s office before the echoes died away. I don’t know why, I couldn’t have said for sure where the sound of the shot had come from, but something like instinct started me toward Yang’s office.


  No one else was going anywhere definitely. Some of the people stood up, and some remained seated, and after the first instant of shocked silence, they all began babbling.


  I went down the corridor to Yang’s office on the run. The door was locked and I didn’t waste time knocking. I hit it twice with my shoulder and the flimsy wood shattered.


  The stink of cordite hit my nostrils. There was blue smoke in the room curling lazily around the bare light bulb.


  Everything was about the same as when I’d left. Except that the door of the safe was open.


  And Yang was sprawled in the chair behind his desk with an ugly blue hole in his forehead!


  THE CHINESE police are efficient in a ponderous fashion. The inspector from the local lock-up was a fussy little man with spectacles and no hair. The first thing he did was to chase the curious crowd out of the corridor and back to the cafe. I showed him my press card and he let me stay.


  He went around the office then looking at everything. He went through the safe, looked through Yang’s desk and even got down on the floor and scouted around like a beagle hound.


  “What are you looking for?” I asked.


  “Anything,” he said, and went on looking for it.


  I noticed that the second door of the room was open. It had been open when I barged in. My guess was that the killer had come in the back, surprised Yang, gone through the safe, then shot him after he’d gotten what he wanted. Or had found that what he wanted was gone.


  I had a hunch the latter was correct. I had a hunch that what the killer wanted was a plain manilla envelope which at the moment was in my inner coat pocket.


  I went through the second door and down a flight of steps that ended at another door. I opened this door and found myself looking into the black night.


  So I went back to Yang’s office. There were two more policemen there now, evidently representatives of what we’d call the coroner’s office. They confirmed the fact that Yang was dead, and left.


  “Are you going to close the place?” I asked the fussy little inspector.


  He shook his head. “Maybe learn more by leaving it open,” he said. He sounded like he’d been reading Charlie Chan. But he looked pretty smart.


  I went back to the cafe and ordered a drink. The orchestra was playing again, and something like normalcy was coming back to the place. Drinks were being served, the waiters were busy and everyone was chattering about the murder.


  I knew I didn’t belong there. If the killer wanted the envelope I had then my best bet was to clear out and get back to my hotel. But I stayed.


  I had liked Yang. I wanted to get whoever had pumped that bullet into his skull. I didn’t have any plan, but I felt I could learn more at the cafe than I could back hiding behind a locked door at my hotel.


  I FELT a light hand on my shoulder. I turned around and there was a girl standing behind me, smiling. One of her hands rested on my shoulder and the smile was meant for me alone.


  “May I sit down?” she asked. Her voice was low and husky.


  I nodded to the empty chair at the table. She sat down sideways on the chair, so she faced me directly, and crossed her legs. I waved for a waiter.


  “The rum slings are good,” I said.


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  So I ordered her a rum sling.


  She was Eurasian. Probably Russian and Chinese. Her skin was pale and flawless and there was enough Mongol in her blood to give her features an interesting look without making them heavy and lifeless. She wore a tailored white suit and her bare feet were thrust into small red sandals. Her hair was dark and her eyes would be either green or blue depending on the li-lit. Or on how she was feeling.


  “A lot of excitement,” I said.


  “It happened before I got here,” she said. “I have never been here before, but I knew Yang. It is unfortunate.” She sipped her drink slowly.


  “When did you know Yang?” I asked.


  Many years ago. I worked with him in Hong Kong. I learned that he was m trouble. That is why I came here tonight.”


  “You didn’t make it in time,” I said. “What kind of trouble was he in?”


  She shrugged slim shoulders. “The trouble is always the same for people like us. It takes different shapes, and comes from many sides, but it is always the same kind of trouble. Did you know him well?”


  “So-so,” I said. “He bought me a drink when I came in as a rule. The good stuff. And we talked occasionally. That’s about all.”


  “I thought you might have known him better than that,” she said. She put her drink down and looked at me directly. Her voice was very low. “I am looking for his friends.”


  “You might call me a friend of his,” I said. I was getting interested.


  “Is there someplace we can go and talk.”


  “I THOUGHT it over. I didn’t know what this was leading to, but I’d never find out if I didn’t take a chance. “Yes. That stairway in the corner of the room behind the orchestra leads up to several private rooms. The girls use them when they are entertaining their friends. We can talk there.”


  She looked over toward the stairway, then back at me. “I don’t know this place. Will it look odd if I go upstairs?”


  I shook my head. “The little girl’s room is up there too, so no one will wonder about what you’re going up there for. Go into the second room on the left side of the corridor and wait for me. We’d better go up separately. I’ll have another drink and meet you there in about ten minutes. Okay?”


  “Very well.”


  She left the table and I watched her slim straight back until she disappeared behind the orchestra stand. I ordered another drink and looked at my watch.


  The ten minutes passed slowly. I waited another five for good measure, then sauntered toward the stairway. I stopped at the orchestra stand and glanced about the smoky room. No one seemed interested in where I was going.


  I went up the steps to the second floor. The corridor was dimly lighted, there was no carpet, and the walls were dirty. I walked to the second door and knocked lightly.


  There was no answer. I put my ear to the thin wooden panel but I couldn’t: hear anyone moving in the room. I knocked again. When a minute went by with no response I tried the knob. It turned and the door opened.


  The room was dark. I couldn’t hear a sound. I didn’t like it. I closed the door behind me, shutting off the thin bar of light came from the corridor. Then I groped for and found the light switch.


  I blinked when the light came on and then I saw the girl.


  She was lying face downward on the narrow bed. Her arms were bound to her side with a triple strand of silk rope. Her ankles were bound with the same type of silken cord and the end of the rope had pulled tight and knotted about her throat, so that her legs had been bent backward. Her body was arched like a tautened bow. It was a neat way to strangle a person slowly.


  I MOVED fast. When I reached her side I already had my knife out and opened. I slashed the single cord that was strangling her and then turned her on her back. Her eyes were closed and her back was flushed, but I saw that she was still breathing faintly.


  Whoever had bound her had done an efficient job. One or two more minutes and I would have been too late. I cut the cords at her elbows and ankles and then felt for a pulse.


  There was a beat, but it was erratic and faint. It didn’t sound good to me.


  Her lids fluttered open and she tried to say something, but her voice was husky and weak.


  “Never mind,” I said. I chafed her wrists for a minute or so and she began to look a little better. I tried the pulse in her wrist again and it was still skipping erratically.


  “I didn’t see anyone,” she said, and I had to lean forward to catch the words. “The room was dark when I came in. I was looking for the switch when I heard someone behind me. A hand went over my mouth and then I think I passed out.”


  “Who wanted to kill you?” I asked.


  “They didn’t want to kill me,” she said weakly. “They were looking for the paper Yan” was to give me. They must have searched me and when they found I didn’t have it they tied me and left.”


  I was listening and thinking. That crack about the paper Yang was to give her made me think. But the thinking didn’t produce any spectacular results.


  “What kind of paper was Yang to give you?” I asked.


  “Please don’t ask me,” she whispered. “I was late. I came after he had been killed. I don’t know who he gave it to.”


  “He gave it to me,” I said. Maybe that wasn’t a smart thing to say but I knew I could trust the girl. After all she’d damn near been killed by the same people who’d killed Yang.


  She was looking at me as if I’d suddenly gone crazy.


  “You have it!” she said.


  “Sure,” I said. I pulled out the plain manila envelope and showed it to her. “And now I’m getting the hell out of here.”


  “Not right away,” a voice behind me said.


  I HAD the standard reactions. I’ve always thought it was a gag when I read about people, whose hair crawled and who felt their stomachs turning to ice. Believe me, that’s not just exaggeration. It happened to me.


  I turned around slowly and then I got a shock that made all the rest of the night’s excitement seem uneventful by comparison.


  Bartlett was standing in the open door of the closet and he had a wicked looking gun in his hand.


  After the shock I felt relieved.


  “If this is a gag,” I said, “it’s not funny.”


  “It’s no gag,” he said, and when I heard his voice I believed him. He sounded tough and cold.


  “What is it, then?” I asked.


  “Business,” he said. “I want that envelope you’ve got. Give it to the girl.”


  I didn’t have a chance to. She reached over and plucked it from my hand. She swung her legs off the bed and stood up. She slipped the envelope down the front of her dress and the glare she shot at Bartlett was green and unfriendly. But definitely.


  “You damn fool,” she said viciously, “you almost killed me.” Her hands went to the angry welt about her throat. “That phony rope trick almost worked too well. You said I’d be able to breathe didn’t you? That’s good! I’d have sold my soul for a teaspoon full of air, you clumsy fool.”


  “You’re all right now,” Bartlett said impatiently. “It was the only way we could convince him you were on Yang’s side. That’s what made him open up. Now beat it and make it fast. I’ll take care of him after you’ve got a decent start.”


  “So you two were in this together,” I said. That wasn’t a brilliant deduction. It wasn’t meant to be, I was just talking for time. What good time would do I didn’t know.


  The girl said, “So long, sucker,” to me and started for the door.


  I said, “You’d better get a job that’s less exciting. That heart of yours isn’t going to hold out much longer.”


  “It will last longer than yours,” she said, but she looked like the idea scared her. She opened the door, looked both ways, then slipped out.


  I sat down on the bed and looked at Bartlett.


  “Mind if I smoke?” He didn’t say anything so I lit one. “You fooled me completely. What did you do? Kill Yang after he gave me the envelope?”


  He nodded. Like most people he was willing enough to talk about his own cleverness. “I knew when I went through the safe that he must have given it to you. So I had the girl pick you up afterward. I didn’t want to bat you over the head until I was sure you had it. If you didn’t have it I didn’t want to bother you. American citizens are not the best people in the world to push around. But I’ve got to put you out of the way now.”


  “Sure,” I said, but my heart wasn’t in it. “So then you tied the girl up and waited in the closet. And you figured I’d feel I could trust her when I saw that she’d almost been killed by the same guy who killed Yang.”


  “That’s it,” Bartlett said.


  HE RAISED the gun about an inch so that the bore of the barrel centered on a spot approximately two inches above the bridge of my nose.


  When I saw his knuckles begin to whiten I knew I might just as well take the thousand-and-one chance that was all I had left.


  I ducked and drove toward him as hard as I could. I heard the gun go off but I didn’t feel anything, so I kept driving. My shoulder hit him just above the knees and we went down together.


  He pounded me on the back of the head with the barrel of the gun, but I didn’t know that until the doc looked me over. I was too busy getting my hands on his throat to feel anything.


  When I did it was just about all over. He tried to get the gun into my side, but I knelt on his arm and pinioned it to the floor. And all the time I was trying my best to wring his head off his shoulders.


  He made a lot of funny noises and he squirmed and twisted like a madman, but he really didn’t have a chance. Finally the noises stopped and a little later the squirming stopped. Then it was all over.


  I climbed to my feet and went out the door. I didn’t know which way to go, but I decided on the back way.


  There was a flight of steps at the end of the corridor that connected with the flight that led from Yang’s office. And they went to the same place, tire door that opened out on Vang’s back yard.


  I went down the steps as fast as I could.


  And at the bottom I found the girl. She was lying in a crumpled heap and there was a twisted, frantic expression frozen on her face, as if she’d been stricken clown by a shaft of white-hot pain. She was quite dead.


  MAYBE YOU’VE wondered why I took ten minutes at the start of this story to tell you about Pistol Packin’ Papa.


  Well here’s why.


  Papa was standing over the girl, with his big blunderbuss in his hand, and frightened tears were streaming down his fat cheeks.


  “Missy fall down,” he cried, choking and gulping over the words. “Papa make old joke with gun. Say ‘stick-em-up, give me money’, and then. Missy fall down.” He dropped the gun and started wringing his hands and wailing some gibberish I couldn’t understand.


  But I was beginning to understand what had happened.


  The girl had never been to Yang’s. She didn’t know about Papa and his joke with the gun. And when she came running down the stairs and he suddenly popped out and stuck a gun in her side her heart just quit. The near-thing she’d had with the phony strangulation act probably hadn’t done her weak heart any good, and then Papa’s sudden appearance with the gun had finished the job.


  She had been scared to death. Literally.


  THAT’S ALL. I got Yang’s paper to the right party without any difficulty. Bartlett’s death was hushed up. The Shanghai division of the F.B.I. had known about him, and they didn’t want a lot of questions asked.


  Pistol Packin’ Papa isn’t a character any more. He threw his gun away and he was so badly frightened by the whole affair that he went to work for a living.


  I saw him the other day pulling a rickshaw and he looked thoroughly unhappy.


  He’s lost a lot of weight.


  GODDESS OF THE GOLDEN FLAME


  First published in the July 1947 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Rick Mason was sent on a mission deep within the Himalayas—where he was to find a hidden secret—and a Goddess . . .


  PROLOGUE


  
    AP August 19th. The four-engined passenger ship Twilight crashed early yesterday in an inaccessible region Of the Himalayas. The plane, flagship of the Air France fleet, was carrying fourteen passengers from Paris to Shanghai . . .


    * * *


    AP August 30th. Wreckage of a Swedish Cargo plane, four days overdue, was discovered today in the southeastern section of the Vulka range of the Himalayas. Aerial photographs of the wreckage indicate the crew, perished in the crash . . .


    * * *


    UP September 14th. The War Department announced today that an ATC four-engined cargo ship had reported trouble On the Hump run last night. The plane was flying supplies from Delhi to Calcutta with a crew of four. The radio operator flashed an emergency signal at 9.33 EST, but gave no information as to the nature of the trouble . . .


    * * *


    (ADD NU Sept. 14th.) A late bulletin from the War Department this morning: Cargo ship Y-2S, reported last night in distress, is believed to have crashed . . .


    * * *

  


  CHAPTER I


  MAJOR RICK MASON received orders On Sept. 17th to report immediately to General Armstrong of G2. He thanked the orderly who brought him the message, then lit a cigarette and sat down on the edge of his bed. He was tall, with graying black hair and deceptively mild gray eyes. His face was lined and hard, deeply tanned and generally devoid of expression.


  After reading the orders a second time he got to his feet and slipped on his Ike jacket, picked up his cap and left the room . . .


  General Armstrong’s office was on the ninth floor of the Pentagon. The General’s orderly, a regular army master sergeant, told Rick to go right in.


  Rick opened the door and walked into a broad, surgically clean office, furnished with the lean spare efficiency of the professional soldier. Sun from three wide windows made a dappled design on a plain gray carpet; there were eight straight backed chairs arranged uniformly on the right of the room facing a large aerial map of Southeast Asia.


  Behind a desk on the opposite side of the room sat General Armstrong, a man of medium height, with thinning hair and icy blue eyes. He wore the two silver stars of Major General rank on each shoulder. On his left breast was one lone ribbon, the Distinguished Service Cross.


  RICK saluted. “Major Rick Mason reporting as directed, sir.”


  General Armstrong returned the Salute. “At ease, Major.” His voice was dry and precise. “Two more officers will arrive shortly. I will tell you then why I instructed you to report here.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  General Armstrong looked at a file of papers on his desk, then glanced at Rick. “I’ve made a study of your, service record, Major. You enlisted in the Canadian Air Force in nineteen thirty-eight. Any reason for that preference?”


  “I thought they might get in before we did, sir.”


  “Prior to that you were with the Abraham Lincoln Brigade in Spain. You were wounded twice.”


  “Nothing very serious, sir.”


  “You transferred from the CRAF to the Army Air Corps in forty-one in England. Spent the next four years flying escort for various Heavy Bomb Groups. Received the DFC with two clusters, the Air Medal with fifteen Clusters, the Purple Heart. Good record, Mason.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Are you married, Major?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Any particular reason why not?”


  “One fight at a time has always been my motto, sir.”


  General Armstrong nodded. He looked as if he might smile but he didn’t. “That’s all for that, Major. Sit down until the other officers arrive.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He took a seat in. a straight backed chair and held his cap in his lap. General Armstrong returned to the papers on his desk.


  A few minutes later the door opened and a first Lieutenant entered. He was young, about twenty four, Rick guessed, with a clear complexion, blond hair and earnest blue eyes.


  He saluted General Armstrong and said: “Lieutenant Peter Rundell reporting as directed, sir.”


  “At ease, Lieutenant. This is Major Rick Mason.”


  Rick stood up, shook hands with the young lieutenant.


  General Armstrong said, “The third officer will be along presently.” He studied again the papers on his desk.


  Rick raised an eyebrow and shrugged. The lieutenant grinned faintly and they both sat down. The General glanced at them after a while. “You may talk and smoke if you like.”


  Rick took out a pack of cigarettes, offered one to the lieutenant who refused; he lit his own and inhaled deeply.


  “Hot’, isn’t it?”


  “Very hot,” the lieutenant said. “It’ll probably get worse.”


  “Probably.”


  That, Rick decided, took care of the talking. He wondered idly what General Armstrong had on his mind; but he wasn’t too curious. Years of experience with army authority had made a fatalist of him. He did what he was told. He expected the same implicit obedience from any man under him.


  THE door opened again and a stocky captain came through, reported to the General. His name was Christopher Deveer. He was short but wide and he looked as if he’d be heavily muscled. His skin was dark, his hair black and coarse and his eyes were green and sharp. There was an air of belligerence about him, a feeling of inner pressures. He looked hard, capable and tenacious.


  General Armstrong introduced him to Rick and the lieutenant. He said, “I’d like your attention now. Will you please sit there where you can face the map on the wall.”


  The three officers took seats as directed.


  The General came from behind his desk and stood facing them, his back to the map. His icy blue eyes ticked them off, one at a time; he looked grimly serious.


  “First; everything I say to you will be confidential. You will not discuss it with anyone. Furthermore you will not discuss it among yourselves. This is a direct order. Do you all understand?”


  The three officers nodded and Rick felt a stir of interest. He had heard orders of that sort during the war; and they were usually a tip-off that something hot and nasty was brewing.


  General Armstrong relaxed slightly and smiled. “I’m not going to make this very formal. What I have to tell you is first a story of an American failure, secondly a reminder about some curious business that is now going on, and thirdly a theory to explain it. The three things link together in logical sequence so I’ll begin with the story of a mistake, or better, a miscalculation, we made during the worst days of the war.


  “When we began working on the development of an atomic bomb we, as you know, recruited scientists from every part of the world. Some came from England; others from Ireland, India, China and South America. For security reasons we routed this very important human cargo in ways to eliminate any idea of what was actually happening. We didn’t want the Germans or the Japs to know the men we were bringing together. Had they known they could have made a simple guess as to the nature of the work they were going to do. So we brought some by plane, others by boat and rail. We detoured them as often as possible, just as a convoy on the high seas will zigzag to throw off submarines.”


  He turned and picked up a pointer from his desk and walked to the map. “Now this is the story of Dr. James Norton, a British nuclear scientist whom we were instructed to bring to Oak Ridge. Dr. Norton was in London in forty-one. He was one of the best men Britain had in this field. He was internationally known and our job was to get him here safely, first of all, and secondly without arousing suspicion.”


  HE PLACED the pointer against the wall, about a foot from the edge of the map. “Assume this position is London. We picked up Dr. Norton there and flew him by special plane to Calcutta. From there another plane was to take him East to Australia. This necessitated a trip across the hump, but we took that chance. That was a bad mistake. Dr. Norton’s plane was shot down by Jap fighters near the Vulka range of the Himalayas. Aerial reconnaissance showed that the plane made a crash landing and stayed in one piece.”


  He moved the pointer east across the map to the Himilayas.


  “About here they crashed. Now we wanted Dr. Norton badly. We would have sent an Airborne Army in after him, but we couldn’t afford to let the Japs know there was such big game loose in their own backyard. They had garrisons scattered through this area and one of their patrols might have picked up the survivors of the crash. Dr. Norton was travelling in the uniform of a British officer, with credentials and papers made out accordingly. We figured the Japs wouldn’t know his identity. If we sent an invasion force in to get him they’d know he was important.


  “So we sent two special combat teams into that area. They made contact with the plane. The pilots had been killed and left at the scene of the crash, but there was no sign of Dr. Norton.” He stopped and put the pointer back on his desk. “That is the story of an American miscalculation. We have never found Dr. Norton. He is presumed dead by most of those who know anything about the matter. Now to the second point. Have you read of the three recent plane crashes in the Vulka range of the Himalayas?”


  The three men nodded and he went on: “One was a transport of Air France; the second was a Swedish ship; the third was one of our ATC flights. Now we got a flash from the radio operator before the plane went down. He said, ‘Emergency. Plane in flames. No warning . . .’ That was all he apparently had time to say. We know the plane crashed soon after that, although we haven’t released that news as yet. Also, we haven’t given the press the text of the radio operator’s message.


  “The War Department has instructed G2 to look into this matter very carefully. Frankly our theory is this: those crashes were not accidental. They were caused deliberately by a force or weapon we do not understand. We think that weapon is being used by a garrison located in the Vulka area of the Himalayas. If you’ll remember we never did round up all the Jap soldiers in that area. We simply couldn’t. There were too many of them, they were too scattered and the area was too large. We thought they constituted no menace. The terrain is wild and we figured they would die off or drift into small harmless groups and work their way slowly out of the interior. That has happened, of course, in many instances. But there are a lot unaccounted for.


  “We aren’t sure yet what is going on. But this is a possibility. That a garrison of Japanese troops is still operating in that area. That they may have been the group which picked up Dr. Norton. That they have developed a new and dangerous weapon.”


  He picked up the pointer again. “We aren’t sure of that,” he said slowly. “But when you men get back from your mission we hope to know more. Do you understand?”


  The young lieutenant, Peter Rundell, swallowed audibly.


  “We’re going there?”


  “Yes,” General Armstrong said. “What do you men think of the mission?”


  Captain Deveer shrugged. “Can I speak frankly, sir?”


  “As frankly as you like.”


  “It looks like a wild goose chase, sir.” The general looked to Rick. “And you? Do you have any opinion about what I’ve told you?”


  “It’s a job, sir,” Rick said casually. “Precisely. Gentlemen, don’t underestimate the importance of this job. The War Department is sending you because they are gravely worried.”


  “Sir, what exactly will we be expected to do?” Rick asked.


  “You’re going to land at a specific point in the Vulka chain. From there you’ll scout until you find evidence supporting our theory. Or until you find it is groundless.”


  “When do we leave?”


  “Next week. Your plane, a stepped-up C-46, is being readied. You will receive detailed instructions as to where you’ll land, how you’ll communicate and so on. You, Major Mason, will be in command. We want you back in a month. Anything else?”


  There were no questions.


  “That will be all at this time,” General Armstrong said. “And remember this: You three men are, as of now, committed to a mission that demands complete security. What I said before about not discussing this I want to emphasize. Don’t talk! I hope that is clear. That’s all.”


  THE next morning Rick received orders that kept him busy for the rest of the week. He, Deveer and Peter Rundell were taken in tow by a Colonel who briefed them on the trip. They worked day and night, poring over maps, studying codes, memorizing methods of procedure to follow in all possible emergencies. During this time Rick had an opportunity to study Peter and Deveer.


  Peter was an idealist with no windmills to joust with. He wanted to improve the world, but he was too young to realize that things like that are accomplished over centuries, not years. His brother had been killed in the war. Peter had gotten in at the tail end of it, and he felt guilty and dissatisfied. But he was cheerful, pleasant company. He was hard working, generous and, loyal.


  Deveer was a more interesting type to Rick. He was thirty years old, unmarried and from what he could gather, had few close friends. There was some tension in the man that defied explanation. He smoked cigarettes with deep nervous pulls as if he couldn’t quite get enough of them. He ate the same way, rapidly, greedily, never talking. Everything he did was done with cold furious energy. He seemed to be racing the clock always fearful that his time would come and he wouldn’t be ready.


  Rick learned that he had flown with the Flying Tigers and then had switched to the Army Air Force. When he asked him about it Deveer shrugged.


  “There was a thousand dollar bonus for every Nip we got in the Tigers. That’s why I was in it. The dough, Major.”


  He was a man with ambition. He needed a handhold, a grip somewhere on something, and then he could pull the earth in his direction. But without it he charged, pent-up, and the energy crackled and slipped away from him in the way he ate, drank, smoke and probably loved. He was intelligent, alert, and he worked with an energy that was violent. But he kept to himself and there was seldom a smile on his dark broad face.


  The fifth day of their preparations Rick received orders to report to General Armstrong. He found the General in his office talking to a young, red-haired girl. The general introduced her to him as Clare Holloway.


  Rick nodded to her and said hello. She was a tall girl with fine square shoulders, a trim waist and long slim legs. She wore a white linen suit, white gloves and shoes. She was tanned which looked interesting with her bright red hair. There was a coolness, an, amused detachment about her that probably went for poise, Rick decided. He imagined it could get annoying.


  General Armstrong looked down at the shining top of his desk and said in a sharp voice: “Major Mason, Miss Holloway will accompany you on your trip. You will see that she’s well taken care of.”


  Clare Holloway smiled. “Don’t let that scare you, Major. I can take care of myself.”


  He looked at her without expression, but his lean angular face darkened and he couldn’t dull the edge of his voice. “I’m sure you can.”


  He waited for the general to amplify his statement but there wasn’t anything more. He said, “Very well, sir. Will you excuse me now?”


  “After a moment.” The general glanced pointedly at Clare Holloway. “Would you excuse us please?”


  The girl smiled. “I can take a hint. Big hush-hush talk, eh? I’ll run along then.” She looked at Rick and shook her head in mock disappointment. “I was hoping you’d be fun. But you’re a grim character.”


  She left the office then. Rick looked after her and in spite of his irritation he noticed that she had a pair of excellent legs.


  “Well?” General Armstrong said, leaning back in his chair. “What do you think?”


  “About what?”


  “About your passenger?”


  “If you told me to take along the front line of the Rockettes I’d do it. But I’d think it was crazy.”


  “You’d be right. You’re right in thinking this thing is crazy. But the pressure came from way up on top. I was helpless. Miss Holloway is a photographer. She is also the niece of a very important person. Something about this trip leaked out and she decided she wanted to go along.


  “I tried to block it, but I couldn’t raise hell without tipping off everybody in the capitol that this trip is a hot one. So I let it slide.”


  “I’ve been studying maps of the terrain. It’s no place for a girl.”


  “I know that,” General Armstrong said.


  “And there’s a good chance of running into trouble.”


  “I know that.”


  “Supposing something happens to her?”


  The general chuckled grimly. “That would make me very happy. But you’d probably be court-martialed anyway.”


  “I’ll see that she doesn’t skin her nose, then.”


  The general came around the desk and patted Rick unexpectedly on the arm. “I’m sorry about it, boy. But remember this. The job comes first.”


  “I’ll remember,” Rick said.


  TWO days later as the first fingers of dawn were probing from the East, Rick walked to the side of a C-47 that was waiting on a hardstanding at Washington airport.


  Peter Rundell came to the port hatch and grinned at him.


  “We’re all set, Skipper. Deveer is up checking the control. The tower gave us a take-off time at four-thirty.” Rick said, “Good. How about the girl?”


  “She hasn’t shown yet.”


  She arrived twenty minutes later in a chauffeur-driven station wagon.


  “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said, smiling at Rick. “But I had a big farewell party last night at which I was taken unexpectedly drunk.”


  “Get aboard,” Rick said.


  “Where do you get the energy to be so unpleasant?” she said.


  “You’re twenty minutes late,” Rick snapped. “This is not a goddam tea party I’m running.”


  “All right.” She took a deep angry breath and turned toward the plane. Rick caught her arm and swung her around. He pointed at her chauffeur who was struggling toward the ship with three grips.


  Beside the station wagon there was a small steamer trunk and two cameras. “What’s all this?”


  “Luggage.”


  “You were told the weight limit of one hundred pounds, I believe?”


  “Yes, but it just wasn’t enough. What’s a few extra pounds, anyway?”


  “Just a few extra pounds that aren’t going aboard, that’s all.”


  “But it’s already here,” she cried. “It will stay here, then.”


  “Oh, you’re impossible.” She turned to the chauffeur. “Put the cameras and one grip aboard. Take the rest back to my hotel.”


  She swung around to Rick, eyes hot. “Now are you satisfied?”


  “Get aboard,” he said, and walked toward the front of the ship. When he came back after checking the motors she was sitting in one of the bucket seats toward the rear of the plane. She avoided his eyes.


  He ordered Peter to close the hatches, then went forward to the cockpit. Deveer nodded to him from the co-pilot’s seat.


  “Tower says for us to get the hell out of here.”


  “Good.”


  He switched on the motors, warmed them for several minutes, then taxied down to the head of the runway. Deveer watched the instruments his face impassive.


  “Flight U-10 to Tower,” Rick said. “Request permission for take-off.”


  “Tower to U-10. Tower to U-10. Use runway seven. Climb to four thousand. Keep your landing lights on until you’re twenty-five miles beyond let down zone. Take off when you’re ready.”


  “Roger!” Rick said.


  He fed gas to the ship, revving the motors to maximum. Then he slacked off the power and cut the brakes. The plane started down the runway, gathering speed rapidly. She was a hot ship for her classification. Rick could instantly tell.


  He eased back the stick and felt the familiar lifting buoyancy as the ship climbed into its element. He circled the capitol once, then set a course Northeast at six thousand feet. They hit rough weather for a while, but it eased off within a half hour. Rick gave the controls over to Deveer and then went aft.


  The girl was sitting in the door beside the port hatch, glassy-eyed and pale. He knew the rough weather must have snapped the tail of the ship around violently, and he knew what this must have done to her stomach.


  She looked at him and took a deep careful breath.


  He grinned. “You’ll find a bucket back with the gear.”


  “I’m—I’m not sick.”


  She swayed forward a little and then she scrambled to her feet. He pointed aft to the luggage with his forefinger. She staggered away.


  CHAPTER II


  BELOW them clouds formed a white carpet. Ahead and to the left snow-capped peaks broke through the clouds like jagged teeth.


  They were flying the Hump at twenty-two thousand feet. Deveer and Rick were in the cockpit, Deveer at the controls.


  He said, “How much further?”


  Rick checked the grid map that hung above the controls.


  “Not too long. According to the map we’re entering the Vulka chain now. In about an hour we should see Mount Kellar, the highest in the group. After that we change our course to Southeast and drop down to find the plateau.”


  “Think we’ll find it?” Deveer said.


  “I think so.”


  Deveer smiled tightly, and looked over at Rick with his flat green eyes. “Then what? We start our boy scout tactics. Build bon fires and roast marshmallows.”


  “You don’t think much of this deal, do you?”


  “Do you?” Deveer said bitterly. “I’m not paid to think,” Rick said. “If I was I’d probably be making a lot less money. It’s just a job. If they want us to scout around and look for Dinosaur teeth, that’s what we’ll do.”


  “I wish I had your attitude,” Deveer said. “It must be nice going through life without thinking. Sort of like a nice quiet vegetable.”


  “What’s eating you, Deveer?” Rick said curiously. “You’re no kid. If you don’t like the army why not get the hell out?”


  “What else can I do? I’ve been in the army ten years now. It’s all I know.”


  “You should be used to it then.”


  “I’m used to it all right. I’m used to taking orders, to being pushed around like something made out of cogs and wheels.”


  “Well,” Rick said, “What do you want?”


  “I want to do some pushing around myself,” Deveer said savagely. “I was twenty when I joined the army. You know why?” He flashed a hot look at Rick. “I couldn’t find a better deal outside. My old man was a drunk. My mother worked in a cheap gin mill. When they were home together they take turns beating hell out of me. There was never any food in the place. I worked as a bootblack one summer trying to save enough dough to go to a trade school and learn something that would get me out of that life. You know what happened? The old man found the dough and blew it on a three day drunk.


  “I hit him when he came home. Damn near knocked his head off and then I cleared out. I hooked up with the army in thirty-seven and asked for foreign service. I hated them and I hated everything I came from. I wanted to get away. So the army sent me to China. They taught me how to service planes and then they taught me how to fly. When the Nips started acting up I saw what was coming. I got out of the army when my enlistment was up and joined the Tigers. Not for patriotism, not for fun. I wanted that thousand buck premium we got for shooting down Japs. This war might have something worthwhile to you; to me it was just another scramble with the big people kicking hell out of the little people. I like the side of the big people. When you’re on that side, you can do a lot of pushing and shoving and get away with it.”


  “That’s not much of a deal for the little people,” Rick said.


  “Then let ’em get smart. Let ’em get in with the Bigs. I’m taking care of myself and nobody else. If the other people won’t come out of the rain that’s their tough luck. I’ll sell ’em coffins when they get pneumonia and die. And I’ll overcharge ’em if I can.”


  “You sound like Old Scrooge,” Rick grinned. “Better watch out. You’ll get religion like he did and you won’t know what hit you.”


  DEEVER looked sideways at him without smiling. “Think it’s a joke, eh? A lot of funny stuff. Well you’re way off. I stuck in the army hoping for a break. I thought I had it when I was transferred to Washington. I thought I could make myself important to somebody and trade these captain’s bars in for an eagle, maybe. That’s working fine, isn’t it? Here I am now off on a boy scout camping expedition. Well, I’ll get what I want some day. I’ll find a grip on this stinking world and make it yell for help.”


  “That’s been done before. The trouble is help generally comes and the guy with the grip finds himself in a big fat mess.”


  “I’ll take that chance,” Deveer said quietly.


  “ ‘Better to reign in hell than serve in Heaven’ ” Rick quoted.


  Deveer looked at him carefully. “Who said that?”


  “A guy named Lucifer,” Rick said. “Oh. Well he had the right idea.”


  “Look where it got him.”


  “Maybe it won’t work in fairy tales. That’s because the people who write fairy tales want everybody else to believe there’s no use fighting. Then when everyone is standing around like cows, hoping for the best and talking about ‘Fate’ and ‘The will of God’ they can take over. The world is full of people who want to be slaves because they can stop worrying then about doing their own thinking. Well, I’ll find me a bunch of slaves before I get through and they won’t have anything more to worry about.”


  “You’ve got some cute ideas,” Rick said. “Just don’t let them shake around too much or they’re liable to explode. There’s nothing sadder than the pieces a Fascist leaves around when he blows up.”


  “I’m not a Fascist. I’m just thinking of myself.”


  “A very fine distinction,” Rick said dryly.


  He stood up and went aft. Clare Holloway was lying on an improvised bed, made of blankets folded over four of the bucket seats. She was wearing a sweater and scarf under a leather flying suit but she looked cold.


  “Do we have to stay up so ridiculously high?” she asked.


  He stopped and looked at her. “No we could go down where it’s warmer and crash into the side of a mountain. Would that appeal to you?”


  “I asked a civil question.”


  “I didn’t notice any civility.”


  “Do you always wear brass knuckles on your tongue?” she said quietly. “Are you afraid people will think you’re soft if you don’t keep snapping at them?”


  “I never thought about it that way,” Rick grinned, “and I can promise you I never will.”


  He left her and walked down to Peter who was studying a chart of the Vulka range. He sat down beside him and glanced at the chart.


  “Looks like nice country, doesn’t it?” Peter shook his head sadly. “Wonderful. Just the place for a spring vacation. Hot and cold running snakes. Exposures on all sides. Best canned food this side of Calcutta.” He smiled at Rick. “Do I sound like the Chamber of Commerce?”


  “Not quite. But we should be landing in an hour or so. You’d better break out the ammo for the forty-fives. There’s no point-in not being ready to take a pot at those snakes of yours.”


  “Okay, I’ll get at it.”


  “Good.”


  HE WALKED back toward the control room. Clare Holloway turned on her side and grinned sourly at him. “Still the little ray of sunlight, aren’t you?”


  He stopped. Am I supposed to understand that?”


  “I heard your instructions to Peter about ammunition. Was that for my benefit, or are you actually scared?”


  “The only thing I’m afraid of is that you’ll get bit by a snake.”


  “How considerate of you,” she said, mockingly.


  “Yes, isn’t it? You see I’m worried about the snake. He probably won’t recover;”


  He saw the color mount in her cheeks and he grinned and went on forward to the cockpit. Deveer looked at him, then pointed ahead.


  “There’s Kellar, I think.”


  Rick saw a twin peak jutting up through the clouds several miles ahead. The peaks were knife-sharp and they looked like the prongs of a tuning fork.


  “I think you’re right,” he said. He checked the chart carefully and compared the position of Kellar on their small scale grid map. “Not much doubt about it. Swing Southeast and start dropping down.”


  Deveer nodded and shoved the stick forward. The clouds came up to meet them and then they were suddenly blinded by swirling whiteness as the nose of the plane burrowed into the soft banks.


  “Creepy, isn’t it?” Deveer muttered.


  “Not-much fun.”


  They broke through the clouds into brilliant sunlight. Ahead, of them lay a broad plateau, formed by the sheer cliffs of the mountains.


  “I hope it’s okay for a landing,” Deveer said.


  “According to the dope they gave us it’s like a pool table,” Rick said.


  “With all the balls on it?”


  “I think it’s okay. Make a pass at it and we’ll try and get a look.”


  Deveer swung the ship around and roared across the valley, dropping down to a height” of several hundred feet. He banked sharply at the end of the valley, and while the plane was on its side both men peered downward, trying to get an impression of the ground.


  “Not bad,” Deveer said, straightening out. “Hard to tell though. We can’t do much more than crash and set the gas on fire.”


  “That’s a consolation,” Rick said dryly. “Okay, set her down. If you feel like it.”


  “I don’t feel like it,” Deveer said, using one of his rare grins. “But I guess I’m about the best damn pilot in the world so I couldn’t be in better hands. If there is a billiard ball on the table I can land right on top of it.”


  “Give me one of your smokes when we get down,” Rick said. “I want to enjoy your rosy dreams, too.”


  “I’m good,” Deveer said. He wasn’t smiling now. He was serious and his jaw was set hard. “I’m good, brother, and that’s no pipe dream. Here we go!”


  THE landing was perfect. Deveer set the plane down lightly and taxied across the plateau to the base of a towering peak. He cut the ignition and glanced over at Rick. “I’m good, all right,” he said.


  “You’re good,” Rick admitted.


  He went aft and picked up a forty-five from the seat. He took off his heavy flying clothes and strapped the gun about his lean waist. None of the men wore army uniforms. Just gray whipcord slacks and shirts. The heat in the plane was already growing intense. Clare Holloway stripped off her flight jacket and said. “If you gentlemen will excuse me I’m getting into something comfortable.”


  “You’re excused,” Rick said.


  He opened the port hatch and dropped to the ground. Peter hopped down beside him. The ground was dry, hard-baked and covered with a six inch stubble of coarse vegetation. Overhead the sun hung in the sky like a fiery brass ball. Peter mopped his forehead and said, “This is just what I was hoping for. Nice balmy weather. Hell you could sun tan here in five minutes. If you stayed out any longer you’d be like an old boot.”


  Rick walked around the plane and took a good look at the plateau. It was almost ten miles long and about two miles around. The entrance was a narrow aperture formed by the twin peaks of Mount Kellar. Ranges on three other sides made a bowl of the valley. Close to the bases of the mountains forests and underbrush grew in a tangled snarl. There were gashes visible in the ring of mountains that surrounded the valley; but whether these led to outer territory was impossible to tell without investigation.


  He came back to Peter. Deveer was also standing beside the plane, a cigarette hanging from his lips, his face hard and bleak.


  It was three o’clock in the afternoon. Rick took a small-scale map from his pocket and squatted down, spreading the map on the dusty ground.


  “Take a look,” he said. Deveer and Peter hunched beside him and he went on: “Dr. Norton’s plane crashed roughly within a five or six mile radius of here. It might have been in the valley we’re in, but anyway, that’s what we’re going to look for. But first we’re going to take a look around this immediate area and get an idea of what we’re up against. Before we set up a camp tonight I want to look around. We’ll split up in two teams and cover about a square mile on each side of the ship. Then we’ll come back here and break out the supplies. Keep your eye out for water and a camp site.”


  “Two teams,” Deveer said. He jerked his head toward the plane. “Does that mean somebody takes Miss Rich-bitch along?”


  “We can’t leave her here,” Rick said. He dug a coin from his pocket and said, “Do likewise, gentlemen. Odd man loses.”


  Deveer grinned as he and Peter took coins out and flipped them in the air. They caught them, put them on the backs of their wrists.


  Rick flipped his and they took their hands away and looked at the results. Deveer and Peter had tails; Rick had a head.


  Deveer stood up quickly. “Let’s go Peter. The Skipper loses.”


  “Okay,” Rick said. “Take the left side of the ship. Cover a square mile and try and get back in two hours. And take care of yourselves.”


  DEEVER slapped the heavy gun on his hip. “This’ll take care of me.” He walked off, taking long fast strides, his head swinging nervously to the right and left. Peter followed him as he headed for the base of the mountain.


  Rick slapped a mosquito on the back of his neck and watched them with a frown. Deveer was a capable man, a solid competent man who would be fine in a pinch. But his restlessness, his savage need to release the pressure inside him could cause trouble.


  “Where are they going?”


  Rick turned. Clare Halloway was standing in the open hatch, looking after Peter and Deveer. She was wearing white shorts, a white silk shirt and leather moccasins with white ankle socks.


  “What in hell kind of an outfit is that supposed to be?” he exploded.


  She jumped lightly down beside him. “Don’t you think it’s smart?”


  “I think it’s the silliest thing I ever saw. What do you think this sun will do to you?”


  “Give me a nice smooth tan that would cost me a lot of money at Sun Valley,” she said.


  “The mosquitoes will treat you like a blue plate special,” he said.


  “You can’t blame them for their good taste, can you?”


  “Well, they’re your legs.”


  “They’re pretty nice, too, aren’t they?”


  He glanced down at her legs. They were long, slim and white. “They’re fine,” he said. “Just the right number.”


  “The original iceberg man,” she said, shaking her head. “The Army should send you with Byrd instead of to a place like this.”


  “Deveer and Peter are taking a swing around to the left. We’re going to cover the right. Shall we get started or do you want to chatter about my sex life.”


  “I can think of nothing less interesting,” she said angrily. “I think you’re boorish, crude, insulting—”


  “And I used to beat my mother,” he said wearily. “Are you ready to go?”


  “Yes.”


  “Let’s hit it, then.”


  He struck off right of the plane and headed for the forests, walking rapidly. After about a hundred yards he could hear her panting.


  “Where’s the fire?” she called out. “I want to get back before it’s dark,” he said. “If this is too fast I’ll slow up. I expected you to cave in pretty soon anyway.”


  “Oh, you’re so damn rugged!” she cried. “A great big tough hero. Well, this pace is fine for me,” she said, gasping on the last word.


  He grinned and kept going.


  When they reached the scanty woods he was forced to slow down because the underbrush grew in a practically impassable tangle. She caught up with him then, came up on his side.


  “Why didn’t you send me with Peter or Deveer if I’m so unpleasant,” she said. “It’s obvious you don’t like me and won’t give me half a chance to prove you might be wrong.”


  He looked directly at her. She was panting and her face was damp with perspiration. “We flipped a coin to see who’d get stuck with you. I lost,” he said.


  She took several deep breaths and then she nodded.


  “That’s plain enough,” she said.


  He hadn’t meant to tell her that. A girl—any girl—would be a handicap out here. It wasn’t a question of personalities. That made it a pretty low blow and he felt cheap. He started to say something, but he knew from the look on her face that it wouldn’t help.


  So he said, “Let’s go.”


  CHAPTER III


  PETER and Deveer stopped for a cigarette after covering about two miles. The place they stopped at was a small, natural amphitheatre formed by a depression in the ground with walls of rock on three sides.


  “Cooler here, isn’t it?” Peter said.


  “Yeah.” Deveer sat on a rotting stump and wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “I’ll be glad to get back and get a camp set up. This is strictly for the birds.”


  Peter sat on the ground and smoked his cigarette slowly. Finally he pushed a lock of yellow hair from his eyes and grinned at Deveer.


  “You don’t think much of this trip, do you?” he said.


  Deveer smiled faintly. “Here we go again.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The Skipper and I were kicking that around a little while ago. No, I don’t think much of it.”


  They finished their cigarettes in silence. The air was hot and oppressive. Dozens of gnats and mosquitoes buzzed around their heads. The ground was hard and dry.


  Deveer finally got to his feet. “Let’s get this finished,” he said. “Watch out how you put that cigarette out.”


  “Okay.”


  They started for the opening that led into the small depression when a voice sounded suddenly:


  “Halt! Put your hands in the air!”


  The two men looked at each other and then they raised their hands slowly. They turned their heads, looking for the man who had spoken.


  On top the stone wall on their left a rifle caught a flash from the sun; holding the rifle was a man with yellow skin and flat alert eyes. Beside him was another man and his rifle was also pointed at them. They shifted their eyes about and saw more of the brown men.


  From the three walls at least a dozen rifles were trained on them.


  “Okay, what next?” Deveer said, raising his voice slightly.


  There was no answer from the men on top of the walls.


  A minute passed and then they heard footsteps coming through the underbrush. A slim young man appeared suddenly in the aperture through which they had entered the amphitheatre.


  The young man was Japanese. He was tall for his race, well built in slim graceful lines. He was wearing a gray green uniform. His eyes were black and his skin was light yellow. He was smiling, displaying white, even teeth.


  “Permit me,” he said. “I am Lieutenant Kato. I hope I haven’t startled you.”


  “My name is Deveer. This is my friend, Peter Rundell,” Deveer said. “You startled hell out of us, brother. We didn’t know there was anyone else around.”


  “That’s unfortunate,” Lieutenant Kato said.


  A small stock Japanese appeared behind Lieutenant Kato. The Lieutenant said something sharply to him in Japanese and the stock man trotted to Deveer’s side. He took the cartridge belt and gun off, then did the same to Peter.


  “Can we take our hands down now?” Deveer said dryly:


  “Yes. Yes, of course,” the slim Lieutenant said, smiling. “We can’t take a chance, you know. You men are undoubtedly friendly but there are only a few of us so we must be cautious. You will come along with me now?”


  “What for?” Deveer said bluntly.


  The lieutenant shrugged, then shot a significant glance upward at the rifles. “That’s a good enough reason, isn’t it?”


  “We’re United States citizens,” Peter said.


  THE lieutenant glanced at him and his face was now impassive. “Yes, I know about the United States. I went to college there. A charming place. But in spite of our mutual information and interest in your country I must insist that you come with me.” His voice and face hardened. “Otherwise I’ll be forced to instruct my men to shoot. They are. good marksmen. They won’t kill you but they would enjoy testing their skill with, say, a shot at your shoulder or ankle.”


  Deveer shrugged. “Okay, we’ll come along. Nothing else to do. Where are you taking us?”


  “You will see soon enough,” Kato smiled. “Please follow me.”


  Deveer and Peter glanced at each other, then followed the lieutenant through the opening of the amphitheatre into the tangled forest. The Jap riflemen scrambled down the walls on which they had been perched and collected themselves about the two Americans.


  They were small, ragged men, wearing the remnants of Japanese uniforms. Their faces were blank and impassive, but they moved about with military alertness.


  The lieutenant snapped a few words at them in Japanese and they fell in. beside the Americans in two orderly columns. Kato took a place beside Deveer and jerked his head.


  “We have a long march,” he said.


  The double column moved ahead. For an hour they marched through the hot, airless jungle; then the trees became fewer as they began an, ascent of the sloping side of the mountain.


  “How much further?” Deveer grunted to Kato.


  “We still have quite a ways to go,” Kato said. He glanced at the sun which was sinking behind one of Mount Kellar’s jagged peaks. “Another hour, perhaps.”


  The path they followed now was a narrow gash leading into the mountain. On either side of them sheer cliffs shot cleanly above them; at the top a tiny patch of white sky was visible. The cliffs cut off the last of the sun and they walked through an atmosphere that was like purple-shadow.


  Finally after an hour’s march the path turned sharply and the Americans saw a rocky plateau ahead of them. Formed by the ruptured base of Mount Kellar, it was roughly square and covered approximately two or three acres.


  Kato led the party along the left side of the plateau. It was almost dark now and Deveer saw ahead a bright light burning in the darkness.


  “We are about at the end of our journey,” Kato said. He didn’t seem tired. His voice was still light, faintly amused and his stride was springy.


  When they reached the light they discovered it was an electric bulb set above a tunnel that led into the bowels of the mountain. A sentry at the mouth of the tunnel came to attention and saluted the lieutenant.


  Kato returned the salute and said something to his men which was obviously a command of dismissal because they broke ranks and moved away in the darkness.


  “We will go inside,” Kato said. “I imagine you’re tired and would appreciate a wash. Well, we’ll take care of that first. Just follow me.”


  He walked into the tunnel, Deveer and Peter following. Inside, the tunnel was illuminated with electric lights set into the wall at intervals of twenty or twenty-five feet. The walls of the tunnel were smoothly hewn and covered with concrete. The floor had been finished in the same manner.


  “Quite a set-up,” Deveer said.


  Kato smiled. “We have been busy,” he said.


  THE tunnel was about ten yards wide with a high ceiling. Every thirty or forty yards a uniformed sentry was posted. The sentries resembled the men who had escorted them through the jungle, except that they seemed neater and cleaner. But their faces had the same blank, impassive stare and their reactions were jerky and automatic.


  Kato stopped at a sliding door beside which there was a row of buttons. He pressed the bottom button and then turned and smiled at the Americans.


  “The elevator will be along shortly. I’m glad you’re impressed with our industry. We haven’t had much to work with and it’s gratifying to know you are impressed.”


  “We’re impressed,” Deveer said dryly.


  The elevator arrived and the door slid open noiselessly. They entered, Kato pushed another button and the elevator began a swift ascent. The interior of the elevator was fitted with gleaming steel and brown wood paneling. The Americans looked at the modern appointments with interest. They were as incongruous in the surroundings as a python would have been on Forty-second and Broadway.


  After a ride of several minutes the car stopped and Kato led them down a brightly lighted corridor to a double room, equipped with cots and a lavatory.


  “I’ll leave you now,” he said. “When you’re refreshed I’ll be back.”


  He smiled and left.


  Deveer kicked the door shut and looked at Peter. “Quite a deal,” he said. “What do you think?”


  Peter shook his head warningly and made a quick tour of the rooms. He probed the mattresses, looked under the chairs and inspected the ceiling.


  “Dictaphone?” Deveer asked.


  “That’s what I was looking for,” Peter said. “If they can build elevators in a rock mountain, a dictaphone wouldn’t be too much for them. But I don’t see any.”


  Deveer sat down and lit a cigarette. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully and then shrugged. “No use guessing what goes. Better just wait and see.”


  “I’m wondering about Rick and the girl,” Peter said.


  “Maybe they’ve been picked up, too.”


  There was a knock on the door a moment later and a Japanese entered carrying a tray. There was hot tea and a plate of small cakes made with gray flour. Deveer bit into one and chewed experimentally. Then he nodded. “Tastes all right,” he said.


  “You’re pretty cool,” Peter said with a faint, smile.


  “Nothing much to get excited about yet,” Deveer said. “They’re treating us all right. If they give us trouble that’ll be the time to think about doing something. Right now I’m going to eat. Then I’m going to wash some of this dirt off. After that I’ll just sit and wait.”


  Kato was back in an hour. He had changed to a clean uniform and was all smiles.


  “I hope you’re feeling better,” he said. “Now, will you come along, please?”


  The two men followed him to the elevator and they rode upward for what seemed to be several minutes. When the car stopped Kato took them down a lighted, paneled corridor to an oaken door, which was standing about six inches ajar.


  He knocked twice and a voice from beyond the door said come in. Kato pushed open the door and nodded to the Americans to follow him.


  INSIDE the room, which was about thirty feet square, there were several chairs and a huge desk. Behind the desk sat an elderly Japanese.


  “Professor Matsubi, these are the Americans,” Kato said. He smiled like a child who expects to be complimented; then he bobbed his head in a nervous little bow and left the room.


  Matsubi was small and wiry, with close cropped white hair, seamed yellowed skin, and eyes that were like small bright buttons. He smiled suddenly showing uneven, discolored teeth.


  “Sit down,” he said, in a mild voice which had the suggestion of a lisp. “I am happy to talk with you and see you.”


  Deveer and Peter sat down in straight-backed chairs facing the desk. The flooring under them was of polished, close grained wood; three walls were covered with maps and graphs, but the wall behind Matsubi was completely bare. The room was comfortably warm and it had the look of a place that had been used for a long time.


  Matsubi hooked his fingers into the lapels of the shiny black coat he wore and settled back in his chair. He smiled companionably.


  “Now you look more comfortable,” he said. “Tell me, are you surprised to find yourselves here?”


  Deveer glanced sideways at Peter, then shrugged and looked at Matsubi. “I guess we are. We weren’t looking for anything like this.”


  “Quite so. Tell me, what were you looking for?”


  “A landing field,” Deveer said. This was the ostensible reason given for their trip in Washington. “An American airline is looking for safety landing fields in this area. You know, alternate spots to set down in case the scheduled field is weathered in.”


  Matsubi looked at him and continued to smile. “You didn’t expect to find anything like this, eh?”


  “No.”


  “I have been afraid for the past months that someone might come looking for us,” Matsubi said, moving his hands in an embarrassed flutter. “That would be awkward. We lead a nice secluded life and the thought of interruption isn’t pleasant. You see we’ve been here for quite a few years now. We like it because we can continue our work in private.”


  “What kind of work?” Peter asked.


  “Oh, experimentation of various sorts,” Matsubi said. “Nothing very interesting to a lay person, I’m afraid.” He blinked owlishly. “But we haven’t introduced ourselves yet. I am, as you know from what Kato said, Professor Matsubi. And you—?” he left the question hang in the air.


  “My name is Deveer. This is Peter Rundell,” Deveer said.


  “So charmed,” Matsubi said. He picked up. a pen from his desk and toyed with it idly. When he looked at them again the smile was gone.


  “I know you gentlemen are lying,” he said. “I know you are officers in the American army. I want to know why you have lied to me. I want to know if you were sent here by your government looking for me and my little sanctuary. I want to know all that you know, gentlemen. And I think it is time you begin to tell me these things I wish to know.”


  PETER glanced at Deveer, then shook his head. “You’re way ahead of us, Professor. We’re charting emergency landing fields for an American airline. That’s the straight dope.”


  “We are sensible men,” Matsubi said. “There is no point to be gained in wasting time this way.” He stood up and came around the desk, toying idly with the pencil in his hand. “I know you have information I need. I would not like to resort to force to make you talk. Perhaps I can avoid that by telling you a little story. This story may scare you and make you willing to cooperate. I know you are not children to be scared by fables, but remember, gentlemen, this is not a fable. It is true and it is not pretty.


  “Once upon a time,” he said, with a little smile, “there was a young man in the service of the Emperor, a major in the army. He was a sincere, hardworking young man and he believed implicitly in the cause of the Emperor. This young man, whose name was Major Kok, was finally sent to school to learn things about atomic energy. He proved to be an apt pupil and he soon developed into a fine scientist. Strangely, his special talent lay in destructive techniques. I am an amateur psychiatrist, not a specialist, you understand, and it seemed to my amateur insight that the young man suffered from some inadequacy within himself, which he found justified by destruction. This isn’t ah original perception, but it has perhaps the virtue of being accurate. I have found this type of aberration quite common. The bully, for instance, is usually a graceless lout who has no personal qualities that command social acceptance; so he gains a recognition of some sort by brute force. He pushes everyone around so that they will be forced to look at him. This, for him, is the only attention he can command, so it must suffice. The sadist is usually sexually inadequate. Unable to have a woman in the normal sense of the word he is conscious of shame. This shame eventually takes the form of hatred. Hatred against the object that he cannot please or satisfy. This hatred is released by inflicting pain on the hate object.”


  Matsubi paused apologetically. “I’m afraid I digress. Anyway, to come back to Major Kok. He was hard working and talented, but his talent lay in destruction. One day Major Kok was sent to the town of Hiroshima, late in nineteen forty-five. He was there when the Atom bomb was dropped on the city. Major Kok was found several days later and he was in serious shape. One of his eyeballs had literally melted and run down his cheek. One arm was burned off the elbow and his whole body looked as if it had been turned for hours on a spit above hot coals. He suffered a great deal, I imagine, since he lay in the wreckage of a home for several days before he was found. Major Kok didn’t lose consciousness. He remained conscious all that while and he thought considerably about the things that happened to him and who had done them to him.


  “When Major Kok was released from the hospital the war was over. He was a travesty of a human being and since he had once been quite handsome this almost drove him insane. I was instrumental in having him brought here. That took considerable ingenuity but I won’t bore you with those details. I did what I could for Major Kok but he had become quite a hopeless case. His delight in destruction, which had resulted from some feeling of insecurity or inadequacy, had become a raging flame that was literally maniacal. He lived for vengeance, but only, for a specific kind. He wanted to inflict on his enemies the same pain he had suffered. I worked with him tirelessly for months but it was hopeless. He was becoming more and more dangerously unstable so I was forced to have him locked away before he harmed himself or one of us. I made him a prisoner, but to prevent his getting any worse I let him use a laboratory and continue his experiments. His experiments, gentlemen, men, are horribly unpleasant. He has done things to occasional rats and birds which would make your mind stagger with loathing. But perhaps I have said enough of Major Kok.


  “We will come back to you. I need the information you have. Unless I get it quickly I will give Major Kok the great satisfaction of a live subject to work on. Now,” Matsubi paused and smiled again. “Has my little story frightened you? Will you save us all such an unpleasant prospect and tell me what I must know? Or are you unmoved?”


  PETER glanced down and saw that the backs of his hands were sweating. He swallowed hard.


  “I don’t know anything you’d want to know,” he said stubbornly.


  Matsubi smiled dreamily at the ceiling. “When I tell Major Kok you are Americans he will be insane with delight. Perhaps it’s unkind of me to deny him such joy after all. The Major has suffered greatly at your hands, gentlemen. Maybe I am being too humane. Perhaps the major’s maniacal urges are normal and my forebearance abnormal. I am an amateur psychiatrist and I could easily be wrong. But I have a horror of violence. I wish to prevent suffering if possible. Won’t you reconsider?”


  Deveer looked at the back of his nails and said nothing. His square stubborn face was white. Peter stood up suddenly and his chair crashed to the floor. The light in his eye was fanatic.


  “Do whatever the hell you want to,” he yelled. “I haven’t got anything to say.”


  “We will see,” Matsubi said quietly.


  He pushed a button on his desk and the door opened immediately. Kato stood there with three soldiers at his back. “What is it, Professor?” he asked blandly.


  Matsubi nodded at Peter. “This young man is anxious to meet Major Kok. See that he is not disappointed.


  Leave him there but see that the major’s enthusiasm doesn’t carry him away. That is all.”


  Kato closed in on Peter’s side, one hand on the gun at his belt. The three soldiers moved quickly around him, cutting off any futile hope for a break. “Come along,” Kato said.


  Peter flashed a look at Deveer. “Don’t worry about me. They won’t get anything. We’ll stick this out.”


  He was hurried across the room and the door slammed behind him. Deveer hadn’t moved; he still sat looking at the backs of his nails, lips clamped tightly together.


  Matsubi walked around and sat down behind his desk.


  “You’ve had nothing to say,” he commented.


  “No point in talking,” Deveer said. “You’ve got all the high cards.”


  “Oh, yes,” Matsubi smiled. “That is what you say in the games of cards you play.”


  “That’s right. When you’ve got low cards you don’t do much talking. You wait until you get some high cards yourself.”


  “Do you think that will happen?”


  “It’s happened before.”


  “Do you think it can happen now?” Deveer took out his cigarettes and Crossed his legs. He looked directly into Matsubi’s face. “Yes, I think so,” he said.


  “Where will you get them?” Matsubi’s voice was politely puzzled.


  “From you.”


  MATSUBI laughed, a strangely shrill laugh. “You are so humorous,” he said.


  “Think so?” Deveer stood up and flicked ashes on the floor. “That kid you took out of here is a baby. He doesn’t know the score when it’s staring him in the face. Maybe he’ll talk but he won’t tell you anything you don’t know right now. The thing you have to know he doesn’t know. And you don’t even have an idea of what the one important thing is that you’ve got to know. How do my cards look now, Matsubi? I think they’re changing spots. I think they’re getting higher.”


  “Do you want to go on?” Matsubi asked gently.


  “Sure. There’s one thing you’ve got to know. And that’s how to keep the good old U.S. from coming after us.


  And unless you keep them from coming they’ll be here with an airborne army pretty quick. You know what else they’ll bring? Little eggs like they dropped on Hiroshima. B-29’s with bellies full of four thousand pound bombs. Flame throwers and Cork screws and blow-torches to dig you out of this rat hole. That won’t make you happy.”


  “Do you know what would keep all that from happening?”


  “No.” Deveer laughed. “How does that sound? You can’t pull it out of me because I don’t know.”


  “Why are you telling me this then?” Matsubi said.


  Deveer put his cigarette out on the floor and put his hands On Matsubi’s desk. He leaned forward and smiled without any humor. “Because I think we can make a deal.”


  Matsubi pursed his lips and began to nod his head. “I see,” he said softly.


  “I see.”


  “How about it?”


  “You’re cards aren’t that high. I want details.”


  “Okay. We’re on an army mission to find you, Matsubi. That we’ve done.


  Our next order was to report immediately if we did find any Japs in this area. If we don’t report they’ll know something’s Wrong, and they’ll come in after us.”


  “Then you should report right away.”


  “That’s it.”


  “You should report that you didn’t find us. Is that what you mean?”


  “That’s it. But all radio contact must be by code. And “there’s a code signature that only Rick Mason knows.”


  “Rick Mason? Who is he?”


  “He’s the man in charge. If I sent the message without the code signature they’d know something was wrong. He has to send it.”


  “Maybe we should find Rick Mason and send him to talk with Major Kok.”


  “No good. You could kill Rick Mason but he wouldn’t talk. He’s tough as whalebone.”


  “But to try is healthy,” Matsubi said.


  “There’s an easier way. Pick up Mason and let me talk with him.”


  “Oh, I see. You would—”


  “That’s it,” Deveer nodded. “And it won’t be hard. Here’s the pitch . . .”


  CHAPTER IV


  RICK stopped and glanced up at the sun. “How about a break?” he said to Clare Holloway. “We’re only about fifteen minutes from the plane and we’ve made good time.”


  “Even with me along?” she asked.


  “You’ve kept up,” he said.


  He sat down on a stump and put a cigarette between his dry lips. Taking off his cap he ran his hand over his face. The girl leaned against a tree and slapped irritably against a mosquito that settled on her ankle. She was hot and dirty. Brambles had scraped her legs, the sun had been like the touch of a hot knife after the first hour and every mosquito in Asia had apparently discovered that she was wearing shorts and an armless blouse.


  “Damn!” she said bitterly, as one buzzed hungrily around her knees.


  Rick lit his cigarette and kept his face straight.


  “Don’t be so noble,” she said. “You’re dying to say ‘I told you so’, aren’t you? Why don’t you, then? I’d like that better than your tolerant, forebearing silence.”


  “I told you so,” he said mildly.


  “Oh, you’re impossible.”


  “Good logical point of view. Here, take a cigarette. The smoke may help a little.”


  “Thanks,” she said sulkily.


  He lit the cigarette for her and then dropped his own on the ground arid crushed it with his heel.


  “Let’s be going,” he said. “Peter and Deveer will beat us back if we don’t shake it.”


  “Thanks for the smoke,” she said. “Your idea of a ten minute break is two drags off a cigarette.” She took two or three deep drags and blew the smoke along her arms. “Maybe that will help. But I’m sure cigarette smoke will turn out to be something mosquitoes here just love.”


  They hit the trail again and in shortly over fifteen minutes came to the edge of the plateau in which the plane had landed. The sun was dropping out of sight and its last rays coated the plane’s wings with a silver burnish.


  They walked through the stubble that grew in the plateau, covering the last hundred yards to the ship.


  “I never saw anything so beautiful,” Clare said tiredly.


  When they reached the plane Clare climbed inside and Rick looked around. Obviously they were the first back. He checked his watch. The other two had been gone well over two hours.


  He climbed inside the ship then and broke out canned meat, coffee and an electric stove. While he was setting the stove up to operate off the ship’s batteries Clare joined him. She was wearing slacks and white shirt with sleeves. She hadn’t washed her face but she looked surprisingly good.


  “The floor show is over,” she said. “The flora and fauna of this area have seen the last of my charms. I’m going to dress like a cocoon until we get out. I was pretty much of a pain in the neck, wasn’t I?”


  “Pretty much,” he said, watching the coffee simmer.


  “You make apologies so easy,” she said, dryly. “What I’m trying to say is I’ve been acting like a spoiled brat, which is just what I am.”


  “Okay,” he said, “Let’s start all Over. Get a can of biscuit and some mustard out of stock.”


  THEY had sandwiches and coffee sitting at the edge of the hatch watching the night crowding down on them with incredible swiftness. With the night came a cold damp wind.


  “You’re worried, aren’t you?” she said.


  He nodded slowly. “Peter and Deveer should have been back by now. I don’t like the idea of trying to hunt them up. I’d probably get lost myself.”


  “Couldn’t we set off a flare?”


  “We could. I’ve been thinking about it. It’s a pretty garish way of advertising that we’re here.”


  “Is there anyone else in this neck of the woods?”


  “I don’t know.”


  The darkness was complete now. A few stars were breaking through the black curtain of sky but their shine was not illuminating.


  “Get a bedroll,” Rick said suddenly. “We’re going to pitch a camp away from the plane. If anyone comes snooping around I don’t want to be where they expect me.”


  She hesitated a moment as if about to ask a question. Then she said, “Right away,” and went inside the dark plane. Rick took the forty-five from his holster and checked its action. He was worried now. Fighting shadows was a quick way to wear out and accomplish nothing.


  Clare was back in a moment or two. “I brought yours, too.”


  “Thanks.”


  They walked a hundred yards from the plane until Rick stumbled across a shallow depression. He explored around and found that it was about a foot deep and ten feet square.


  “This will do,” he said. “If there’s starlight we can see the silhouette of the plane. And we’ll be hard to see.” Clare dropped a bedroll on the ground and sat On top of it.


  “Do I have to turn in?” she asked. “No. I’m going to sit up for a while and wait for Peter and Deveer. They may be along yet.”


  He made a pillow of his bedroll and propped it against one side of the depression. He settled his back against it and stretched his legs out. For an hour they sat without talking.


  Then Clare said: “Can I sit close to you? I’m no softy but this is creepy.”


  “Sure.”


  She draped her roll beside him and sat with him. She was close enough so their arms touched.


  “What do you think happened to them?” she asked.


  “Could be a number of things. One of them might have sprained an ankle. They might be lost.”


  The night got colder and a whipping wind made scurrying sounds through the stubble. The stars were pale and lonely in the sky.


  Clare thrust her feet into the opening of her sleeping bag, then wormed herself into its depths. “I’m not deserting you,” she said. “But I’m frozen.”


  “You’ll be asleep in ten minutes.”


  “I will not.”


  SHE was asleep in five. He listened to her regular breathing for a moment or two, then settled himself down more comfortably. He was worried. He didn’t like the absence of Peter and Deveer. He didn’t intend to sleep, but the long hours in the plane and the afternoon’s hike had tired him. He yawned once or twice and he felt his lids getting heavier. He roused himself but it did no good. In a few minutes he was as sleepy as ever.


  Finally he dozed off . . .


  He never knew what wakened him. A footfall, a sharp breath, perhaps a sudden cold wind against his cheek. One moment he was sleeping; the next instant he was awake, his senses alert and tense. The night was still; at his side he could hear the girl’s even breathing. He lay motionless until his eyes adjusted to the night. Then he found the butt of his forty-five with his right hand and got slowly to his feet.


  There was a noise behind him. A shod foot scraping on stone. A human noise. He wheeled, crouching as he turned, but he was too late. A dim figure hurtled toward him landing on his back. From around the shallow depression other figures materialized.


  There was no noise, no outcry. Just the rush, of their feet, hoarse panting breath. The figure on his back had locked one, arm about Rick’s throat. The other hand gripped Rick’s gun hand with steel strength.


  Rick shook furiously in an attempt to get the gun free before the other attackers reached him. But he didn’t have a chance. A wave of human flesh poured over him, knocking him to his knees.


  He heard the girl cry out. She screamed his name once and her voice choked off. Something hard hit Rick at the base of his skull and he felt himself sinking down. For a minute everything was unbearably bright; then it was completely black.


  CHAPTER V


  RICK came around slowly. The first thing he saw was a low concrete ceiling above his head. He was lying on his back, head resting on a coarse pillow. His head hurt. His tongue felt thick and furry. He closed his eyes again and the pain in his head got worse.


  “Feeling pretty bad?”


  The voice came from somewhere on his left. It was a voice he’d heard before, but he couldn’t remember where. His head hurt when he tried to remember.


  “Feeling like hell,” he said, because he had been asked a question and he had been brought strictly about things like that.


  “There’s nothing seriously wrong with you. You’ll be okay after a while. How about a cup of hot tea?”


  Rick opened his eyes then and rolled his head to the left. Deveer was sitting on a cot watching him. Deveer’s hard square, face was sympathetic in a mild sort of way.


  “Tea sounds swell,” he said.


  Deveer took a tin cup from a tray at his elbow and poured tea for from a kettle. The tea was steaming hot and it smelled good. Rick tried getting up on one elbow and it worked all right. He took the cup and drank a little of the tea. It brought him back to life. He started feeling things again. That wasn’t too good because everything he felt hurt like hell. He remembered the attack in the night, the swarm of men, the sapping he’d taken. And he re. membered the girl’s frantic scream.


  “Okay,” he said to Deveer. “It’s okay.” He swung his legs to the floor and sat up. He was in a room about twenty feet square. There were two cots, a basin, some moldy looking matting on the floor. The One door was of heavy wood and looked stout and durable. He looked at Deveer. “Let’s have the whole story.”


  “This is a Jap supper club,” Deveer said. “They picked up Pete and me last night. They believed our story about looking for a good landing field for an American airline. Then they picked you and the girl up.”


  “Where is she?” Rick said.


  “They’re taking good care of her,” Deveer said.


  “They didn’t exactly pick us up,” Rick said dryly. “They were pretty drastic about it. Are you sure she’s okay?”


  “Yes, she’s fine. They’re sorry about roughing you up. But I guess you’re not interested in their apologies.”


  “How did they get you and Peter? Let me have the whole deal.”


  Deveer lit a cigarette and tossed the match carelessly on the floor. “We just ran into a party of Japs headed by a smooth cookie who calls himself Lieutenant Kato. He brought us here and we met a guy named Matsubi who seemed to be the big boss.


  “Matsubi wanted to know what we were doing here and I gave him the story about looking for alternate landing fields. He seemed to believe me. After that I asked him if we could Use his wireless. He said sure.”


  Rick put his tin cup down slowly. “He’ll let us wire the States?”


  “He didn’t make any objections. I told him we didn’t like the area, wasn’t suitable for our purposes. That seemed to please him.”


  “Where’s Peter now?”


  “He’s around somewhere. He hurt his hand and Matsubi sent him down to the dispensary. He should be back pretty soon.”


  Rick got up and looked around the room.


  “Something about this deal isn’t Kosher. How about a dictaphone in here?”


  “I looked around. I didn’t find anything.”


  Rick sat down again and put a cigarette in his mouth. He lit it and stared frowning at the floor.


  “This sounds like the place we were sent to find. But I can’t get the pitch about their letting us use the wireless.”


  “Matsubi doesn’t seem suspicious,” Deveer said. “I would have sent a message myself and not taken any chances, but I didn’t have the code signature.”


  “That’s right,” Rick said. “I’d like to meet Matsubi. How do we arrange that?”


  “No trouble,” Deveer grinned. “We’ll just walk down and drop in on him.”


  “Have they given you all the freedom you want?”


  “They haven’t bothered us yet. They seem pleasant and cooperative.”


  Rick got up and dropped his cigarette to the floor, stepped on it.


  “Let’s go see Matsubi,” Rick said.


  MATSUBI greeted him with a smile.


  Rick saw a fragile, elderly Japanese with close-cropped white hair, discolored teeth and brown wrinkled chin. He glanced about Matsubi’s office, surprised at its comfortable well-used appearance.


  Matsubi came around his desk smiling.


  “It gives me pleasure to welcome you,” he said. “My men were rough with you. I apologize. They said they were frightened when you began to fight.”


  “Yes,” Rick said dryly. “They were so frightened they jumped me from the back,”


  “I am deeply sorry,” Matsubi said, with a slight bow of his head.


  “I can forget about it,” Rick said. “I want to know about the girl.”


  “She is resting. Your comrade, Mister Rundell, I believe, is also in good condition.”


  Deveer glanced at Rick. “Let’s get the wireless deal straightened out. We can’t use this terrain for anything, so let’s get out of here.”


  “You may use our wireless facilities immediately if you like,” Matsubi said.


  Rick hesitated. There was something wrong with the deal. This was a Jap stronghold. They had scientific equipment, a perfect hideout. Why should they be willing to cooperate with them? He glanced at Deveer and shrugged.


  “I’ll get the message ready right away,” he said.


  Matsubi handed him a pad and pencil. “For your composition,” he grinned.


  “You go ahead, Rick,” Deveer said.


  When the door closed behind Rick, Matsubi seated himself and put the tips of his fingers together carefully. “He looks quite intelligent,” he said musingly.


  “Is the wireless ready?” Deveer asked.


  “Yes. He will suspect nothing. The set will appear to be operating normally. We have cut the voltage, however, so that the signal won’t carry more than a mile. Our receiver will pick up the message and the code signature.”


  “Then?” Deveer said.


  “Then?” Matsubi smiled dreamily. “I will send a message to your Government. It will be a fine message. It will have Major Rick Mason’s signature attached to it. I don’t think I will have any more interference after that.”


  He looked thoughtfully at the top of his desk and then he glanced at Deveer.


  “That is what you planned, eh?”


  “That’s it,” Deveer said. “Maybe after that you’ll tell me what kind of place this is and what your plans are.”


  Matsubi continued to smile. “Maybe,” he said quietly.


  Rick spent a half hour writing his message. He sat on the cot with the pad on his knee and tried to get it right; but he couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was wrong. Wrong as hell.


  Finally he tossed the pad aside and got to his feet. He was in the room in which he had come to; a small, rock-walled room with two cots and a lavatory. He paced up and down a while scratching his chin.


  Suddenly he turned and walked to the door. He tried the knob and it turned in his hand. He hadn’t been sure that it wasn’t locked. The door came open and he stepped into the corridor. To his left the rock-walled hall led to the elevator which had carried him up to Matsubi’s office.


  To his right the corridor led straight to a door almost a hundred yards away; in front of this door an armed sentry was standing guard.


  RICK stood for a moment frowning.


  Upstairs Deveer was talking to Matsubi. Somewhere else in this weird city within a mountain Peter and Clare Holloway were being taken care of. Peter, Deveer had said, had hurt himself and had been taken to the dispensary. The girl, he’d said, was all right.


  Rick wondered about that. He wanted the girl to be all right. He knew he’d been thinking about her all the time and that surprised him. They’d fought all the time they’d been together; there had seemed to be an inevitable antagonism between them. Still he was worried about her now.


  He turned right and walked slowly down the corridor toward the guard. He’d decided to find out more of what was going on before he sent his wireless.


  The guard paid no attention as he approached. He remained at attention, his back to the door he was guarding. Rick stopped in front of him.


  “What’s in there?” he asked.


  The guard shook his head. “You must go no further,” he said, in good, but accented English.


  Rick shrugged and took out his cigarettes. The corridor formed an L at this spot with another narrow hallway that extended straight for about a hundred yards. There was no apparent door at the end of this corridor; it was a cul de sac.


  He offered the guard a cigarette but it was refused with a single shake of the head. Rick lit his and dropped the match on the floor. The guard paid no attention to him. His eye seemed fixed on a spot several inches above Rick’s head and they remained there unwinkingly.


  There was no animosity evident in the guard’s attitude. He was a short, stockily built man and he Seemed indifferent to Rick. Rick was turning away with the intention of returning to his room when he heard a low groan that seemed to come from beyond the door.


  He turned back as the groan was repeated a second time.


  “What’s that?” he asked the guard. “You must go no further,” the guard repeated.


  Rick hesitated a second, then moved forward. The guard brought his rifle to port arms and thrust it flat against Rick’s chest.


  “You must go no further.”


  “Who’s in there?”


  “You must go no further.”


  Obviously it was all the guard knew. The groan was repeated again and this time Rick went into action. He brought his knee viciously up into the guard’s groin. When the man doubled forward he grabbed the rifle and wrenched it from his hands. The guard stared stupidly at his empty hands, then drove forward in an attempt to wrap his arms about Rick’s body. Rick stuck a left into his face, straightening him up; then he swing his right fist down in an ax-like Chopping blow.


  THE guard staggered back and Rick hit him again. This time he went down in a senseless heap. He stepped over the man’s body and tried the door.


  It opened and he stepped cautiously into a darkened room. From a corner he heard a low moan. He dug into his pocket and pulled out a paper of matches and struck one.


  The brief flickering illumination revealed a room about ten feet square; a dank, damp hole with rock walls and a smell of moldy straw.


  Lying in a corner on a filthy matting was Peter Rundell. The light flickering and went out then, but Rick had seen enough to send a cascading chill of horror down his back.


  He dropped to his knees beside him and felt in the dark for his face; it was burning hot to his touch.


  “Peter!” he said. “Can you hear me?”


  “Who is it?” The voice was a whisper.


  “Rick. What in the name of god has happened to you?”


  “I didn’t tell, Rick. I didn’t tell them anything. They tried to make me. Major Kok tried, Rick. He’s a devil, Rick. But I didn’t talk.”


  “All right,” Rick said gently.


  He struck another match. Peter was lying on his back. His shirt had been removed and the skin of his chest and shoulders had been horribly burned. It looked as if each inch of his torso, had been exposed to a branding iron.


  The light went out and Rick’s hands were shaking so badly he couldn’t strike another. The rage in him was hot and deadly.


  “Who did this, Peter?”


  “Major Kok. He’s twisted and horrible, Rick. Keep away from him. Matsubi gave me to him to play with.”


  It took Rick a moment to understand. And it was too horribly clear. Deveer had sold out. Matsubi had tortured Peter for information. Deveer had lied. Had said Peter had been to a dispensary. Matsubi and Deveer were working together. He wondered then about the girl. Deveer had said she was all right. Had he lied about that? Was Clare now in some dark room like this, burned and tortured to the point of insanity?


  “Peter,” Rick said. “Can you get up? Do you think you could walk?”


  “I might. I’m—I’m not hurt inside. That devil is too smart for that. He wants me back tomorrow for another session.”


  “I’m going to get you out. Where can I lift you without hurting?”


  “My back is all right. He’s saving that for tomorrow. Then he’s got other ideas. God, don’t let me live, Rick. Kill me before I go back to him.”


  “You’re not going back to him.”


  He moved a hand carefully under Pet’s back and helped-him slowly to his feet.


  “Are your eyes all right?”


  “Yes, I can see.”


  RICK led him to the doorway, into the corridor. The guard was still unconscious. Rick bent and unbuckled a revolver and belt from his waist. He strapped it around his middle; and picked up the rifle. He had no idea of what to do. They were outnumbered by the hundreds. He didn’t know the way out. But he was going to get Deveer, for one thing, if he was killed trying. And if his luck was good he’d save a shot for Matsubi and one for this Major Kok. There was the girl, too, but he didn’t know where she was. He didn’t know anything.


  He was straightening up from the guard’s body when he heard a shout. Looking down the main corridor he saw a single Jap signaling frantically. The Jap started to run toward him, tugging at the revolver at his hip.


  Rick snapped the rifle to his shoulder. He let the Jap shoot twice, heard the bullets flatten themselves with a ping! against the wall. Then he fired once and the Jap went down in a sprawling tangle.


  From, the connecting corridor a squad of Japs appeared. A shout went up when they saw the Americans. At the head of the main corridor another squad appeared.


  Both corridors were cut off. The only avenue left led to a blank wall a hundred yards away.


  “Move ahead of me,” Rick ordered Peter.


  Peter obeyed, stumbling toward the cul de sac. Rick backed after him. He fired twice and the Jap squad flattened itself on the floor and began sniping. Rick dropped to one knee and aimed at the infrequent light. He picked off four of them, plunging the corridors into darkness. The rifle clicked then on an open breech. The gun was empty.


  He tossed it aside and ran down the corridor after Peter. Behind him he could hear the Japs following cautiously.


  He hissed. Peter?”


  “Here, Rick.”


  The voice was a few yards behind him. He turned and moved quickly toward Peter. His outstretched hand touched the other’s arm.


  “This is the end of the line,” Peter said. “This is a solid wall. I can’t find any opening.”


  Rick took the revolver from his holster and moved around Peter until his back was flat against the wall. Down the dark corridor he could hear the stealthy approach of the Japs. An occasional hissed word, a foot scraping against rock, told him the Japs were closing in cautiously.


  “Crouch down,” he whispered to Peter. “No sense giving them a king-sized target.”


  He dropped to his knees and Peter came down beside him.


  A shot sounded and a bullet smacked into the rock above their head. Splintered shale cascaded onto their shoulders. Another shot sounded; the Japs were fifty yards away now and by their excited whisperings Rick knew they were gathering for a charge. He held the gun ready in his hand. When the Japs came for them he’d get as many as he could. That was all he could hope for.


  There was no more firing. The whispering of the Japs had died away. The silence was immense and tomb-like. Rick knew the Japs were ready. He touched Peter gently.


  “Any second now,” he whispered. “Take it easy, kid.”


  “Okay, Rick. I’ll try.”


  SUDDENLY the silence was shattered by a shrieking Banzai! yell; shouted by one man, then taken up in frenzy by dozens of others. The sporadic firing began. Then they heard a rush of feet.


  Rick fired twice and heard the sound of a scream and then a body sprawling to the ground.


  Suddenly Peter grabbed his arm. “Rick! There’s an opening here in the wall. I leaned against it and it opened.”


  Rick heard the words but for an instant they made no sense. Then he scrambled around Peter, feeling the hard surface of the wall with his hands.


  Yes! Here it was, an opening! A section of the wall had swung away leaving a four feet gap. He grabbed Peter by the arm.


  “In you go!”


  He snapped two more shots down the corridor at the onrushing Japs. He heard another scream and the rush of footsteps faltered and stopped. The, firing began again. Luckily the Japs were firing high.


  Peter disappeared into the opening. Rick fired one more shot, then lunged in after him. He gripped an edge of the swinging wall section and shoved it back into place. He fumbled about with his hands looking for a lock; but the section was perfectly smooth.


  He found Peter with his hand.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Y-Yes, I’m okay. Hadn’t we better get moving?”


  “Yes.” Rick stood up carefully and stretched his arms around. They encountered nothing. They were in a room of some kind, a place that was cold, damp and drafty. The draft was encouraging. They weren’t blocked in.


  He fumbled through his pocket for a match. He was ready to strike it when a flame flared in the darkness several feet away. Holding the light was a man; a scrawny man with white hair and a brown-seamed face.


  The man touched the light to a candle in his right hand. Illumination spread in a weak circle about him. Rick jerked his gun around to cover this strange apparition.


  The man saw the gesture and shook his head slowly.


  “I am a friend,” he said. “You need not fear me.”


  He was short, barely over five feet tall and he wore a single garment of white linen that stretched from his neck to his ankles. He was old, incredibly old. His skin was lined and weathered, his blue eyes were coated with a rheumy film.


  Rick saw that they were in a room that had been roughly hewn from solid rock. It was about ten feet square and on his right there was the black mouth of a small tunnel through which a. draft of cool damp air was blowing.


  “Who are you?” Rick said.


  “I am called Lento,” the strange figure answered. “My ancestors were Llamas. We have been here through many ages, but I am one of the last of my race. The others who live in the mountain have destroyed everyone else, I think. I am the last. I heard the noise of their weapons and I knew you were in trouble. I opened the wall to save you from them. But who are you?”


  “AMERICANS,” Rick said. He didn’t know whether to believe the old man or not, and he didn’t see whether it made much difference one way or the other. For the minute he and Peter were out of danger. That was the important thing. But how long they would keep this freedom was something else. Through the thickness of the wall he could hear faint voices. Chattering querulous voices. And the sound of milling feet. Obviously the Japs had completed their charge and were now perplexed at the disappearance of their quarry.


  He inspected the closely fitting section of swinging wall, then glanced at the old man. “Is there anyway of locking that?” he asked.


  “No. But it is difficult to see from the other side. They will not discover it.”


  Rick looked at Peter. “How’re you feeling?”


  “Okay;” Peter said. His face was tight and drawn with pain but he managed a smile. “I feel like an overdone steak, but it’s not too bad.”


  The old man moved to the mouth of the tunnel. “You had best follow me,” he said. “There are recesses in the mountain where we will be safe.”


  Rick nodded and took Peter by the arm. The old man moved into the dark tunnel, his candle shedding frail light in a wavering circle about his feet. They went slowly for about fifty yards until they came to a double intersection.


  The left branch of the tunnel widened; the right branch narrowed.


  The old man, Lento, indicated the left branch with a movement of his head. He looked suddenly frightened. “Down there,” he said, nodding toward the right and speaking almost to himself, “is the cursed grotto of Lellamy. The sins of those before us can weigh heavily.” He muttered this last with a slow shake of his head. Then: “But we must go.”


  He turned left but there was a sudden draft of cold air in the tunnel. Rick felt it on the back of his neck. It came from behind them.


  “The old man turned to them, his eyes wide and staring.


  “They have found the door,” he whispered.


  There was another gust and the candle in his hand flickered wildly and went out, plunging them into a deep, terrifying darkness.


  From behind them came the murmur of voices; then footsteps that were like the scurrying of rats.


  “Follow me!” the old man cried.


  A shot sounded! Rick felt a bullet fan past his cheek. The Japs were shooting blindly now, knowing the Americans were somewhere ahead. There was another shot and the ugly chatter of a machine gun.


  “Hit the ground,” Rick snapped. He went down and he felt Peter beside. “Okay?” he grunted.


  “Still lucky,” Peter said.


  “Lento!” Rick hissed.


  There was no answer. There was only the noise of the Japs behind them.


  “Lento!”


  The darkness was silent.


  Rick touched Peter on the arm. “Let’s go. He’s taken off.”


  THEY got to their feet and went ahead, hands outstretched, feet touching the ground cautiously. Gradually the sound behind them faded. About them a faint light was gathering. They pressed on, hurrying now that they could see their way. The light was increasing, shedding radiance in an ever widening arc, but it’s source was a mystery. It seemed to flow from the walls and the floor and the ceiling.


  The corridor widened gradually and as they went on the ceiling began to arch slowly. Soon they were hurrying through a vast cavernous hallway that was bathed in luminous brilliance. Ahead of them finally appeared massive doors. Worked with strange figures hewn from the solid rock, soaring to a height many feet above their eyes, the great doors stood before them, closed and silent.


  They stopped and looked about them, wondering. They were in a spreading room, immense, lighted. Water seeping from the rock reflected light in grotesque patterns. There was silence about them and the strange brilliant light that seemed without source.


  Peter took Rick’s arm in fingers that tightened convulsively.


  “Look!” he whispered.


  The great figured doors were opening slowly.


  CHAPTER VI


  THEY went forward, entranced. The door swung back revealing a great misty cavern that was full of the strange misting light. Ahead of them a great urn was sunk in the rock floor; before it a black altar had been built.


  The room stretched into infinity. Vapors swirled about like brilliant, varicolored clouds in the strange light. The walls were mists and the ceiling was a mass of tinted changing fog. Reality was confined to the few square feet about them. The sunken urn, the black altar and the rock ground under their feet.


  Now they saw that the vapors were rising from the urn. A strange liquid bubbled angrily in the great sunken vase sending a column of pale smoke toward the vaulted ceiling.


  “This is a dream,” Peter said slowly. He looked around shaking his incredulously. “A living dream.”


  “I’m awake,” Rick said tersely. “We’ve got things to do and I’m damned if I know where to start. I don’t know where we are or how to get back to the Japs. But that’s where we’ve got to go.”


  “I know,” Peter said. He ran his hand over his forehead wearily. “They have an atom ray here. I learned that much. They did cause those plane crashes. Just experimenting. They’ll be ready for more than that in a few months. We’ve got to stop them. They may make Deveer talk . . .”


  “They won’t have to,” Rick said. “Deveer sold out. That’s one reason we’ve got to get back. I want to see him again.”


  “How about the girl?”


  “I don’t know what they’ve done with her.”


  “I’d pray to God they haven’t sent her to Major Kok.”


  Rick felt sick and helpless. The thought of the girl in the hands of a twisted monster was enough to make him physically ill.


  A creak behind them caused them to turn. The great figured doors were closing inexorably. Peter started for the narrowing opening but Rick shouted at him to stop. They watched the doors close shut, and the silence of the grotto seemed then to deepen.


  “Why did you stop me? Peter asked.


  “I don’t know,” Rick said. He was puzzled. He wanted to stay here in this great cavern for a while and he didn’t know why.


  He turned back to the sunken urn and the black altar. On top of the altar was a small black stone, perhaps an inch in diameter. He hadn’t noticed it before since its color perfectly matched the background of the altar. He picked it up and turned it around in his fingers. There was deep red fire in its depths and the touch of its cold surface excited him strangely.


  Peter looked at it and then glanced wistfully at the sunken urn. “Maybe I’m a fool,” he said, spacing his words carefully, “but it seems I’ve always been looking for a place like this. I feel I’ve dreamt about it, or longed for it in some other life. That sounds pretty silly, doesn’t it?” he said, grinning sheepishly at Rick.


  “No sillier than a lot of things in the world.”


  Peter walked closer to the altar and stared at the bubbling liquid in the cauldron. “Isn’t it odd we haven’t asked each other what sort of a place” this is? We just accept it. We don’t ask why the altar is here and why the liquid in the vase is boiling. It just seems right.


  “I’m sounding wild right now. You know, my brother was killed in the war and I wasn’t in. I was too young. And I wanted desperately to be in it, too. After he was killed I felt that I had let him down. I felt if I had been in the war maybe he wouldn’t have had to die.”


  “That’s not very good logic,” Rick said.


  “I KNOW,” Peter said. He smiled a little. “But it was the way I felt. I felt lonely when I knew he was dead. And I was lonely ever since. But now, while here I don’t feel that way. It’s like I’ve been cured of some disease.”


  “I don’t get it,” Rick said. “There is something I can’t put my finger on. It’s—”


  Peter gestured suddenly with his arm. “Rick, look!”


  Rick stared in the direction he was painting. In the direction of the great sunken urn. The column of pale smoke was changing hue, deepening to a violent scarlet. It was thickening too, pouring forth in a thick crimson stream, billowing toward the dim ceiling.


  Through its mist a dim figure was forming!


  A tall slim body was appearing magically in the crimson column of smoke. From the boiling liquid’s vapor they saw a face materialize.


  The face of a wondrously beautiful girl! Red hair flowed to bare shoulders in bright waves, green eyes flashed against the scarlet smoke.


  Her slim, molded body was encased in shimmering gold; the slim feet that almost touched the fiery liquid were shod in thonged sandals. A diadem of blinding white light made a halo about her head. In her upraised hand was a long thin wand.


  “I am Lellamy.”


  They hadn’t seen her lips move. Her head was thrown back, her green eyes stared upward to the immense vault of the ceiling.


  The voice filled the cavern. It rolled over them like far-away thunder. In its depths was pride and scorn and violence.


  She raised both hands in the air and she seemed to be breathing deeply, exultingly. Her breasts lifted and she threw her head back in triumph. Under its shimmering golden sheath the muscles of her body writhed and stretched luxuriously, as if revelling in a sensuous, newly found freedom.


  She looked down then and the green eyes flashed brilliantly. Peter was staring at her, stunned and dazed. Rick took one step backward, then halted. His jaw hardened and he snapped the revolver from its holster.


  “I don’t believe in miracles,” he said. “There was never a ghost or an apparition that could stand a good dose of lead.”


  He raised the gun but the girl stiffened, and a blinding beam of light sprang from the tip of her wand. The beam hit his wrist, numbing his arm to the elbow. The gun clattered to the floor.


  “What do you believe in now?” The voice again filled the cavern.


  Rick massaged his wrist and for the first time in his life he felt fear. This was something he couldn’t fight. Something that went against every concept of his thinking.


  “I am Lellamy.” The green eyes were fixed on Rick alone. “I can give you safety and freedom. I can give you things from your dreams. I can show you a world your imagination could never visualize. I can give you such happiness that your senses will reel and shudder in ecstacy. All this you may have if you love me. Love me and come to me.”


  SHE raised her arms again and the green eyes were veiling now and a maddeningly seductive smile played about her lips. She breathed deeply, filling her lungs in a self-induced rapture. She was desire incarnate. There was an invitation to passion in the undulation of her hips, in the exquisite formation of her body.


  The golden sheath that was molded to her body was more stirring that complete. It revealed the slim, gently swelling thighs, the curving valleys of her hips, the high firm breasts. She was an instrument formed to gratify the frenzy of love, the ravishment of passion.


  “Love me,” she said, and smiled at him. “Do not leave me now. Stay and learn the enchantments of the grotto.”


  Rick caught Peter by the arm. “Back toward the door,” he said in a harsh, unnatural voice. “This is the work of a devil. We’ve got a big job ahead of us. There are lives depending on us.”


  The voice of the girl rolled again like thunder.


  “Stay with me. Stay with Lellamy in the grotto of love. I will give you raptures beyond the wildest dreams.


  Will you stay with me?”


  Rick felt anger stirring. Anger at himself, anger at this devil’s mirage.


  He knew it was ridiculous. He knew he was living some mad fantasy. To take it seriously was simply to make a fool of himself.


  But he shook his head.


  “No, I won’t stay,” he said.


  There was a sudden wild music in his ears. The column of column vapor disappeared in a soft puff. The light in the cavern dimmed, then flamed more brilliantly than ever.


  When his eyes adjusted to the light the last of the smoke was fading. And standing before him, her back to the altar, was a slim red-haired girl with green eyes.


  She was smiling.


  CHAPTER VII


  THE misty walls of the cavern receded; the column of smoke faded and the high rock ceiling came into relief. The light lost its strange brilliance; quiet settled over the grotto.


  The girl continued to smile at Rick. She was just a girl, a slim beautiful red haired girl, but that was all. She was a flesh and blood creature.


  “What kind of hocus pocus is this?” Rick asked her.


  She came closer to him, still smiling. “I am Lellamy,” she said. Her voice was no longer like far-off thunder. It was soft and sweet. “I was imprisoned here by my father many centuries ago. He was a very strange and powerful man. I disobeyed him one day. That was very serious. As punishment he confined me here forever, to dwell in the mists of the grotto.


  He was a devious, subtle man and he was not content with denying me the fields and the flowers I loved so dearly. He decreed that I must Offer myself to all men who came here. The condition of my freedom was this; I would be released from this hateful bondage only when a man refused me.”


  She looked sadly down at her slim body. “That never happened, of course.”


  Rick didn’t know whether to face the fact that he had gone insane, or to listen to her. He took a deep long breath and tried to steady his reeling mind.


  “You were freed then, because I refused you?”


  She nodded, but there was sadness in her face. “My father knew that might happen someday. With his curious streak of cruelty and hatred for me he planned against that, also. He provided that I should become the slave of the man who would refuse me. Thus my fate was to spend these centuries longing for a man who would not want me; even though I knew I would then become the slave of this man who despised me.”


  “I wasn’t unappreciative,” Rick said.


  He swallowed hard and tried to fight down the feeling that he was participating in a monstrous fantasy. “You’re lovely and desirable. But I have things to do. There are enemies of ours here in the cave.”


  “You don’t despise me, then?”


  “Certainly not.”


  The girl smiled softly and sighed. From somewhere there came a chord of swelling music. It surrounded them, rising for a moment; then fading slowly until it melted into silence.


  Peter looked at Rick, then at the girl. “What was that?”


  She was smiling. “Who can tell? Maybe my first moment of happiness “in centuries. Maybe, something else.”


  She stretched her arms in the air, continuing to smile. “I think it is because I’m happy.”


  Rick thought of the American girl then, for no understandable reason. He remember the antagonism that flared between them; he remembered her courage and stamina. And he knew there was something about the girl that had got to him.


  “If you’ve had one moment of happiness,” he said bitterly to the red-haired Lellamy, “you’re luckier than most of us.”


  “You are not happy, then?”


  “I’m mad,” Rick said. “I want to get my hands around a few necks and start squeezing. That’ll do for happiness until something else comes along.”


  He shook his head then and glanced at the wand she held in her hands. He remembered its numbing effect on his arm.


  “What kind of a weapon is that?” he asked her.


  “Weapon?” She wrinkled her forehead. “It is “merely a weapon to enforce my will I didn’t mean to hurt you. Had I wanted to hurt you it would have been different.”


  “Will you help us?” Rick demanded suddenly.


  “I will do whatever you ask,” she said simply. “I must obey you. But,” she smiled and came still closer to him, “I would do what you ask whether I was your slave or not. I like you.”


  Rick stopped and picked up his revolver, replaced it in its holster. Lellamy was watching him expectantly. In his left hand he still held the black stone which he had removed from the altar.


  “What is this?” he asked.


  She sighed in disappointment. “That is the agent that materialized me. Keep it with you. It is very important.”


  He dropped it in his pocket and said, “We had better get started.”


  She sighed again. “Do you have nothing to say about the fact that I like you?”


  “That isn’t important,” he said irritably. “There is a hell of lot to do and we can’t get it done talking about who likes who.”


  “There is someone else?” she persisted.


  “Yes,” he said shortly. “There is someone else.” He hadn’t admitted it to himself until now. But he knew it was true. The American girl was what mattered.


  “Is it she we are going to save?”


  “Not alone her. There are others,” Rick said.


  “But she is the reason for your impatience?”


  “Are you going to help or not?” Rick said bluntly.


  “I must help,” Lellamy said with a sad smile. “Follow me.”


  SHE led them toward the double doors. She raised the wand in her hand and the door swung open. They went through the vast cavernous hallway that led back toward the section of the caves in which Japs had set up their headquarters.


  The corridor narrowed swiftly. Rick was walking with Peter. The girl was in the lead. Finally they came to the place where the corridors intersected.


  “This is where we lost the old man,” Rick said. “I wonder what happened to him.”


  “He probably got away,” Peter said. “He knew his way around.”


  Lellamy turned. “Is this the way?” She nodded down the dark corridor. This was the way Peter and Rick had made their escape from the cul de sac. “This is it,” Peter said.


  “We’d better take it easy from here on,” Rick said. He glanced at Lellamy. “Just how much of a wallop does that wand carry?”


  She smiled confidently. “Enough, I think.”


  “Okay,” Rick said. “We’ll probably know in a little while.”


  They went carefully down the hall until they reached the place where the sliding section stood open. Rick dropped to his knees and cautiously crawled into the connecting corridor. The light had been repaired. A sentry stood on guard fifty yards away where three corridors met.


  Rick took his gun from the holster and checked the ammunition. There were three rounds left in the clip. Not much. He crawled back, rejoined Lellamy and Peter.


  “There’s one sentry in sight,” he said. “We can take care of him but I don’t know what we’ll run into then.” Lellamy smiled impishly at him.


  “You have no faith in Lellamy,” she said.


  She dropped to her knees in a graceful move and disappeared through the opening. Rick followed her quickly. He climbed to his feet in the lighted corridor. The girl was ten feet away, advancing toward the lone sentry. He turned and saw her and began shouting. He clawed at the gun at his hip.


  Lellamy raised the wand and a blazing ray speared from its tip. The ray caught the Jap sentry across the forehead. He stiffened, a cry strangling in his throat. He glared wildly, sightlessly for a second, then sprawled forward on his face.


  Lellamy turned and smiled at Rick. “Simple, isn’t it?”


  “It’s a good trick. But we’re going to run into plenty of Japs before long.”


  Lellamy laughed. “They won’t be any trouble. Tell, me, could this girl you are thinking of do that for you?”


  “No,” Rick said.


  “Maybe you’ll appreciate me more after I’ve done your work for you.”


  Peter came up beside them then. “Let’s go,” Rick said.


  They walked to the intersection and started down the main corridor.


  “Everything looks quiet,” Rick said.


  “Maybe it’s too quiet,” Peter said worriedly.


  Ahead of them a sentry appeared. He had stepped from another corridor. He looked at them for a moment in comic bewilderment. Then he began shouting wildly.


  Rick snapped a shot at him from his hip. The guard went down, clutching at his stomach.


  “Fool!” Lellamy said, but she smiled. “You’ll let them know we’re here.”


  SHE was right. From a distance they heard a questioning shout. Then more voices added to the noise, and finally they heard the rush of heavy booted feet.


  Around the corner spilled a squad of Japs. Short, ugly men with blank faces and the light of fanatic zeal in their eyes. Lellamy stepped back and raised her wand.


  Rick dropped to one knee and fired another shot from his gun. The Jap in the lead went down with a cry of pain. Over Rick flashed Lellamy’s ray, turning the corridor into a shaft of blazing light.


  The squad of Japs stopped as if they’d struck an invisible stone wall. They rolled backward, weapons falling from nerveless hands.


  They made no outcry. It was inhuman. The men dropped to the floor in sagging heaps and the imprint of death was on their huddled postures.


  Lellamy turned to Rick with a little bow.


  “Do you appreciate me now?” she smiled. “What can this girl of yours have to match my power?”


  “That’s not the point,” Rick said.


  “Is she as beautiful as I?”


  Rick looked at her with narrowed eyes. She squared her shoulders and smiled confidently at him. Her body was a poem of perfection. From her slim, delicate arched feet to the crowning glory of her hair she was magnificent.


  “She’s more beautiful,” Rick said.


  Lellamy flushed, then she smiled ruefully. “I will do then what I am fitted for. Let us look for more of your enemies.”


  They proceeded through the corridors and her wand was a blazing torch of death. The alarm had been sounded. Small bands of Japs appeared and were cut down instantly. Finally they came to double doors that were secured with a thick metal bar and lock!


  Lellamy raised her wand and the ray struck against the steel surface of the great doors. They melted in fiery radiance, crumbled and fell inward.


  “This is what I am fitted for,” Lellamy said bitterly. “To melt the heart of cold steel, but not the heart of man.”


  They walked forward through the sagging portals and came to a railed balcony that overlooked a vast cavern. Below them stretched a laboratory of intricate perfection.


  Squat Japs worked beside machines which dwarfed them to pigmy proportions. Rows of shining turbines were throbbing with ear-shattering sound. Retorts and crucibles bubbled over huge burners and clouds of gas floated upward.


  There were a hundred men working methodically with the instruments of science. The deafening noise of the operation made them oblivious to the intrusion of the Americans. Obviously the balcony was an observation post from which the work could be inspected.


  “The atomic factory,” Rick said.


  “It must be,” Peter said. “This is where they developed the ray that knocked those planes out of the air. This is the center of the web, apparently. From here they’ll strike anywhere they like.”


  Rick looked at Lellamy. She seemed indifferent to the scene below.


  “These are our enemies,” he said to her. “They are enemies of all men.”


  “I WILL do what you wish,” Lellamy said, with a shrug. “But man is always man’s greatest enemy. Killing these will not help. Man has always been a perfectionist in the trade of warring against his fellow man. If that energy were spent constructively what worlds we could build.”


  She moved closer to the railing and


  raised the wand in her right hand.


  “I obey your will,” she murmured. “I want love and you give me missions of hate. That is the story of men.”


  She closed her eyes and Rick saw a tear on her cheek. The next instant his eyes were blinded with the violent blaze of the ray. Like a broad, incredibly vivid bolt of lightning the ray struck across the laboratory. Flame danced in its wake. Tiny streamers of fire that looked like tricklets of water. They rushed together forming an ever-widening pool of flame.


  The pool widened, deepened, engulfed the laboratory. Above the failing noise of the turbines, over the roar of flame, the despairing anguished shrieks of the men could be heard.


  It lasted a full minute, then Lellamy lowered her arm. The fiery pool began to evaporate, broke into smaller segments, split again into snake-like fingers that writhed, twisted and finally disappeared.


  Rick wet his dry lips. He felt sick as he looked at the blackened laboratory. The men had perished at their machines. They were travestied figures, drawn into weird inhuman shapes by the contraction of seared ligaments. The turbines were silent and ruined, melted into grotesque shapes to match the posture of their silent masters.


  They turned and went back through the sagging, melted doors. They walked a length of corridor to an intersection and were not challenged.


  “I think we have them all,” Peter said.


  “There’s Matsubi and Deveer,” Rick said. “And the girl.”


  “Oh, yes,” Lellamy said, “there is the girl.”


  Rick stopped and took a revolver from a fallen Jap.


  “I’ll handle Deveer and Matsubi myself,” he said. “That’s a job for a gun.”


  “We’d better go with you,” Peter said.


  “I’ll handle it alone,” Rick said tonelessly.


  Lellamy shrugged. “Very well. We will look for more of your enemies in this region.”


  Rick nodded and walked toward the elevator.


  CHAPTER VIII


  HE GOT off at Matsubi’s level. With the gun in his right hand he walked toward the door of the office. He waited a minute before the door, then tried the knob. It turned in his hand. He kicked it open and stepped into the room.


  Matsubi and Deveer were, standing in front of a huge lighted chart, their backs to him. On the chart was a replica of the scene he had just left, the blackened, blasted laboratory.


  Deveer turned quickly at the sound of Rick’s entrance. His hand started for his hip.


  “Go ahead,” Rick said coldly. “Go for it. I’ll spot you another second then let you have it right in the guts.”


  Matsubi turned, his face a mask of rage.


  “You have destroyed years of work, you madman,” he said. His lips were flecked with foam and his eyes were gleaming with maniacal light. “Our laboratory was built with the lives of hundreds of men. And you have destroyed it in an instant.”


  “That’s right,” Rick said. He kicked the door shut behind him and put his back against it. “We’ve wiped out your rotten little nest, Matsubi.” His eyes flicked to Deveer.


  “You’re worse than these rotten bastards,” he said bitterly. “You threw Peter to the wolves to save your hide, then joined up with the idea of getting me out of the way. What do you think he’d have done to you after we were out of the way, you silly fool?”


  Deveer’s broad face was impassive. “I took a chance,” he said without emotion. “I could have made a big guy out of myself. I could have done the pushing around for a change. It didn’t turn out that way. Like everything else in my life. I grab for something and it looks good. When I get it in my hand it melts away to nothing. I’m not crying. Cut out the speeches and pull the trigger.”


  “The girl, first,” Peter said. “Where is she?”


  Matsubi licked his lips and then he smiled horribly.


  “You aren’t going to pull the trigger,” he said, with a deliberate shake of his head. “I know where the girl is. If you kill me you’ll never find her, believe me. Your position is an odd one, isn’t it?”


  “I can shoot you a few times for fun,” Rick said. “That might make you talkative. Ever see a man-with a bullet through his stomach? Or maybe the groin? I’ve had guys beg me to kill them just because they stopped one in the leg. Do you want.me to try that?”


  “I know of no way to stop you,” Matsubi said. “You may shoot me as much as you like but it will not get you the girl. But I have a proposition. Do you want to listen?”


  “Nothing is going to save you,” Rick said.


  “That is quite true,” Matsubi said. “But I can hope for one small favor for telling you where the girl is:”


  “Spit it out,” Rick said.


  “All my life I have been a collector. My last obsession was with stones and jewels. You have in your pocket a black stone I would like to own for my last minutes on earth. Give me the stone and I will take you to the girl.


  After that I can only throw myself on your mercy.”


  “I have no mercy,” Rick said.


  “But you have the stone, eh?”


  “How do you know I have it?”


  Matsubi nodded toward the illuminated chart on the wall. “This interested development told me. I was able to follow your movements from the time you eluded my men. I saw you pick up the stone from the altar in the grotto. It is beautiful. I want to enjoy it for my last moments.”


  Rick took the stone from his pocket, glanced at it. It shone brilliantly. He tossed it up and down in his hand for a moment. He suspected a trick. But it was a chance he’d have to take if he wanted to see the American girl again. He tossed the stone to Matsubi.


  The Japanese caught it and Rick swung his gun squarely on him. He was ready for anything, but Matsubi merely smiled delightedly at the stone, then dropped it into his pocket.


  “I will keep my word. I will take you to the girl.”


  “Okay, walk ahead of me,” Rick said, “You too, Deveer.”


  MATSUBI walked to the door and opened it. Deveer followed him into the corridor. “You have nothing to fear,” Matsubi said. “My followers are dead. We are helpless. What do you propose to do with us?”


  “I’m going to kill you both,” Rick said harshly. “I’ll give you a gun and a chance to go for it. “You’ll never make it. That much I can promise.”


  “All men must die,” Matsubi said with a sigh.


  He and Deveer walked together, Rick a few feet behind. They went down two levels in the elevator, then followed a corridor to a large bare room. Inside this room Matsubi stopped.


  He pointed to a closed door on the far side of the room.


  “Your young woman is in there,” he said. “I have kept my word,” he added, with a slight smile.


  Rick glanced at Deveer. “Unbuckle your gun belt,” he said. “Kick the gun across the room.”


  Deveer obeyed without expression.


  Rick ordered them both then to a corner of the room where he covered them while he crossed and opened the door. When they reached the corner he stepped quickly to the door and jerked it open.


  There was a light in the ceiling of the room. The room was small, square and unfurnished, except for a narrow cot. Clare Holloway, the American girl, was lying on this cot.


  Rick stared at her and he felt the blood suddenly hammering in his temples. His face stiffened and then his stomach twisted in a spasm of nausea.


  The girl on the cot was unconscious. Her eyes were closed and only the faint rise and fall of her breast indicated that she was still alive.


  She shouldn’t be alive, he thought with dull horror. No human being should be alive in that condition.


  She had been mutilated beyond recognition. His mind was unable to absorb the full horror of her appearance. Thoughts flicked through his consciousness in splintered fractions.


  She was naked, except for a white loin cloth. Her body had been burned horribly. He pressed his hands against his temples and his thoughts flashed like the dancing of a kaleidoscope.


  Her legs, were contracted, shrivelled. The flesh of her body was blackened and the mutilation had been performed by a perverted madman.


  SOMEONE had devoted himself to this task. Someone had lingered over this orgy of sadism, perfecting each monstrosity, laboring over each detail with the zeal of a fanatic.


  Her face had been left untouched. It rose from the hideously ruined body like a fair white flower. But the lines of pain in that unconscious face told their own story.


  He had no way of knowing how long he stood there. Time lost-its meaning. And through his mind there came a strange sound.


  He heard it dully. It seemed out of place, horribly so. It was as incongruous as the sound of a harsh oath “S before a shrine; the rasping of a file during a symphony; a mocking laugh against the sounds of weeping.


  The sound became identified. The sound was laughter.


  He turned and Matsubi chuckled again.


  “A masterpiece, is it not?” he said lightly.


  There was no reason left in Rick’s mind. This thing that was laughing must be destroyed. Its body broken its features smashed, its ability to laugh stilled forever.


  He raised his gun slowly, blindly. He never fired the shot. There was a flash before his eyes and a numbing force struck his arm. He cried out involuntarily, and he heard the gun strike the floor with a metallic ring.


  Standing before him was Lellamy! There was an anguished expression on her beautiful face.


  “You gave away our power with the black talisman,” she said. “I am helpless now. He who holds the stone holds me. He who holds me commands my power.”


  Matsubi came to her side. His chuckle sounded again. He looked at Lellamy and then at Rick.


  “My men caught an old man named Lento when they were searching for you. Lento told us the story of the black stone. I regarded it as a child’s fantasy. But it was worth trying. I seem now to have summoned a most valuable assistant.”


  He paused and began to smile. “I am in a very good position again. With the obedience of this creature I may recoup what you have caused me to lose. Your stupidity and wantonness has ruined a lifetime of work. There was some satisfaction for me when I saw your face after you had looked on the American girl.”


  Rick had trouble speaking. The rage and sickness in him was like something evil.


  “Why did you do that?” he choked.


  “I didn’t do it,” Matsubi smiled. “I gave her to Major Kok. I instructed him to hold her until we captured you.


  I thought that you might be more cooperative if we had her as a lever.” He stopped and sighed. “I was a fool to trust the major. He couldn’t restrain himself with such a delicate responsive subject. He began to play with her, I understand. Lightly and carefully. But the excitement of such pleasures is a powerful stimulant. He lost his control and finally produced the frightfully perfect result you have witnessed. I had to have him shot’” he concluded casually.


  Deveer was standing beside Matsubi now. He had come up on him silently. His face was impassive and set.


  “We’re in charge again, eh?” he said.


  “Yes, yes,” Matsubi said. “We will eliminate the two Americans and go to work. Perhaps our plans will still materialize.”


  “The American girl is dead?”


  “I believe she is alive. The major was too much a scientist, to let her die. I imagine he could have used her for years.” He looked at the red haired Lellamy and then at Rick. “Your time is at hand,” he said slowly. Glancing again at Lellamy, he said, “If I order you to destroy him, you will do so?”


  “I will be forced to,” Lellamy said tonelessly.


  “In that case,” Matsubi said, “I order you to destroy him immediately.”


  Lellamy’s anguished eyes met Rick’s. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. Then she raised the wand in her hand.


  DEEVER moved then, with incredible speed. He drove hard into Matsubi, knocking him to the ground. He sprawled on top of him, his right hand clawing for the Jap’s pocket. His hand came out clutching the egg-sized black stone.


  “Hold everything!” he growled.


  Matsubi scrambled for the gun Deveer had kicked across the room. Deveer dove after him.


  Rick dropped to one knee and scooped up his gun. The tension within him was gone. He was a smoothly functioning, nerveless machine.


  He shot Matsubi in the back of the head. Deveer wheeled around and Rick fired again. The second shot caught Deveer in the chest. He went backward, coughing, a surprised, hurt look on his face.


  Lellamy stooped and picked the black stone from his fingers.


  Deveer hoisted himself painfully on one elbow. His eyes met Rick’s and he grinned tightly.


  “Like everything else I grab,” he said, gasping painfully. “It turns out to be no good. I came around, Rick, but it was too late. When I got what happened to the kid I was waiting for a break. I got it when Matsubi was concentrating on you. I’m glad you got me, though. I’ve been a heel and it’s time for me to make that last landing.”


  He grinned and then his face tightened with pain. He raised one hand slowly in a salute. Halfway to his forehead the hand stopped, fell limp.


  Deveer died.


  Lellamy came to Rick’s side. She held out the stone but he shook his head miserably. He went to the door of the room the girl was lying in and forced himself to look at her again.


  “This is she?” Lellamy whispered.


  Rick nodded. He couldn’t trust himself to speak.


  “And you love her?”


  “Yes.”


  Lellamy looked at him and there was pain now in her eyes. “I have offered you love,” she said softly. “You gave me missions of hate. I will do something for you now that has something in it of love.”


  SHE stepped past Rick into the room.


  The wand rose in the air and a soft lambent beam poured from its tip. She played the gentle beam over the girl’s body, moved it slowly back and forth.


  Where the beam touched it healed. The flesh gleamed pink and fresh, the twisted limbs filled and relaxed. The girl’s breathing became even and regular as her beauty returned, as the ravages faded, disappeared and were replaced with the original loveliness.


  Finally Lellamy passed the beam over the girl’s face and the lines of pain were slowly erased.


  The beam faded then and Lellamy lowered the wand to her side. “The memory of it will be gone from her mind,” she said. “She may dream of it and be terrified, but when she wakes it will be dream. Be kind to her.”


  Rick went to his knees beside the bed, caught the girl in his arms. She opened her eyes, then put her arms about his neck.


  “Rick, Rick,” she whispered. “Where have you been?”


  “It’s okay now,” he said.


  “Yes, it’s all right now,” she said. She hugged him again and then she was aware of her unclad condition. She gave a little cry. “It will be when I get decent, anyway.”


  “I’ll find you something,” he said.


  He turned and Lellamy smiled at him. There was patience and wisdom and loneliness in the smile. “Will you take me back to the grotto, Rick?” she said softly.


  “Yes,” he said slowly.


  “We will find the one you call Peter. I would like him to come, too. On the way we will tell your love of what has happened.”


  THE great double doors of the grotto were closed. At a signal from Lellamy they opened slowly. There was mist about the four that stood in the cavern before the grotto. Strange radiant light played about them and from somewhere music drifted to them. Music that was resigned and lonely, muted and soft.


  “What is that?” Peter asked. His young face was puzzled. He seemed apart from all of them, like a person who is a stranger in his own home. Like a man homesick for a land he has never seen, who yearns for a place, he can never go.


  “Maybe it is because I have known a moment of loneliness,” Lellamy said with a strange smile.


  “Better that than an eternity of loneliness,” Peter said.


  “I will have that, too.”


  She looked at them then, but longest at Rick, before turning toward the grotto. The doors back now and the altar and urn were visible. From the urn vapors of many colors rose and disappeared toward the vaulted ceiling.


  Lellamy walked through the doors and the vapors caught in her brilliant hair, surrounded her in swirling clouds. She seemed to grow taller as she neared the altar, and her head shown against the pale whiteness of the fog.


  She turned slowly and waved to them. There was a soft lonely smile on her lips and they could see her eyes, empty and yearning through the mists.


  Then the door began to close slowly. The music, the lonely muted music rose about them, swelling unbearably, then, fading softly.


  The doors were closing slowly. Peter caught Rick’s arm.


  “This is what I couldn’t tell you about,” he said. He was speaking almost to himself and the words tumbled out excitedly. He swept an arm about in an exultant gesture. “I couldn’t tell anybody about it. The loneliness, I always felt, that was always eating me away inside. I don’t feel that when I’m here, Rick.” He caught Rick and turned him about, stared into his face. “Am I crazy, Rick? I want to stay with her. Am I crazy, Rick?”


  Rick looked into his flushed, transcendentally happy face and he shook his head.


  “You’ve found it, Peter. The thing you looked for in war. You’ve found it here in the grotto.”


  Peter stared at the closing doors and then he laughed.


  “I’ll keep it then, Rick.”


  He waved to them and ran toward the doors. He slipped through the narrowing aperture and then his figure disappeared in the swirling fog that had enveloped Lellamy.


  Rick put his arm about Clare’s shoulder as the massive figured doors closed forever, and the music that swelled about them changed—slowly at first—but then faster and faster, until its tone was joyous and triumphant.


  VOICE FROM A STAR


  First published in the October 1947 issue of Amazing Stories.


  There were other girls than Mona—and just as lovely—particularly that one that always whispered in Joe’s brain . . .


  JOE EVANS was a normal, bright young man with all the standard qualifications for being happy. He had a girl whom he thought was lovely, he had a job that paid him adequately, and he was twenty-six years old.


  But he wasn’t happy.


  The job was one reason. He was a copy writer for a Los Angeles department store and, in spite of the money, the job gave him a pain in the neck.


  He was thinking about this as he sat in the office he shared with Cliff Nesser, watching the sun sink into the horizon. He decided rather abruptly that along with his job he didn’t like California either. Everything looked as if it were built to impress a producer.


  Even the sun couldn’t set normally and unobstrusively, the way it did in Kansas and Illinois. No, it had to go down in a blaze of hammy glory, as if its option were coming up and it was making a last desperate effort to stave off being kicked out of pictures.


  He took his feet off his desk and looked over at Cliff Nesser, a sour lean individual, about forty-five, with graying hair, bags under his eyes big enough to need zippers, and a perpetually tired, sardonic expression. He was busy writing an advertisement for a new perfume, which the manufacturer had called, Boudoir Bombshell.


  “Great business, isn’t it?” Joe said. “Real art. Writing this drivel to tease a bunch of tired, fat dowagers into investing two dollars for a new personality, a new body, and guaranteed love affair. Your money back if you are not attacked five times on your way home from the store. That’s what you’re telling them, isn’t it?”


  Cliff stopped typing and looked over at Joe with a sardonic grin. “Something like that. What the hell’s the difference? They like to hope, just like everybody else.”


  “Fine way for a grown man to make a living,” Joe said. He looked disgustedly at the tips of his brown oxfords. “Why don’t we get a. job in a steel mill or a railroad yard? Our conscience wouldn’t bother us so much if we did some honest work for a change.”


  “I have absolutely no interest in being honest,” Cliff said. “You talk like all academic artists. ‘Off to the steel mill! Off to the railroad yard! Work and sweat! Live honestly.’ That’s great, as long as you just talk about it. But did you ever work in a mill? Ten to one, no. It’s hard, stinking work, and I don’t want any part of it. I would rather sit in a warm office, for the same dough, and tell Mrs. Richdough how to win her husband back from his blonde secretary, although she couldn’t do it even if she had her face lifted with a derrick. It’s not honest, but damn it, it’s clean and comfortable.” Joe took his feet off the desk and picked up a pencil. He drew a picture of a fat dowager having her face lifted by a derrick. It wasn’t a very good picture.


  “I don’t really mean I’d rather work in a steel mill,” he said.


  “Then please stop talking about it,” Cliff said, “it makes me nervous.”


  “I want to write. I want to write a good book. And what do I do? I sit here writing this junk just because they pay me for it. I’m a coward, that’s all.”


  “No, you’re not. You’re just normal. You like to eat, you like a place to sleep, you like a drink, a smoke, a good time occasionally. This job gives you all those things. What the hell would a book give you? A headache, probably.”


  “Oh, I’ve heard all that,” Joe said, “but it’s no excuse. If a guy wants to write he shouldn’t worry about physical things.”


  Cliff leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling.


  “Now you are sounding the corny artist type. Why shouldn’t you worry about the physical things? If you don’t eat who else will worry? Let me tell you about me. When I was your age I wrote a play. A very fine play. But I couldn’t eat it, I couldn’t wear it, I couldn’t live in it. So I threw it away. I got this job. I’m happy. I don’t want to struggle, to torture myself, to live in a garret and write fine plays. Me, for Mrs. Richdough. She’s not art, but she’s steaks on the table and a case of beer on ice.”


  Joe looked at his watch and got up.


  “YOU’RE a lot of help,” he said.


  “I’m going to get out before I’m corrupted. I guess we can leave now. The whistle blew and we can take off our overalls.”


  “What’s the hurry? The usual date with Mona?”


  Joe nodded. “My excuse for living.”


  “How’re you doing with her?”


  “So-so. She doesn’t think I make enough money.”


  “A very brilliant girl. Marry her and you’ll own this joint in five years.”


  “I don’t want to own this joint. I want to write.”


  “Pardon me,” Cliff said. He went back to his typewriter. “I have the feeling of sitting through a bad show twice.”


  “Go back to Mrs. Richdough,” Joe said. “She understands you.”


  “I just love that girl,” Cliff grinned. “I think I’ll promise her a date with Wolf Wolfman if she’ll buy a gallon of Boudoir Bombshell.”


  “You would, too,” Joe said gloomily, as he left the office.


  He had a drink, then caught a cab out to the Wilshire Towers where Mona lived. The building was Hollywood Tudor, with a lot of glass-brick walls, palms, cute modern furniture, and about as much warmth as you’d find in the regrets of finance company.


  Mona loved it. She thought it was haut monde, whatever that meant.


  Joe went up to the sixteenth floor in an elevator that traveled as if it were jet-propelled.


  He went down the wide, creamy-white corridors and knocked at Mona’s door.


  There was a little delay. There always was. Mona liked to build up dramatic effects by keeping people waiting. Joe wondered what she’d do if he spoiled her act sometime by arriving with nothing on but a pair of shorts. Then he wondered what was wrong with him tonight. He usually wasn’t so sensitive and critical.


  The door opened a few minutes later and Joe decided, as he always did, that the wait was worth it. Mona stood in the doorway, a bright smile on her face, looking every inch the brilliant young interior decorator.


  “Joe, it’s so nice to see you!” she cried. She extended one hand gracefully. “Do come in!”


  For the second time Joe wondered why he was in such a critical mood. Did she always have to accentuate her words like a bobby soxer? Would something cataclysmic happen if she didn’t extend one hand like a reigning monarch and invite him in, as if she were a visiting diplomat?


  Then his momentary irritation vanished as he looked at her, and realized for the dozenth time, how truly beautiful and chic she was.


  Her hair was the color of ripe wheat, a creamy blonde that looked and was as soft as silk. She wore it up, so that it swept past her tiny ears like shimmering wings. Her features were regular and classic, and only in Joe’s most exasperated moments did he wish they were a little less regular and a little more natural and expressive. Even if her features were unstimulating, which they weren’t her body would have taken care of things nicely. She was slim and lush, qualities which too often don’t go together. Her body had the pencil-slim appeal of a young girl, miraculously combined with the softly rounded curves of an exciting woman.


  She had dancers’ legs, almost too lovely to be real. The leg-make-up she wore transformed them to the color of well-creamed coffee, and gave them a texture that would have caused any self-respecting silk-worm to hang its head.


  Joe found his irritation vanishing as he followed her into the living room of her chic apartment. He sat down and let her fix him a drink.


  “Well,” she said brightly, as she handed him a Martini, “how did the day go?”


  She sat down before him on a footstool and sipped her drink. She managed to look like a charming school-girl, despite the drink, the chic apartment, her long bare legs and the platform shoes she wore. She could manage to look just about anyway she pleased.


  SHE didn’t really care how Joe’s day had gone, and no one knew it better than Joe. It was part of her present act. The wide-eyed sympathetic little woman, with a drink for the poor tired man.


  “So-so,” Joe said. “And you?”


  That was a subject dear to her heart. “Simply ghastly,” she said. She accentuated ghastly so that it acquired two extra syllables. “I had that simply horrible job to do for Raoul Martin. I told you about that. Well, the man is simply incredible. He wants chains in his apartment. Great brass chains hung from wall to wall, and satin drapes. Now I ask you? I told him it would look simply weird, and he said that was precisely his idea. Such an incredible creature! Really!”


  “Must be quite a character,” Joe said. He didn’t put much enthusiasm in it. When Mona was exulting about her clients his toleration point sunk to a depressing low.


  “Darling, you’ve no idea! Another drink?”


  “Might as well,” Joe said. “And by the way, about that little deal of mine. Have you thought it over?”


  Mona poured a drink and tried to look thoughtful.


  “Marriage? Oh, Joey, don’t be dull tonight! I simply can’t marry you right away. I’m incredibly fond of you, but I simply can’t.”


  “A proposal is your idea of dull conversation?”


  “Now Joey, don’t be stuffy! You know I can’t stand stuffy people. I didn’t mean to hurt you, but I really can’t tell you right away how I feel.”


  “Do you love me?”


  “Oh, loads, but that isn’t the point.”


  “What is the point? Do we have to be psycho-analyzed or have our hand writing interpreted before we can get together?”


  “Darling, it’s nothing so sordid. It’s simply a question of money.”


  “What could be less sordid?” Joe said. He drank his drink and looked at the floor.


  “Darling, don’t be bitter and bourgeoisie. There’s nothing sordid about money. I simply must have it. It’s like—like nylons or anything else important.”


  “Well, let’s have dinner, anyway,” Joe said. “There’s nothing sordid about steak I guess.”


  Mona laughed happily and then leaned forward and brushed her lips across Joe’s cheeks. “That’s my Joey,” she cried. “I love you when you’re so gay and silly.”


  THEY had dinner at a restaurant that made a point of not being inconvenienced by the butter shortage. There was a waiter in a blue uniform with a silver bucket of butter pats, whose only job was to toss a few lumps on empty plates. The management also made it a point of presenting its customers with a bill which looked like the closing figures of the Federal Reserve Bank.


  When their after-dinner brandies were just luscious memories, Joe suggested a show. Mona wanted to go to the dog races, but when Joe told her greyhounds were really half-breeds she changed her mind.


  They went to see Sylvia Dare in “Scarlet Passion.” Sylvia was a new Hollywood import. She had won a beauty contest in a canning factory in Omaha and after several pictures, she had blossomed as a star. She was the hottest thing in town, a new sensation, the darling of the reviewers, choicest bait for the local wolves.


  Mona and Joe found seats in the middle of the darkened theatre. They watched an animated cartoon, a short featuring a Southern Senator who advocated the repeal of the automobile, and finally the trailer for “Scarlet Passion” flashed on the screen.


  The picture was an impossible bore, Joe decided after the first five minutes. The plot concerned the efforts of a group of ship-wrecked seamen to save their lives and to eventually effect their rescue. This was complicated by the arrival of Sylvia Dare, cast as a native girl, complete with sarong, impeccable coiffure, make-up and painted toenails. All the seamen wanted Sylvia, but she contented herself with performing exotic native dances, about as authentic as the Charleston, and spurning the amorous advances of the seamen. Her only line was something which sounded like, “Me no good for you,” and it was obviously some harassed script writer’s conception of how Pacific Islanders talked.


  Of course, Joe decided, Sylvia really didn’t have to talk. No one cared as long as they could look at her. She had thick blue-black hair, a pale, haunting face and a sultry-looking pair of lips, that were as tempting as any sultry looking pair of lips. The thing that interested Joe was that she looked nice. In spite of the heavy sex act, she looked like a girl who should be baking pies, raising kids and worrying about her speech at the local Parent-Teacher’s meeting.


  Mona hugged his arm and said, “But isn’t she incredible? I mean incredible!”


  “I thought that’s what you meant,” he said. He felt oddly annoyed. Incredible was a word which had an elastic interpretation in Mona’s dialogue. Applied to Sylvia Dare it meant phony and cheap. For no good reason Joe didn’t like it.


  “I think she’s nice,” he said. “How the hell would you look dancing in front of a lagoon with a half dozen guys drooling at you? Like Jane Addams of Hull House, I suppose!”


  “Oh, darling, you are precious,”


  Mona laughed. “I imagine you think she’s sweet.”


  “Well, I do,” Joe said. He felt uncomfortable now and a little ridiculous. And stubborn.


  “Darling you’re a peasant at heart,” Mona sighed. “I suppose that’s what makes you a writer.”


  “I’m a hot writer. Real artist. Full of soul and spirit. Mrs. Richblood’s little hired hack, that’s all.” For some reason all the bitterness he had felt in talking to Cliff was coming back.


  SYLVIA DARE was looking at the audience now, but he had the strange impression she was looking at him. It was a close-up shot and her face filled the screen. Her eyes, hot and fiery were looking into his, and when her lips parted he felt a funny little tingle at the base of his spine.


  It was almost as if she were going to talk to him!


  Her lips parted, her voice sounded! “You don’t have to be a little hired hack, Joe Evans!”


  Joe felt the little tingle at the base of his spine suddenly generate into a jolt of electricity that traveled up his back like a streak of lightning.


  She had spoken to him!


  “What do you know about it?” he demanded automatically.


  Mona’s fingers dug into his arm. “Joe, what’s the matter?”


  “She talked to me,” he said. His voice was loud and a little hysterical. “She said I didn’t have to be a hired hack.”


  “Joe, what are you babbling about?”


  “About her. Sylvia Dare. She talked to me.”


  “Please, Joe,” Mona said uneasily. “People are looking at you. I don’t thing you’re being funny.”


  “I—I—” He couldn’t get any words out, because he suddenly realized how ridiculous he was sounding. She couldn’t have spoken to him. The sound track had been canned months ago. There was no way she could speak to him. He’d read of things like this, where a person’s mental attitude causes him to imagine he hears voices, but he never expected to experience it himself. It was damned unnerving.


  He forced himself to look at the screen again. Mona was still watching him anxiously, and he felt a flush of embarrassment as he realized she must be thinking what a supreme sap he was.


  Sylvia Dare was at the moment making a date with one of the seamen to meet him that night at the lagoon. The scene was full of innuendoes and the theatre was as quiet as a courtroom before the judge reads the verdict.


  Sylvia spoke, her smooth voice flooded the theatre, and the words hit Joe with the effect of a stuffed eel skin at the base of the neck.


  “Why don’t you write that book, Joe Evans? Quit your silly little job and start writing! All you need is a little courage!”


  Joe felt his mind reeling. The people in the theatre were laughing and Mona leaned close to him and whispered, “This is getting better. Wasn’t that last line of hers simply incredible?”


  “What do you mean?” Joe asked thickly.


  “I don’t believe you’re listening, Joe. She just told that sailor she’d meet him at the lagoon tonight. And she told him to come prepared for anything. Even shark fishing. Isn’t that priceless?”


  “Let’s get out of here,” Joe said. “What is the matter with you?”


  “Nothing,” Joe said, and he tried to tell him himself he meant it. But he was fighting a losing battle with an approaching attack of hysteria.


  Sylvia Dare had spoken to him. She’d told him to quit his job and write a book. But no one else had heard that. He was the only one who knew about it.


  His hands were trembling. This was great! People who imagine they’re Napoleon are also the only ones who know about it.


  Mona was picking up her purse and gloves petulantly.


  “Let’s go, then,” she said. “You’ve been acting strangely ever since you came in here. Maybe a change of scenery will do you good.”


  Outside, they stood under the hot brilliant lights of the marquee waiting for a cab.


  “If you don’t start paying a little attention to me,” Mona said, “I’m going home.” She said it half-playfully, but her lips were drawn down in a little-girl pout.


  Joe wanted to get away and think. He felt he’d go mad if he had to spend another minute in anyone’s company.


  “Home?” he said. “That’s a great idea. I mean, that’s certainly a shame. You do look a little peaked, Mona. A glass of hot milk and a night’s sleep is what you need.” He laughed giddily for no reason at all and waved frantically at a passing cab.


  The cab stopped. Joe opened the door, helped Mona in, gave the driver her address and some money and slammed the door.


  “Joe!” Mona cried. “Have you gone crazy?”


  “Your welcome,” he said inanely, and walked quickly away.


  HE SPENT the next two hours on a park bench. The night was warm, but a pleasant breeze was stirring the trees. Birds chirped occasionally and couples strolled by, arm-in-arm, looking into each other’s faces and smiling.


  Joe sat with his head in his hands. He didn’t hear the birds, he didn’t feel the breeze, and he wouldn’t have cared if Boyer and Garbo staged a wrestling match on the graveled pathway before his bench.


  He had problems. Number one, and most important, was just how crazy he’d gone. He knew he was crazy, but he had an academic interest in the degree of imbecility he’d reached. Voices . . .


  That was always a bad sign. But he wasn’t an ordinary case. No, not at all. The mild types heard voices coming from nowhere. But he had the gilt-edged, post-graduate type of insanity. He heard voices coming from movie stars. While everyone else in the theatre listened normally to conventional dialogue, he imagined the star was speaking to him. That was great.


  He groaned and lit a cigarette. But he imagined it? He wasn’t a neurotic type. He’d always been level-headed, realistic and normal. What had caused this complete deterioration?


  He knew he’d get worse if he thought about it anymore so he got up and went home. Maybe things would look better tomorrow . . .


  The next morning Cliff Nesser noticed something was wrong.


  “What’s eating you, chum?” he asked. “Still having soul struggles about the book you want to write?”


  “No, nothing like that. I—I didn’t sleep last night.”


  “You look like hell. Pale, drawn and beat-out. You should relax more. Take in the movies occasionally.”


  Joe winced. “Please don’t talk like that anymore.”


  “I’m sorry. Did I say something?” His lean face was worried. “Have you been battling with Mona again?”


  “No,” Joe said wearily. “I’ve just got a problem on my mind.”


  “You’d better get it off, then,” said Cliff. “The Old Man wants to see you this morning. And he doesn’t like competition from other problems. He wants to supply all the problems around here personally.”


  “He generally does,” Joe said. “What the hell does the old goat want?”


  “He wants to throw a slave to the lions on general principles. Seriously I don’t think he liked that copy you did on men’s raincoats.”


  “What does he want for a hundred bucks a week? Shakespeare?”


  “Probably. He’d use the grave digger’s scene in Hamlet to push his line of shovels.” Cliff swung back to his typewriter and started tapping out a story. “Don’t worry about it. If he fires you consider it a favor. You can write that book then.”


  “Everyone keeps telling me that,” Joe said. He thought of last night’s experience with Sylvia Dare and shuddered. Then he thought of his approaching interview with Old Man Carson and shuddered again.


  OLD MAN CARSON was a living legend in the department store advertising business. No one minded his being a legend, but they objected to the fact that he was living.


  He was a small, neat man, who affected wild sports clothes and yellow silk mufflers. He had a surprisingly deep voice and the fine sensitive feelings of a barracuda.


  Joe said, “You wanted to see me, sir?”


  Old Man Carson shoved a few papers around on the top of his desk and cleared his throat experimentally. He gave the impression he was limbering up the heavy artillery.


  “Sit down, Evans,” he said. “Might as well be comfortable.”


  Joe sat down. That last crack was about as ironic as telling a man on a rack to relax and be comfortable. Carson was wearing a purple sports coat, steel-gray slacks and yellow silk muffler. The outfit would have looked bad on anyone; on Carson it looked hideous.


  “Evans, I’ve been looking at some copy you wrote on raincoats. I don’t like it. I believe in calling a spade a spade. If I don’t like what people working for me are doing, I up and tell ’em. So I’m telling you I don’t like this copy.”


  Joe heard the rumbling voice, but vaguely, the way a person is aware of thunder in the distance. His attention was on something else.


  There was a foot-square picture of Sylvia Dare on Carson’s desk. It was a close-up of her face. She was smiling lazily, her sultry-looking lips were parted and there was something in her eyes that could be interpreted as a challenge. Or eye-strain, possibly.


  “Are you listening, Evans?”


  “Hunh? Oh—Oh yes, Mr. Carson. You’re quite right. Hit it right on the button.”


  Carson cleared his throat again and glanced at the picture. “You like the picture, eh? So do I. I’m trying to get her to come down to the store and autograph that new line of women’s aprons I got in. Should be quite a stunt.”


  “Will she come?” Joe asked. He couldn’t keep the note of surprise from his voice.


  “Why not? I’ll pay her. Pay her damn well. Why shouldn’t she come? But that’s beside the point. We were talking about that copy you wrote. I didn’t like it. Well, what are we going to do, hey?”


  “Well—” Joe said, “I—”


  “That’s the trouble. Don’t know your own mind. Don’t know what you want. Don’t know how to do a simple job without lousing it up.”


  Joe wondered fleetingly how badly he wanted this job. He thought of Mona and what her reaction would be if he quit, and he decided he wanted it pretty badly. Enough to swallow his pride and take the humiliation Carson was so skilled at dishing out.


  “Y—yes, sir,” he said. “You’re putting your finger right on the problem.”


  “Of course I am. But what are we going to do about it, hey?”


  Joe looked away, because he couldn’t stand the sight of this bad-tempered little sadist any longer. His eyes swung a little left and met the eyes of Sylvia Dare, looking at him from the picture.


  He looked at her and suddenly he felt the tingle at the base of his spine. Her face seemed alive. Her lips seemed to be moving. And then he heard her voice.


  “Joe Evans, why don’t you tell this old goat to jump in the lake!”


  “Jump in the lake!” he repeated incredulously.


  “What!” roared Carson.


  “I wasn’t talking to you, sir,” Joe cried. “I was talking to her.”


  “HAVE you gone crazy! I heard you tell me to go jump in the lake. Do you deny it?”


  “No, sir. I mean, yes sir. I wasn’t talking to you.”


  “Then who in the name of thunderation were you talking to?”


  Joe felt his face getting hot. A feeling of panic was growing in his breast. What could he say? Could he tell the Old Man he was hearing voices? That he was on the fringes of stark insanity?


  He swallowed and when he spoke his voice was hoarse.


  “I—I’m upset today. I spoke without thinking, sir.”


  Carson glared at him. “Damned idiotic. Blurting out things like that.” He moved the papers angrily about on his desk and snorted like a frustrated bull. “When I talk I want to be listened to.”


  Joe saw with horror that Sylvia Dare’s lips were moving again. Her voice came to him clearly, distinctly.


  “Tell him what he can do with his old job, Joe.”


  Carson shouted, “Evans, are you listening?”


  Joe glared at the picture. “Why don’t you shut up for a while?” he said pleadingly.


  Carson jumped to his feet and slammed his fist on the desk top.


  “That does it, Evans. You’re fired! Get out of my office. I won’t let anybody tell me to shut up!”


  “I was talking to her,” Joe said frantically. He pointed a finger at the picture. “Didn’t you hear her? She kept interrupting you!”


  Carson pointed dramatically to the door. “Leave my office, Evans. You’re a raving maniac or blind drunk. Maybe both.”


  “Didn’t you hear her?” Joe demanded.


  Carson glared at him. “I did not,” he said coldly. “Neither do I see pink elephants or imagine I’m Alexander the Great. Go . . .”


  Joe went back to his own office. Cliff looked up from his typewriter and said, “What goes?”


  “I do,” Joe said. He began collecting the few personal items on his desk and dropping them into his brief case.


  “I don’t get it,” Cliff said. He swung around and looked at Joe. “Did the old man tie a can to you?”


  “Something like that.” Joe zippered his brief case and then he turned suddenly to Cliff. “Am I crazy? Give me a yes or no answer. No beating around the bush. Am I nuts?”


  “Everybody’s a little crazy,” Cliff said, grinning. “But most of us are crazy in the same way so we don’t think anything about it. We call it normal. But what put this idea in your head?”


  “I’m going mad,” Joe said. “Stark, raving mad. That’s why I got fired.”


  “Good. Now you can write that book.”


  “I’ll be in a loony bin before much longer,” Joe said. “Cliff, I’ve got to talk to you. I’ve got to talk to somebody. And I’ve got to have a drink. Maybe several.”


  Cliff got up and put on his hat.


  “I don’t want to listen to your symptoms, but the drink idea is a good one. Allez!”


  THEY went to a bar across the street from Carson’s department store. Joe ordered a straight whisky and drank it like a man who’d spent his formative years in the Sahara. He ordered another.


  Then he told Cliff the whole story. He didn’t leave out a thing. He told him about the incident at the theatre the night before, and the incident in Carson’s office. When he finished he drank his second drink.


  “So this dame is talking to you?” Cliff muttered. He drank his second drink. “Kind of odd at that. She talks to you right from the screen and out of pictures.” He shook his head thoughtfully.


  “You see?” Joe said. “I’m crazy as hell. I’ve got a gear loose somewhere. Maybe the whole damn works are stripped. I’m nuts.”


  Cliff looked at his empty glass and frowned.


  “Sounds that way, but wouldn’t be too sure. There’s a lot of funny things happen in this world. I know other people who hear voices. I’m not at all sure they’re crazy. They actually hear those voices. Maybe it’s thought transference or telepathy, but they hear voices just the same. It doesn’t bother ’em too much. Some of them argue with the voices. Others just listen and go on with their work. That’s what you ought to do.”


  “How the hell can I?”


  “Nothing to it. This gal has been giving you good advice. She’s telling you to quit this silly job of yours and write that book. That’s what you were telling you should do yesterday. So I’d listen to her. Write the book. What the hell can you lose.”


  “Mona is going to love this,” Joe said. “If she’s any kind of a woman she’ll say you’re doing the right thing.”


  Joe looked at his drink and, for some reason, things didn’t look so bad. Maybe Cliff was right. Maybe people did hear voices. Maybe they weren’t crazy. And maybe Mona wouldn’t mind. That last “maybe” was the tough one. He could sell himself on the other idea. But not on Mona’s accepting this philosophically and cheerfully.


  “I’ll do it,” he said, half-to-himself. “I’ll tell Mona tonight I’ve tossed the job into the ashcan where it belongs.”


  “Fine,” Cliff said. “She’ll probably hug you to pieces.”


  “And then sweep the pieces out,” Joe added dourly.


  Mona thought he was being funny. She smiled at him and said, “Darling, don’t be ridiculous. You know I don’t believe you.”


  “But I’m telling the truth. I quit,” Joe said. He didn’t think it necessary to tell her he’d been fired.


  They were sitting in Mona’s apartment, having a drink before dinner. The sun coming through the wide windows made the room look cheerful and pleasant. Mona was reclining on a semi-circular lounge, which put her in a position where her contours were displayed to their best advantage.


  She smiled again over the rim of her glass.


  “Silly boy. What would you do if you quit that job?”


  “I’d get that book done. I’d quit talking like a long-haired artist and go to work at it.” He realized he was using the wrong tense. “I am getting to work at it. The job is over and done with.” He looked at her uncertainly. “Well, what do you think?”


  “I think you’re—she stopped and sat up suddenly. “Joe Evans I believe you are telling me the truth.”


  “Yes, of course, I am.”


  “I never heard anything gillier.” She stood up and began pacing the floor. She was well aware that the slacks she wore did their most effective work when she paced. “You sound like an adolescent. Absolutely sophomoric.”


  “Is it adolescent to want to do something I feel I should do?”


  “But what about money? You’ve thrown away a good job. You might have been a big man at Carlson’s in three or four years. But you kick that out the window to do this absolutely incredible thing.”


  Joe stood up, too. He was getting angrier every minute.


  “So it’s only money that interests you? Well, I’m glad to know that.”


  “There are other things in the world beside money,” Mona said, “but if you’ve got money you can buy them anyway.”


  “That’s fine,” Joe yelled. He couldn’t think of anything else, so he said, “that’s fine,” again.


  “Don’t shout,” Mona said. She had regained control of herself. Her voice was quite cool and languid. “I think we’ve exhausted the subject, anyway.”


  “Is this a brush-off? Do you want me to get the devil out of here?”


  “Don’t be so crude. Shall we say I’d be happier if you’d close the door from the outside?”


  “I get it,” Joe said. “So long, honey. Don’t think it hasn’t been charming, because it hasn’t.”


  “Dorothy Parker said that,” Mona said absently. “And don’t slam the door, darling.” She lighted a cigarette casually,


  Joe slammed the door.


  THAT day he spent getting place to write, a stack of twenty pound bond paper, a dozen pencils, a few typewriter ribbons and an eraser. When he had everything he could think of, he still felt he was lacking something.


  Finally he realized what he wanted. He felt sheepish as he approached the newsstand.


  “I want a magazine with a picture of Sylvia Dare in it,” he told the newsdealer.


  The newsdealer looked at him sourly. “I got about fifty books. How do I know which one she’s in?”


  “Well, don’t you look at the magazines when you get them?”


  “Naw. Can’t waste the time. You look through ’em. Maybe you can find a picture of the dame.”


  Joe found a picture of her in one of the Hollywood magazines. She was on the cover, as a matter of fact, looking sultry and glamorous.


  He bought the magazine and then he went to the room he had rented that day. It had a tiny kitchenette, a bed, a chest of drawers, and a table which he intended to use as a desk. He cut the picture of Sylvia Dare carefully from the book and propped it on the chest of drawers.


  The girl in the picture looked back at him with a challenging smile. He realized again how incongruous she seemed in the type Hollywood had created for her. The blue-black hair swept down over her forehead, the heavily carmined lips, and the brooding stare all seemed out of place. She was the kind of girl who’d have looked better in tennis shorts, with her hair up and a nice healthy tan.


  He lit a cigarette and then undressed slowly. Tomorrow he’d start to work . . .


  FOR the first week the book went fine. He knew what he wanted to say and he put in ten and twelve hours a day getting it on paper. When he had ten thousand words on paper, he outlined the rest of the book and sent what he’d done to a New York publisher.


  Then he went on working. A month went by and the stack of manuscript on his desk grew steadily. One morning his landlady slipped a letter under his door. He opened it nervously. The envelope had the trademark of World Publishing on it, and he knew that this was a verdict.


  The World Publishing Co. liked what he’d sent them, and could he arrange to have the finished manuscript in their office within three months, so that it could be considered for fall publication?


  That was the substance of the letter. Joe let out an excited yell and sat down in front of his typewriter.


  Could he?


  The typewriter began to rattle like a machine gun.


  Things went great for another week and then he ran into trouble. Something was wrong and he couldn’t put his finger on it. He was throwing every other page he wrote into the waste basket and he didn’t particularly like the stuff he saved.


  He wrote all morning and then, after lunch, when he re-read what he’d done, he started re-writing, throwing away complete chapters, changing the plot around, re-slanting the characterization, so that by night he was right back where he started.


  That went on for a week and he was getting desperate. He was living on coffee and cigarettes and his money was running low. He had to finish the book pretty soon or he wouldn’t have enough strength left to pound the keys.


  But the more he wrote, and the harder he tried, the less satisfied he became. He was smack in the middle of a neurotic complex and he couldn’t lick it.


  One night he ripped a page from the typewriter, got up disgustedly and began pacing the room.


  “What in hell is wrong?” he muttered.


  He stopped abruptly in front of the picture of Sylvia Dare. He felt an angry bitterness toward her. This had been her idea, hadn’t it?


  “Well what is wrong?” he demanded. “You were full of inspiring advice a while ago? You told me to quit the job and write the book, didn’t you?


  He glared at the picture, and then he noticed something that brought a film of perspiration to his forehead. The picture seemed to be smiling. The lush lips were parting and there was a kindling sparkle in the depths of smouldering blue eyes.


  “So it’s my fault because you can’t write?”


  There was no mistaking the sarcasm in the soft voice.


  Joe felt anger bubbling inside him.


  “I didn’t say that,” he said. “You simply twisted what I said to make me look ridiculous. Every woman learns that trick at about the age of three.”


  “Well, what’s your trouble? The book isn’t going right, eh? That’s not my fault. All I can tell you is to stop being so critical of your own work. You’re tense and nervous because you’re so close to selling the book and that is making you worry about every word you write. Forget all that and just write your story as honestly as you can. It will be good. I’m sure of it.”


  HE SAID slowly, “Maybe you’re right.” He sat down at the typewriter again and slipped in a clean sheet of paper. He glanced at the picture and winked. “I’ll give it a try, anyway.”


  His typewriter started clattering under his fingers and he finished the, page before he realized there had been no answer from the picture. He glanced back at the picture. It was just a picture again. Pretty, smiling, but lifeless.


  He wondered about it. He must be just as crazy as ever, he decided, but oddly enough it didn’t worry him anymore.


  The book started going right again. He put in ten hours a day, and he knew that what he was doing was good. In the little spare time he allowed himself he learned all he could about Sylvia Dare. From fan magazines he discovered that she had come to Hollywood with the announced intention of becoming a serious actress, of studying conscientiously, of learning all she could about the art, and then spending a few seasons in stock, doing revivals of plays which wouldn’t make money, but which would teach her more about acting.


  Joe thought about her casting in “Scarlet Passion” and the other stupid roles she had accepted and wondered what had happened to her high ideals.


  He finished his book a month later and then spent two weeks re-typing it. When that was done he placed it tenderly in a cardboard box, bought a dollar and a half worth of stamps and sent it to the World Publishing Co. That last expenditure left him with about three dollars. He bought a bottle of wine, in what he considered a fine artistic gesture and went back to his room to toast himself, his book, the World Publishing Co., and the gods that protect indigent authors.


  After six or eight drinks he found that prospects looked bright. He’d written his book, and whether anybody read it or not, didn’t matter. He’d done what he wanted to do, and that was enough. The room was dark and from where he sat, with his feet propped on his desk, he could vaguely see the picture of Sylvia Dare on the dresser.


  “Well,” he said, “I did it. I wrote my book.”


  He couldn’t see her lips move, but he heard her voice, soft and little sad.


  “You must be very happy, Joe. Doing what you want is more important than people know.”


  “Sure it is. But I’m surprised you know anything about it.” He felt grand and lofty and just a little drunk. “What about your ambitions? Your desire to be a sincere actress and do stock company revivals? Was that something your press agent wrote?”


  “Please, Joe. I really meant that, but—”


  “Nonsense. Your letting them toss you into ridiculous pictures like Scarlet Passion and not doing a thing about it. You’re great at giving other people idealistic advice, but you haven’t the guts to take it yourself. Am I right?” But the picture didn’t answer. And Joe went to bed in his dark room feeling a little sad and lonely and more than a little tight.


  The next morning he had a bad head and he still felt lonely. After he shaved he went downstairs and outside. The day was cold and overcast, and it fitted his mood perfectly. He bought a paper and went into a restaurant for a cup of coffee.


  He looked through the paper absently until he came to the section devoted to show business. And there he saw an item that startled him. It was a feature story under the by-line of a Hollywood reporter.


  It began:


  “Hottest news in the film colony this A.M. is Sylvia Dare’s announcement that she is quitting pictures to join a touring stock company. The young starlet, who rocketed to sensational heights in Scarlet Passion, notified her producer last night that she is walking out of Love Indigo. Insiders believe . . .”


  Joe didn’t bother reading what the insiders believed. He left his coffee cooling on the counter and went back to his room. His head was spinning with speculation.


  She had heard him. She must have heard him. And she had acted on what he had said.


  He scooped up the phone and called a friend of his, a man about the village, who knew most of the unlisted phone numbers in town. He asked his friend for Sylvia Dare’s phone number and a few minutes later he was dialing the number.


  He listened to the phone ringing in his ear, and he realized his heart was pumping in an extraordinary way.


  Supposing she didn’t answer? Supposing her maid said Miss Dare isn’t in?


  Then the connection was broken and a soft, wonderful voice said, “Hello Joe. I knew you’d call.”


  “Sylvia,” he said. “You knew it was me?”


  “Of course. This is all so strange—but it seems to be just right, too.”


  “Yes, yes. It’s perfect. And you heard me last night? When I talked about what you should do?”


  “I MUST have. Tell me, Joe, are we crazy? People who hear voices are crazy, aren’t they?”


  “Crazy or lucky, I guess. Can I come over and see you, honey?”


  “Of course.” Her voice broke into a gentle laugh. “I want to talk to you.”


  “I’ve got more on my mind than conversation,” Joe said.


  “I guess I have too.” Her voice sounded small and a trifle guilty. “I’ll see you in ten minutes.”


  “Joe, please hurry.”


  Joe put the phone down and reached for his hat. He smiled down at the picture of Sylvia and a voice said, “Darling, isn’t it wonderful?”


  Joe looked hard at the picture, but her lips hadn’t moved. It was just a picture.


  He turned slowly. Mona was standing in the door, a bright smile on her face, wearing a mink coat over slacks and bright yellow blouse.


  “Isn’t what wonderful?” he asked.


  “The book, darling. I just read about it in Winchell. He says it’s going to be terrific. I just knew you could do it, darling.”


  “Did you?”


  “Of course, darling.” She smiled and opened her arms invitingly. “And what are you going to do for me now,


  honey?”


  “I’m going to send you an autographed copy,” Joe said. He brushed past her and went down the steps two a time. Mona was shouting something after him that sounded very unlady-like, but he wasn’t bothered.


  He went out into the gray overcast morning and started waving for a cab.


  He realized it was a beautiful day.


  ORDERS FOR WILLIE WESTON


  First published in the January 1948 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Old soldiers never die—their reward comes on the parade ground—but Willie Weston wasn’t quite sure . . .


  WHEN Private First class Willie Weston realized that the grenade was going off in a matter of seconds he thought with classic detachment that it had been a most peculiar sort of day.


  First there had been that business of the orders . . .


  He had been told that morning he was being transferred to another outfit. The first sergeant instructed him to report to the orderly room for his orders.


  Willie had gone to the orderly room as instructed and told the Charge of Quarters what he wanted. The CQ was a corporal with nine months of service which made him quite an old campaigner in this new army. He picked a copy of Willie’s orders from a basket and glanced at them perfunctorily.


  “You leave at eleven this morning,” he said. “You’re going to B company, third regiment—”


  He stopped talking and looked at the orders with new interest. Finally he looked up frowning. “These orders are snafued. Hold it a minute and I’ll check with the captain.”


  He came from behind his desk and went into the captain’s office. Willie heard him talking, then the captain’s voice sounded: “Weston, come in here.” Willie walked nervously into the Captain’s presence, came to attention and saluted.


  “At ease, Weston,” the captain said, returning the salute casually. He was a muscular, graying man of about forty. He had a copy of Willie’s orders in one hand and he rubbed his chin with the other.


  “These orders aren’t right,” he said. “According to this you’re being transferred to the 127th. Infantry. You’d have a helluva job finding that outfit.”


  “I know, sir,” Willie said. “The 127th. was deactivated at Munich in forty-five. They fought from Africa all the way to Berlin and . . .”


  Willie floundered and was silent.


  The captain glanced curiously at Willie. “How’d you remember all that?”


  “I—I used to read about it, sir. The war, I mean. It was like a hobby.”


  “Hmmn. Well, carry on, Weston. I’ll get this straightened out at Headquarters.” He glanced again at the orders and smiled. “The 127th! Might as well try to send you to the old Rainbow division. Well,” he paused, still looking at the orders. “Would you like a copy of this as a souvenir?”


  “Yes, sir. Very much.”


  “It’s probably as close as you’ll ever get to a combat division. That’s all, Weston.”


  Willie took the mimeographed sheet from the captain, saluted and went out to find the battery. They were on the parade ground listening to a lecture on booby traps and grenades. The men were squatted in a semi-circle listening to a lieutenant who was trying vainly to keep them interested.


  Willie found a seat in the front row and squatted down. He tried to listen but it was impossible. His thoughts strayed to the orders in his pocket.


  The 127th. Infantry! One of the real glory outfits. Willie had followed their exploits for three years. He had been a kid then, fourteen years old and the war had been a fascinating parade which he would have given his soul to join. But it had ended when he was seventeen and he could still recall his half-guilty feeling of disappointment.


  WHEN he was eighteen he had been drafted into the peacetime army which wasn’t the same thing at all. There were no heroes, no romance, no boom of guns to counterpoint the cadence of marching men; there was just gray routine and other lonely kids of high school age.


  That was about when the business with the grenade happened. Willie was too lost in his thoughts to remember just how it happened, but he heard everyone yelling suddenly and then they were scrambling away from him in every direction. He heard a lieutenant yell, “Hit the ground!” and then he saw the grenade.


  It was right in front of him, a peculiar looking thing with a handle on it, quite different from the other grenades he’d seen in the army. He stared in fascination, too surprised to move.


  He was conscious of the hot sun on his neck and the baked, dusty ground; he heard shouts and running feet and he heard a horrible little ticking sound coming from the strange looking grenade.


  That was when he realized it was going off any second.


  There was no time to run. There was hardly time to feel fear. He stood up and threw himself toward the grenade without any precise idea of what might happen.


  He heard a noise then that was so vast his ears had trouble assimilating it. It was all around him like fog and it seemed to come through his body, his pores and his lungs, as well as his ears. There was pain for a moment but it was too great to hurt very much.


  That was all there was to it. The sound and the pain and then the darkness . . .


  He didn’t know what to expect when he opened his eyes. The pain was gone and it was quiet now. He was standing in what appeared to be an orderly room. There was a youthful second lieutenant sitting behind a desk, glancing at some papers.


  Willie was very surprised by this deal.


  The young lieutenant who had unruly blond hair and clean blue eyes finally looked at him and grinned.


  “Hello,” he said.


  “Hello,” Willie said blankly.


  Then he remembered a number of things, chief of which was the courtesy he should accord the lieutenant’s gold bars. He snapped to attention and saluted.


  The lieutenant smiled good naturedly and came around the desk. “Relax, soldier,” he said. “We don’t use that stuff here. My name’s Pete.” He stuck out a hand.


  Willie brought his hand down from his forehead and shook hands gingerly with the lieutenant.


  “I’m a little mixed up, sir,” he said.


  “Never mind the sir. What’s on your mind?”


  “Well a grenade went off and I was pretty close to it,” Willie said. He looked around the neat orderly room as if expecting to find the walls sagging from blast. “It’s all very funny,” he went on.


  “You’ll get used to it,” the lieutenant named Pete said. “I got mine with a mortar. Took me a while to get oriented when I got here.”


  “Well, where am I?”


  “This is B company, 127th. Infantry,” the Lieutenant said.


  “But you were all killed!” Willie gasped.


  The lieutenant chuckled. “Brother, say that again. I guess we got expended faster than any outfit in the war. Set a record for casualties, I think.” He seemed quite proud of this fact.


  “Then I’m—” Willie couldn’t finish the sentence.


  “That’s right,” the lieutenant said. “You’re Kaput. Don’t worry about it. The big thing is that you’re in the wrong outfit now. Do you have your orders with you?”


  “Orders?” Willie shook his head. He fumbled automatically through his pockets and his fingers touched the mimeographed sheet his captain had given him as a souvenir.


  “YOU got ’em,” Pete said. He reached over and plucked the papers from Willie’s pocket. “I’ll see where you’re supposed to go and get you started on your way. I don’t see how you got here in the first place.”


  He opened the paper and glanced at the orders.


  “You see,” he said, “we’re a deactivated outfit. We don’t take any recruits.”


  “I see,” Willie said, feeling strangely inadequate.


  “You should probably have gone to—”


  He stopped and rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. “Holy Smoke! Something is really fouled up. These orders are made out for us.” He stuck the paper in front of Willie’s eyes and pointed unbelievingly at the typed instructions. “See that? B company, 127th. Infantry. Plain as the nose on your face. What d’ya know?”


  “It’s a mistake, I guess,” Willie said. “Why, sure it is. Boy what a mess!”


  “I was going to be transferred,” Willie said. “They cut the wrong orders. I had ’em with me when the grenade went off.”


  The lieutenant frowned thoughtfully. “Yeah, that’s the deal. You had the orders on you when you got it. So Headquarters sent you over here. Probably didn’t bother checking it,” he said gloomily. “Stupid so-and-sos.”


  Willie gulped. “Does Headquarters up here get things fouled up, too?” The lieutenant shook his head despairingly. “Brother they make more mistakes here than anywhere else.” He grinned suddenly. “But it gives us something to gripe about. And by the way. I wouldn’t say up here when you’re referring to this place.”


  Willie looked at him in horror. “Is it down here?”


  The lieutenant looked around cautiously, then leaned closer to Willie. “It’s hard to say,” he said confidentially. “Sometimes I’m not sure. Just play it safe. Say ‘here’.”


  “All right,” Willie said weakly. “Now,” the lieutenant said, “I’ll get this thing straightened out. Meantime you might as well have chow with us.”


  “I am hungry,” Willie said.


  “Well, we’ll take good care of you. I’ll find one of the boys to show you around. Sometime this afternoon I’ll probably have the dope on these orders and I’ll look you up. You should be with your regular outfit by this evening.”


  “Thanks a lot, sir.” Willie said.


  “Now watch that,” the lieutenant said warningly. “I’m easy going and I don’t mind that Sir business. But some officers up here are pretty chicken and they’ll raise hell if you don’t Sir ’em.”


  “I’ll watch it,” Willie said, feeling light headed.


  The lieutenant led him out to the company street. Willie looked about in awe. This wasn’t a GI company street. There was a wide expanse of bright green grass that looked cool and fresh. Flanking this wide avenue were barracks, but they weren’t GI either. The barracks were made of glass brick that caught the soft sun in thousands of sparkling lights.


  Outside the orderly room door a lanky, wide-shouldered sergeant was lying in the sun. He had an arm flung over his face and was snoring peacefully.


  “Hey, Mac!” the lieutenant called. “Wake up a minute.”


  The sergeant woke slowly; he took his arm away from his face and blinked his eyes and then rolled on his side.


  “What’s up, Pete?” he asked lazily.


  The lieutenant nodded at Willie. “This guy got sent to us by mistake. How about taking care of him until I get it straightened out?”


  Mac got to his feet and grinned at Willie. “Sure,” he said. He stuck out a big hard hand. “Glad to know you. My name’s Mac.”


  “I’m Willie Weston,” Willie said.


  He swallowed hard when he saw the decorations Mac was wearing on the left breast of his khaki shirt. There was an ETO ribbon with seven battle stars; a Purple Heart; the bright red and white of a Silver Star; a DSC with an Oak Leaf cluster. Above these was a blue ribbon with seven small stars arranged in a double triangle formation. The Medal of Honor!


  Mac was homely. He had a red, angular face and twinkling gray eyes. His hair was black and rumpled and he needed a shave. He didn’t stand the way a soldier should, Willie thought. His shoulders slumped, one leg was bent at the knee and there were two buttons off his shirt. But there was something relaxed and quiet about him that gave the impression that he could move in a hurry if he cared to.


  “I’ll take you over to the barracks, Willie,” Mac said. “You can meet some of the guys and get in a little sacktime if you want to.”


  Pete, the lieutenant, smiled at Willie, then slapped him on the shoulder.


  “I’ll get you straightened out on orders,” he said.


  “Thanks,” Willie said. He hesitated awkwardly, then said; “I couldn’t just stay here, I suppose?”


  “I’m afraid not, soldier,” Pete said in a kind voice. “You see this is a combat outfit.”


  “I—I see,” Willie said.


  HE SMILED uncertainly at Pete, then followed Mac across the company street to the first barracks.


  “How’d you happen to get here, anyway?” Mac said.


  “Well, it was sort of a mistake,” Willie explained. “They made a mistake on the orders in my outfit. But I got—well I got it before the orders could be changed.”


  “Well, don’t worry about it,” Mac said. “You’ll get assigned to a training company. That’s a snap up here. No hikes, no inspections, two or three day passes every week. Quite a deal.”


  Willie stole a sidelong glance at Mac’s decorations. “These training outfits are made up of guys like me aren’t they?”


  “How’d you mean?”


  “Well, guys who never were in combat.”


  “That’s right.”


  Willie sighed and his heart felt heavy. He shot another look at Mac’s ribbons. He wanted to know about how those had been earned; but he had enough sense not to ask.


  Mac led him into a large barracks where a dozen men were sprawled about on comfortable cots. Mac put his hand on Willie’s shoulder and said, “This here is a new arrival, men. He’s just come over from that new army.” There was a good natured laugh from the men.


  “But he’s going to be with us for a while until he gets assigned to his regular outfit. His name is Willie Weston.” The men said hello and some of them came over and shook Willie’s hand. He saw more Silver Stars; more DSC’s; and two more Medals of Honor. Also some of the men wore shoulder loops from Belgium, Holland and France.


  Mac took him then to a bunk at the end of the barracks. “You can use this today,” he said. “Mine’s right next to it. So if you want anything I’ll be handy.”


  He looked Willie over carefully and then shook his head.


  “One thing. We’re having an inspection in about ten minutes. So you better get fixed up.”


  “Gosh,” Willie said. He didn’t need a shave, he knew; he never did. But he knew he wasn’t in shape for an inspection. He looked down the barracks and saw that most of the men needed shaves and were wearing uniforms that were clean, but wrinkled and frayed. There were cigarette butts on the floor and magazines scattered around carelessly.


  “What should I do?” he asked Mac.


  “First, better take off that tie,” Mac said. “Then pull your trousers out of them boots and let ’em sort of hang around your ankles. You could muss your hair up a little but that ain’t strictly necessary.”


  Willie stared hard at Mac to see if he was kidding; but Mac’s long angular face was quite earnest.


  “What kind of an inspection is it?” Willie said, flabbergasted.


  “Regular Saturday morning inspection.” He smiled then at Willie’s expression. “But it’s a little different, you see.”


  “I guess it is,” Willie said weakly.


  He took off his tie and pulled his neatly creased trousers free from the top of his boots. Then he unbuttoned the top buttons of his shirts and the buttons on his shirt pockets.


  “That’s a lot better,” Mac said approvingly.


  A few minutes later Pete, the lieutenant Willie had met in the orderly room, came into the barracks. He talked to a few men and then came down to Willie.


  “I’ll have you straightened out by tonight,” he said. “Everything going okay?”


  “Yes, everything’s going fine,” Willie said.


  Pete chatted with him for a while and then left the barracks, after promising to get in touch as soon as anything definite developed on the orders.


  “You can put your tie back on,” Mac grinned. “That is if it makes you more comfortable.”


  “Was that the inspection?” Willie cried.


  “Well, it’s not really an inspection,” Mac said. “We just like to clown around that way. Sort of remind us how lucky we are now. Some of the guys go for days without shaving just to look like hell for the Saturday morning inspection. Makes ’em feel real good, I guess.”


  Chow call sounded a little later. Mac took him to the mess hall which was unlike anything Willie had seen in the army. There was no standing in line, no waiting. They went into a comfortable room with small tables and sat down to eat. Music came from somewhere and the tunes were things like the Artillery Song and the Beer Barrel Polka.


  After eating they went back to the barracks and stretched out on their cots.


  Mac lit a cigarette and blew smoke toward the ceiling.


  “This is really the nice time of day here,” he said.


  Through the windows Willie saw it was getting darker. From somewhere came the faint music of To The Colors; and a cannon boomed far away. Willie noticed that the men in the barracks were quiet now. They smoked cigarettes and listened to the retreat music with little smiles on their lips.


  When the echoes of the cannon faded into the swiftly darkening night Mac grinned sideways at him. “This is how we stand retreat,” he said. “It’s just as respectful I guess as any other way and it seems more peaceful.”


  When it was dark the men strolled out to the back of the barracks.


  Mac looked at Willie. “Want to go outside? It’s nice out there now.”


  WILLIE went out with Mac into the moon-lighted area behind the barracks. Someone had built a small fire. Men squatted about the fire talking; an occasional cigarette flared in the darkness. Above the moon was peaceful in a black sky. Beyond was a fringe of trees silhouetted vaguely against the shadowy horizon. A soft cool wind was blowing and it was just enough to make the fire comfortable.


  Mac sat down at the edge of the group and Willie squatted beside him. The men were talking now, their voices a quiet murmuring against the crackle of the fire.


  Willie looked around at their faces highlighted in pale relief by the leaping flames. The faces were wistful; the conversation was running to battles that had been fought long ago. They were old soldiers now, squatting about an immemorial campfire, reliving campaigns that existed only in their memories.


  The talk swung to Kasserine Pass. A man who had seen his regiment’s colors captured by Germans told the story, half in bitterness, half in amusement. There was a quiet chuckle from a boyish looking soldier on his right. The young soldier wore decorations that many three star Generals would envy. He looked about nineteen.


  He mentioned Anzio.


  “We dug in, remember?” he said.


  There was a general murmur of remembrance, that had in it a note of weary scorn.


  “We took three days to dig in,” the youngster said, smiling a little now. “Nobody knew Jerry was sitting up on the hills watching us, had every square foot of the beach zeroed in with eighty-eight’s. When we got set nice and snug, with latrines dug, fox holes all set and supply troops coming in to look for souvenirs, then Jerry let go. Those gunners didn’t have much of a job. All they had to do was pull the lanyards and re-load.” He chuckled a little. “Some time.”


  There was a footnote to Salerno. Another to Omaha Beach, the code name for the Yank beach at Cherbourg.


  “How about that Colonel?” somebody laughed. “He said, ‘Don’t stand around here on the beach and die. Go in a few miles—then die’.”


  Willie listened to their stories and he felt something stirring in him. He felt sad, but it was such a big sadness that it just didn’t get absorbed. But it hung around him, coming from tired, mocking voices, from sudden grins, from the crackling fire and the moon above in the black sky.


  He heard the story of the breakthrough at St. Lo. There was a commentary on Avranches; another on Paris—before Paris became a rest center. These stories weren’t like the ones he’d read in the states. There was no glamor, no romance, no thrilling, pulse-quickening lift in these stories of war told in hard tired voices.


  These weren’t the stories the war correspondents wrote; or the people at home read.


  GI Joe was a hero in those stories. He was a funny little guy who was fighting for hot dogs and baseball. He didn’t mind the cold and the danger as long as there was a hot dog waiting for him when he got home. He was a hero who wasn’t afraid of Nazi artillery.


  “That rotten eighty-eight,” somebody said with a bitter laugh. “I ran into a battery of them during the Bulge. I remember asking my platoon commander what we were supposed to be doing out on a road where we couldn’t turn around while those eighty-eights picked us off. He said, ‘Don’t you want to be a hero?’ I said, ‘Hell no,’ and he said, ‘Neither do I and the reason we’re here getting our heads shot off is that I can’t think of anything better to do’.”


  “I remember,” another voice said, “when our captain told us we were going to get von Rundstedt. He said we were trying to find him so we could offer him a raise and get him on our side.”


  Mac said, unexpectedly, “Hell, it wasn’t that bad and you guys know it.”


  “Maybe not,” the boyish looking soldier said, grinning. “Anyway it doesn’t look so bad now. I guess the thing to do is forget it. It’s over and nobody knows what all the shouting was about.”


  “You’re wrong there, soldier,” a curiously mild voice beside Willie said. The voice was soft but it carried a ring in it that sent a little chill down Willie’s spine. He looked at the speaker but he was squatting in the shadow; he could see only a long tired face and thinning gray hair.


  “THE thing is not to forget it,” the speaker said, and his voice was firm; and the men about the fire looked at him in silence. “It’s over, it’s true, and some people claim it was a waste. They claim we fought the wrong people, that it wasn’t our business, anyway. When a man talks that way I wonder what theatre he served in during the war. Peculiarly enough, it generally develops that he hasn’t served at all. The shouting you mention, soldier, started and got loud because somebody was getting pushed around. They didn’t do the hollering. They weren’t in a position to. We did the hollering because we’re funny people that way. We just don’t like to see people pushed around. So we went to war and because we like to do things right we did a helluva lot of pushing around ourselves. Now it’s over. The thing to remember is that we did a necessary job and we did it damn well. And we’re ready to do it again if we have to.”


  The man stopped talking then and there was silence. He smiled then, and said, “I didn’t mean to monopolize your bull session.”


  Someone said, “That’s all right,” in a quiet voice.


  The man stood up and the firelight flickered over his face and uniform. “I’m going to turn in,” he said, smiling. “Good night, boys.”


  Willie looked at him, revealed in the firelight, and there was a lump in his throat as big as a billiard ball.


  The man was tall and strong looking. There were four rows of ribbons above the left breast pocket of his Ike Jacket; and when he put on his burnished helmet Willie saw four silver stars gleaming across its front.


  He nodded to the men and walked away into the night, and Willie saw the firelight flick across his polished boots and on the handles of pearl handled revolvers which hung at his waist.


  “That’s the boss,” Mac said to Willie. “Pretty good guy.”


  “Why that’s—”


  “Sure it is,” Mac grinned. “He runs the whole show. He can still raise a little hell, too,” he said, thoughtfully.


  Willie felt a tug at his sleeve. It was Pete, the lieutenant from the orderly room. “I got you all set,” he said. “Come on along.”


  Mac looked at him and said, “I’ll come along with you, Willie.”


  They walked across the company street in silence. Willie’s sadness was getting little enough now to feel. He didn’t want to leave here. This wasn’t what he thought the old soldiers were like; but it was what he wanted. He knew he had no right in this company and he tried to straighten his shoulders and swallow the lump in his throat.


  Inside the orderly room a light was burning. Pete picked up a mimeographed order from his desk. “You’re all set now. You report from here to the thirtieth basic training battalion.” Willie nodded and looked miserably at Mac. “T—thanks a lot for showing me around,” he said.


  Mac was leaning against the door. His long angular face was thoughtful. He pushed a strand of black hair from his eyes and said, “You like it here with us, don’t you, kid?”


  “Gosh, yes,” Willie cried.


  Mac looked at Pete. “Couldn’t we do something about that? Seems like we need a recruit. What’s an outfit without a recruit?”


  Pete shook his head. “The orders are pretty definite Mac. There’s just no way around it.”


  “Well,” Mac said stubbornly, “couldn’t we have an Inquiry or something? Maybe we could get the orders changed. The kid likes it here. I don’t see why he can’t stay.”


  “I’ll do anything you want,” Willie said desperately.


  Pete said, “That’s not the point. You’re not a combat man. That’s nothing against you, but this just isn’t your place.”


  “How’d you get it?” Mac demanded of Willie.


  “A grenade got me. It was at a lecture,” Willie said.


  “You see?” Pete said. “At a lecture. There might be some technicality we could use, but getting killed at a lecture is like being run over by a truck on the way to a draft board.”


  “Well, it was a grenade,” Mac said, defensively. “That’s how you got it yourself.”


  “Mine was mortar shrapnel,” Pete said. “Anyway it happened at Salerno which makes a little difference.”


  WILLIE felt grateful to Mac; but he knew there was no chance. The sadness in him was deeper. “Don’t worry about me,” he said, and he tried to smile. “I know I don’t belong here. I guess I wouldn’t have been killed at all if I hadn’t been day-dreaming during the lecture. The grenade just rolled over in front of me and was too surprised to do anything. I thought about grabbing the handle and throwing it away, but there wasn’t time. I got excited and jumped on top of it. It was all my fault,” he concluded honestly.


  “You see?” Pete said again. “There’s just no hope.”


  But Mac snapped his fingers. “Listen, kid, you say you were going to pick up the grenade by the handle. What the hell kind of a grenade was it?”


  “I don’t know,” Willie said. “But it was like a tin can with a handle on it.”


  “A potato masher,” Mac said.


  “No, it was a real grenade. I know because it went off.”


  “A potato masher is what we called German grenades,” Mac said patiently. He looked at Pete. “How about that? He got it from a German grenade. That’s the way a lot of guys here got it. And he was trying to save his buddies. Hell, there’s a good case.”


  Pete looked at Willie’s orders again and frowned. “Maybe you got something. I’ll have to send these back. Headquarters here is so snafued that it’ll take months to get ’em straightened out again. Probably it’ll turn out all right.” He grinned suddenly at Willie. “We’ll give it a whirl.”


  Mac grabbed Willie by the arm. “Well what do you say now?” he laughed.


  Willie was too delirious to say anything. He just gulped and he felt the sadness leaving him. Finally he laughed and then Mac slapped him on the shoulder and dragged him out of the orderly room.


  They walked back toward the group at the campfire. Ahead the moon was rising against a black sky; the wind was sharper now and the fire looked warm and inviting.


  From somewhere a long way off a clear bugle sounded Taps mournfully.


  It was always a sad thing for Willie to hear, but now as he walked beside Mac to the soldiers at the fire he felt different about it. It didn’t sound sad at all.


  DOUBLE CROSS IN DOUBLE TIME


  First published in the February 1948 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  When Paddy Donovan took the Job he knew he would have to travel a lot—but he didn’t know it would be time traveling—nor did he begin to see the danger that went with it.


  “I’M NOT asking you to take my word for this. You can check it in the papers if you want to. The ad was in the New York Express, September 18, 1945.


  The ad read:


  “Opening for young man of adventurous nature. Opportunity for travel, excitement, glory.”


  There was an address in the lower thirties, just off Fourth avenue.


  I saw the ad and I thought it over. I’d been in the army for the past four years and the travel and excitement didn’t appeal to me. But I liked the part about the glory. The Donovan clan is great for glory.


  When I got my discharge, which was right after the shooting stopped, I went to a bar and drank a silent toast to myself in the mirror.


  “Paddy Donovan,” I said to the square red face that looked back at me from the mirror. “You’re out and you’re staying out. You want no more part of any army. The Germans have been shooting at you and first sergeants have been yelling at you for the last three years. And between the two of them you’re lucky to have your sanity left. So if there’s another war they’ll have to go to the woods to find you, Paddy. And they’ll have to burn the woods and sift the ashes.”


  I meant every word of that. I lifted my drink and drained it off, thinking how pleasant it was going to be playing civilian again.


  I played civilian for about two months and then while I still had some money left, I decided to go to work. So I started looking at the ads.


  And on September 18 I saw this ad. I thought it over a while and finally decided to investigate. I clipped it out, stuck it in my wallet and headed for the address.


  The house was one of those brown-stone front affairs, which had been classy thirty year ago. I went up the worn steps and punched the bell.


  The door was opened by a tired, elderly woman, in a white apron, and holding a feather duster in her hand. She blew a stray strand of gray hair from her face and said, “What do you want?”


  “Someone at this address put an ad in the paper,” I said. “Do you know anything about it?”


  “That would be Professor O’Neill,” she said. “He’s on the third floor. Him and his daughter.”


  She pulled the door open wider and I walked into a dim hallway that smelled of old paint and Cabbage.


  I WENT up the rickety steps to the third floor. There was a landing on which two doors opened. I knocked on the first door.


  An old man opened the door and blinked at me. He had white hair and skin that looked like leather that had been out in the sun too long. He blinked his watery blue eyes again and said, “yes?” in a thin voice.


  I said, “are you Professor O’Neill, and did you put an ad in yesterday’s paper?”


  His face showed some animation.


  “Why, yes indeed young man. Won’t you come in?”


  I followed him into a room furnished about the way I expected. Shabby chairs, worn rug, junk and bric-a-brac that was fashionable thirty years ago.


  He motioned me to a chair and sat down himself with his back to the window. The sun made a halo of his white hair. He wasn’t dressed well, worn trousers, a white shirt with an old-fashioned black string tie, and a black velvet jacket, but somehow he managed to look dignified.


  “I am very happy to see you,” he said. And he sounded like he meant it. “I have tried very hard to get the right young man for the job I have in mind, but it’s so very hard.” He shook his head and said, “So very very hard,” and then he looked out the window and sighed.


  Supposing you tell me about it,” I said. “I may be the right man.”


  “Yes,” he said, brightening. “You may very well be. Now, first, what is your name?”


  “Paddy Donovan,” I said. “Excellent,” he beamed. “We Irish have imagination. And that is what this job will require of you. Imagination and faith. I am Professor O’Neill.”


  “That’s what the landlady told me,” I said.


  He looked gloomily at the floor. “She is a witless creature. An unfortunate type. We do not get on well.” But he didn’t seem to be able to stay gloomy very long. His eyes brightened and he looked back at me. “Now about the job. You will . . .”


  He got that far when the door opened and a girl came into the room. She was a slim red-haired girl with bright blue eyes. She was wearing a house dress that looked like it had been fitted by an angel, and her ankles were about the size of my two thumbs.


  “Ah, Sally,” the professor smiled. “You’re just in time to meet Mr. Paddy Donovan. He has answered my advertisement.”


  I stood up and I felt clumsy and uncomfortable with this slim young girl smiling at me. I mumbled something to her and sat down again, but I couldn’t look away from her. She sat down on the edge of her father’s chair and put a light hand on his shoulder.


  “I was just about to tell Mr. Donovan about the job I have in mind,” he said to her.


  “I don’t think you should be tiring yourself out, daddy,” she said. “You’ve been working very hard lately. And maybe Mr. Donovan won’t be interested. Did you tell him you won’t be able to pay him any money?”


  She looked at me as she said that, and she was telling me nicely I was wasting my time if I was looking for money. She didn’t like saying it, I could tell. She looked embarrassed.


  “No, I didn’t,” the professor said uneasily. “I thought I’d tell him about the job first.”


  “Well, daddy,” the girl smiled at him, “young men can’t afford to work for nothing, you know. You’d better wait until you have a little money before you start your work.”


  THE professor sighed and looked gloomily at the floor.


  I said, “I’m not interested in money. What’s money, after all?”


  Why did my big mouth say that? I don’t know. I’m Irish and I worship the green. Especially when it’s in neat stacks and has Washington’s or Lincoln’s picture on it. Maybe it was the way the girl looked at me. Maybe I thought she was wonderful. I don’t know. Nothing like this had ever happened to me before.


  The professor beamed fondly at me. “Imagination and faith, my boy. I see you have both. Now about the job.” His daughter said, “but daddy,” and then she looked at me, and it was such a grateful look that I felt my chest grow about six inches. “I guess you’re both beyond hope,” she said, with a little laugh.


  “Of course we are,” the professor said. “Now! I said in the ad that this job offers an opportunity for travel. Do you have any idea of the kind of travel I meant?”


  “No,” I said, “I haven’t.”


  “Well.” He paused and looked at me with bright, excited eyes. “I meant travel in time.”


  “Travel in time,” I repeated matter-of-factly. “That should be interesting. I’ve always thought . . . My mind, which had been thinking about a pair of slim ankles, and bright blue eyes, suddenly realized what the words meant. “What!”


  He smiled. “You’re astonished. That is natural. Everyone is at first.” My collar felt too tight. I wanted to get up and march firmly out of that room without looking back, but the slim ankles and the blue eyes, kept me right in my chair.


  “I don’t understand,” I said, and my voice was weak.


  “Naturally you don’t. You must take some of the things I’m going to tell you on faith. You have faith. Some of the things I’m going to tell you will require that you use imagination. You have imagination. So there is no difficulty.”


  “I’ll try,” I said. “I’m willing to listen to anything that doesn’t have the army mixed up in it somewhere. That’s the only thing I won’t have anything to do with, Professor. The army.”


  “I think I understand,” he said.


  “But you have no worries on that score. Now I’m going to tell you about time travel.”


  He put a thin cigar in his mouth, lighted it, and blew a cloud of smoke expansively at the ceiling.


  “First of all,” he said. “Time travel is nothing new or revolutionary. As a matter of fact I believe it is one of the oldest things in the world. And when we conquer all the problems of time travel it will not be by using new principles, but rather by ancient ones which have been forgotten by man through the ages.


  I BELIEVE that early man had the power of transporting himself through time and space, as a means of escape from his enemies which were the early animals and birds, which were stronger and faster than man. If he didn’t have some means of escape from them he would have perished.


  “Now through the ages man developed weapons which put him on superior plane to the animals and gradually this ability of his to project himself in time slowly atrophied. That is a common phenomena. When a man’s faculties are no longer used and needed they disappear. Our sense of smell, for instance, was once as acute as the animals, because we needed it in the struggle for survival. But it has atrophied now until it only can differentiate between the most violent of contrasts, such as perfumes and garbage.


  “Immanuel Kant was the first great philosopher to clearly understand this. He perceived that time and space were not objective properties, but subjective ones, belonging to the mind, just as our instincts do. But he stopped short before he completed his thesis. Or perhaps he was afraid of its dating implications and wisely chose to leave further speculation to a more liberal age.


  “No matter. I am convinced that time and space are properties of the mind, and the ability to use them, just as we use our will and reason, has been lost to man, simply because the necessity for using them has disappeared.”


  “I didn’t understand half the words he used. But the ones I did understand made sense in a funny way. It was like listening to somebody talk about atoms. You knew it was right, but it still sounds pretty silly.


  “I,” he continued, “have developed a machine which artificially stimulates those dormant abilities. And with it I can travel back in time just as easily as you would travel from here to Chicago.”


  That was quite a statement. Some of my native cynicism was returning. But I glanced down and saw Sally’s neat little foot swinging in a slow circle and I forgot all my doubts. Mind may be superior to matter, but when the matter is a pair of slim ankles it works out the other way around.


  The professor kept talking and I tried to listen but it was hard. But finally he said something that caught my attention.


  “I am ready to go right now,” he said. “Will you come with me?”


  “Where?” I asked blankly. But I knew what he meant and I didn’t like it. He wanted to go back into time. And before I did anything like that I wanted to think out all the angles.


  I was right. He said, “I am ready to make my first experiment and I need you. I am an old man and Sally is just a girl. We need a young man, a strong, fearless young mart to go with us.”


  “Oh,” I said, “is Sally going?”


  SHE smiled at me, a wonderful smile, and said, “I wouldn’t let you two go alone. You might never come back to me.” The way she said that made it sound like it was important that I come back. I felt my chest getting tight again.


  “Of course I’ll go,” I heard my big mouth say. And I wasn’t sorry.


  “Excellent,” the professor said. “We will make the attempt immediately.”


  He got up and crossed the room to a large desk Against the wall. From one of the drawers he removed a metal box, about six inches square, with handles attached to each side. He placed this on a table in the middle of the room.


  “I have some work to do first,” he said. “A few final preparations. But it won’t take me a minute.”


  Sally stood up and said, “I’ll make a cup of coffee.”


  She smiled at me so prettily as she left the room that I was in a daze until she returned with a tray and three cups of coffee.


  The professor meanwhile had been tinkering with his metal box and pausing every few minutes to thumb through a thick file of dusty notes.


  Sally gave me a cup of coffee, put cream and sugar in it, and it was fine. I love a girl who can make good coffee.


  The professor had finished by that time and we drank our coffee without saying much. Both he and Sally looked serious and I was busy looking at Sally.


  Finally we were ready.


  The professor motioned us to the table. “Now,” he said, “We will each hold one of the handles. If my theories are right it won’t take more than a few minutes for the stimulus to work. Ready?”


  I put my right hand around the thin metal hand-grip. It was warm. I don’t know whether it was my imagination but I felt something coming out of that box and up my arm. I started to sweat!


  “Where are we going?” I asked.


  “I’m not really sure,” the professor said. “But I think it will be Egypt.”


  I began to feel something. And it wasn’t imagination. My head felt light and I thought maybe I was going to fall on my face. I looked at Sally and she looked a long way off. And her big blue eyes were going in circles.


  “Professor,” I gasped. “It’s workin’.”


  “I know, I know,” he said excitedly.


  “I’m scared,” Sally cried.


  “I’ll be with you,” I said through the fog that was coming in between us. “Don’t be frightened, Sally.” I tried to reach her, to put my free arm around her shoulders, but I couldn’t make it.


  I was falling into a shimmering, spinning tunnel of blackness. It had no bottom.


  I CAME out of that blackness slowly.


  I saw light a long way in front of me and I put out my hands toward it and then I opened my eyes.


  The first thing I saw was Sally. And that was a wonderful sight. She was sitting beside me, stroking my forehead with cool gentle fingers.


  I was lying on a big soft couch, looking up at a gold ceiling. I looked to my right and I saw a big brass vase, with a smoky incense coming out of it. I looked left and saw silken tapestries on the wall. I looked down and saw a big tiger skin on a hard-packed dirt floor.


  The professor was pacing up and down on this floor, reading a long sheet of paper with an anxious look on his face.


  Sally said, “Do you feel all right?”


  “I guess so,” I said. I really didn’t know. My head ached and my stomach was jumping like a juke joint, but otherwise I was okay.


  I sat up and looked around. The room we were in wasn’t so big. The walls were covered with silk and the light came from some stuff that was burning in big pots in each corner of the room. The smoke smelled like smoldering tar.


  “Did we make it?” I asked foolishly. “Yes, yes,” the professor said excitedly. “We made it my boy.”


  “Wonderful,” I said. “Let’s go out and meet the natives. I could stand some fresh air.”


  “Not just yet,” the professor said. And he frowned worriedly at the floor. “I have already met a few of them. They are terrified of us. They put us in here to await the decision of their council. I can understand enough of their dialect to converse with them. And I am not sure yet that they are friendly.”


  “Fine way to treat visitors,” I said bitterly. “Here we come a couple of thousand years to see them and they treat us like lepers.”


  “We had better go slowly,” the professor said. “For myself I am not afraid. But Sally . . .”


  He looked at her and I got what he meant. It scared me.


  We didn’t have time for any more conversation. A gong sounded from somewhere and the silk tapestries on one wall were pulled far enough aside to let a woman into the room.


  She was a filthy old hag, barefooted, and dressed in bright loose clothes that were covered with clasps of gold and silver. Gray lank hair fell over her face. Her skin was brown and dirty.


  She was carrying a metal tray with three cups of some kind of liquid. She set the tray on the floor, and kept her eyes down. She looked as scared as an Irishman going home on a dark night through the fairy country in Kildare.


  SHE started away but the professor stopped her with a word I didn’t understand.


  She answered something, and then they gabbled back and forth for a while. The woman wanted to get away, she kept backing toward the wall but the professor kept throwing questions at her, which she answered sullenly.


  When she finally departed the professor turned to us and his face was grave.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked. And I wasn’t feeling too chipper.


  “Perhaps nothing,” he said. He made an effort and smiled down at the tray. “At least they aren’t going to starve us.” He picked up one of the cups and sipped the contents. “It’s an herb wine,” he said. “It won’t hurt us. Better try it.”


  It wasn’t bad stuff. Hot and spicy and strong. It made me feel a lot better almost immediately.


  “Now let’s have the bad news,” I said. “I could tell from your face when the old crone was talking, that she wasn’t giving you a good thing in the fifth race at Olympia Fields.”


  “I don’t like to admit failure,” he said. “But I think we had better leave this place. The woman told me of her religion. And it isn’t a pretty topic. These people are members of the original Kultibar clan, an Egyptian sect whose worship is based on human sacrifice. I don’t know whether we are in any danger, but I don’t like to take a chance.”


  Sally’s hand touched mine. I held it tightly and tried to smile at her. She looked white and scared. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to her.


  “Let’s vamoose, if we can,” I told the professor. “We can find some place where they’re more hospitable.”


  “Oh, yes, let’s go,” Sally cried. “I’m not a sissy, but this place gives me the creeps.”


  I patted her hand. “I’ll take care of you,” I said. I felt very brave and Irish.


  “Very well,” the professor said. “We won’t wait any longer.”


  He went to a corner of the room and, from behind one of the smoking pots, he took the metal box, with the four hand-grips. He placed it on the couch beside us.


  “Let’s hurry,” Sally said.


  I put my hand on one of the handles and put my other arm around her. She pressed a little closer to me and smiled.


  The smile was enough to knock me silly, but the stuff coming out of the metal box was helping. I felt the familiar sensations. My head felt light and I was getting dizzy.


  I tightened my arm around Sally’s shoulder and then that big black tunnel opened up. And in I fell.


  I CAME to first this time. The professor and Sally were lying on the floor beside me, and my heart pumped with relief when I saw that we were back in their dingy apartment.


  I picked Sally up in my arms and put her in a chair, and she came around pretty quickly. She gave a relieved sigh when she saw where she was.


  The professor was stirring and he opened his eyes. He scrambled to his feet and picked up the metal box, which had been lying beside him. He put it away carefully in the desk drawer.


  My mind was full of ideas.


  “Now look, professor,” I said, “have you ever thought of the money you could make with this thing? Why there’s millions in it! You could just sell the patents and retire for life. Or you could handle it yourself. Either way, you can’t lose.


  “Why you could start a time-travel bureau. Send people back into the past on vacations.”


  He shuddered. “I don’t want to do anything like that. I just want to work on my theories. I’m afraid I’m no business man, my boy.”


  “But listen,” I pleaded. “You could make a fortune and then use the money to continue your research.”


  He smiled wanly. “Perhaps you’re right. But I’m an old man and I don’t have the enthusiasm of youth. It would take money to get started. And I’m too old to go to work. I’m afraid I’ll just go along the way I am.”


  “Sally!” I said, turning to her. “Can’t you make him listen to reason? This is too good a chance to throw away. I have a little money left and I’d be glad to help out. I was going to buy a chicken farm, but . . .”


  “No!” Sally said firmly. She shook her small head emphatically. “Your money goes for the chicken farm! I won’t have you throwing it away on father’s ideas.”


  “I won’t be throwing it away,” I yelled. I was beginning to get annoyed with both of them. I had never met such short-sighted people. “Let’s call it a loan. Or give me ten per cent of the stock.”


  It was a hard fight but I finally swung them around. The professor agreed to take a thousand dollars of mine, but he insisted on making it a fifty-fifty proposition. It was a steal, but I couldn’t talk him out of it.


  I was afraid they might change their minds so I went and got the money the minute they agreed.


  The professor looked at the cash as if he’d never seen that much money in one piece in his life. He was like a little kid with a new red wagon.


  Sally threw her arms around my neck and kissed me and then she started to blush.


  “I don’t know what you must think of me,” she said.


  “You’d slap my face if you knew,” I grinned.


  She laughed as if I was kidding.


  They both had things to do then, so I made a date with Sally for that night, and left. I spent half the day walking through the park and smelling the flowers. I kept thinking about Sally. I felt warm and happy.


  AT SIX o’clock I went back to my room, took a bath and used my after shave lotion all over, just so I’d smell nice. Then I dressed, put on a new tie and went out into the street.


  I bought a big bouquet of flowers and by seven o’clock I was punching the door of her boarding house.


  The woman in the white apron opened the door.


  I started in but she held up her hand.


  “And where are you going?” she asked.


  “To see Miss Sally O’Neill,” I said.


  “Not that it’s any of your business, but my mother taught me to be polite to old folks.”


  She laughed bitterly.


  “You think you are!” she said. “She and that old man of her skipped out.”


  “You’re crazy,” I said.


  “Crazy, am I?” They left owing me a month’s rent, the dirty chiselers.”


  I didn’t listen for anymore. I went up the stairs two at a time. The door of their room was open so I barged right in. I didn’t see anybody in the front room, so I went into the next room, a small bedroom. The closets were empty. The drawers of the bureau were empty.


  There was nobody home.


  I came back into the front room and my heart was as heavy as an Irishman’s hangover. I don’t know what I was thinking. I was too sad and confused to think I couldn’t understand it. Why would they skip out?


  I walked over to the desk and jerked open the drawer. The metal box was still there. I looked at it. There was no bottom on it and all that was inside was a few wires and coils that looked like a Rube Goldberg invention.


  I couldn’t understand why the professor had left his time machine.


  Still carrying it in my hand I went slowly down the stairs. The landlady was standing at the bottom, a satisfied smirk on her face.


  “Now, who’s crazy?” she said.


  “They must have left a message,” I said.


  “They left nothing,” she snapped. “They were just deadbeats. I should have known better than to trust them. Now I’ve got work to do.”


  I noticed something then. My nose twitched. There was a faint smell of smouldering tar in the air.


  I looked at the old hag of a landlady and horrible suspicion burst into my honest Irish head. I looked at the big bouquet in my left hand and the time machine in my right, and the horrible suspicion kept growing.


  “Where’s the basement?” I yelled at the old woman.


  “Have you lost your senses?” she cried. “I’ll call the police if you don’t get along.”


  “You won’t be calling the police,” I said.


  I turned and walked toward the back of the house, with her following and making an ungodly racket. I found a door that led to steps that went down. And I went down. The smell of tar was stronger.


  AT THE bottom I found a light switch. I flicked it on. I was in a boiler room. The old crone was right behind me, screaming unprintable things in my ears.


  “Silence hag!” I shouted.


  I walked across the boiler room to another door. I pulled it open and saw a heavy piece of silk hanging there with a slit cut in.


  I looked at the woman. She wasn’t talking now. She was just looking scared.


  I pushed through the silk into a room I’d seen before. The floor was dirt, the walls were covered with silk, and there was a big couch in the middle. There was also a moth eaten tiger skin on the floor. I looked at the woman and I was seeing her in bright clothes with phony silver and gold clips.


  I threw the bouquet on the floor and jumped on it. Then I tried to pull my hair out.


  “Schemers, cheaters, swindlers!” I bellowed.


  I was so mad I hurt. I saw it all now. I turned and glared at the old crone.


  “They knock me out with a pill in my coffee. “They bring me down here and tell me I’m in Egypt. You come in pretending to be an Egyptian and . . .”


  I couldn’t go on. It was too mortifying.


  “I didn’t know anything about it,” the old crone mumbled. “I thought it was a practical joke.”


  “My thousand dollars!” I cried.


  I grabbed her by the head of the hair and lifted her until she was standing on her toes.


  “Woman,” I said sternly. “Where did they go? Don’t lie! I am just back from Europe where we shot the German women from our cannons for sport.”


  Her eyes rolled wildly and then she started talking. I got an address from her, and then I let her go.


  I paused just long enough to kick the bouquet once more and then I left.


  I STILL had the time machine. And I had an idea. Not a simple idea, or an easy idea, but an Irish idea, full of imagination and cunning.


  The arrangements took me several hours. I called a half dozen of the boys who’d followed me around Europe and they all thought I was either drunk or crazy. Or both. But they all agreed to help.


  And I had other arrangements to make, and they were still harder. But finally everything was done and I hopped into a cab and headed for the address the landlady had given me.


  This house was just as beat-up as the one they’d had in the lower thirties. It was a two story building with dirty brick front. I paid the driver and went into the vestibule.


  There were two bells there and I punched the one that didn’t have a name-card under it. I figured they wouldn’t have had the time to get their name up yet.


  The buzzer sounded and I pulled open the door and started up the steps.


  A voice called down, “who is it?”


  The voice was Sally’s. It still sent shivers up my back.


  “Did you forget we had a date tonight, darlin’ ?” I answered.


  I heard a gasp and then I turned the corner of the stairs and there she was, looking down at me like I was a ghost.


  Her legs were just at the level of my eyes so I didn’t notice the expression on her face.


  “Paddy,” she said weakly, “we were just talking about you.”


  “That’s nice,” I said. “And how is the professor?”


  I was standing beside her then and she still hadn’t moved.


  She just stared at me, white-faced and scared.


  I put a hand under her arm and said, “Aren’t you going to ask me in?”


  “Of—of course, Paddy,” she said. We went into a room that wasn’t very pleasant. The professor was reading a paper, and when he saw me, I thought he was going to choke.


  But I didn’t give either of ’em a chance to talk. I just smiled and took a seat.


  “I’ve been worryin’ all day about whether a thousand dollars was going to be enough,” I said. “So I brought along some more just in case.” I smiled cheerfully. “The landlady told me where you’d, gone. I can understand that you’d want to get away by yourself so you can work on the time machine.”


  “Yes, that was it,” the professor spluttered. “I—I felt I’d work faster, off by myself. And Sally decided to come and help me.”


  “Sure,” I said.


  I opened the box which I had in my hand and took out the time machine. “But I couldn’t understand why you left this. So I brought it along. And you know what?” I smiled brightly at both of them, as they shook their heads slowly. “We’re going to take a little trip. Right now.”


  “Trip,” the professor said weakly. “Where?”


  “Back into time,” I said sweetly. “Are you ready?”


  “Well,” the professor coughed, “I don’t know but what . . .”


  “Fine,” I said.


  “Paddy,” Sally said miserably, “we know you must hate us, but do you have to go through all this? Can’t you make it short and clean?”


  “But darlin’,” I protested, “why should I hate you? I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. We’re just going to take a little trip. And first I’m going to make a coffee.” I smiled again at both of them. They must have been awfully sick of that smile. “And you two just wait right here.”


  I WENT out in the kitchen and heated the coffee that was still in the pot. Then I put the sleeping powder I’d bought at the drug store in two of the cups.


  I gave one of those to the Professor and one to Sally.


  “Drink up and we’ll be off,” I said.


  They drank the coffee while I set up the time machine. Then I made them put their hands on the hand-grips, and all the while I kept smiling and chattering.


  The powders didn’t take long to work. The professor started nodding almost immediately, and within a minute his head had fallen to his chest and he was snoring quietly.


  “What have you done to him?” Sally cried indignantly.


  “I put a finger to my lips. “The stimulus is working,” I whispered.


  “You beast! You . . .” She stopped with mouth open and then widened it to a deep yawn. “I feel sleepy,” she said. “I don’t know what it is, but . . .” She yawned again and then she was sleeping. She looked lovelier than ever asleep.


  I picked her up and slung her over my shoulder. I grabbed the time machine with my free hand and went down the stairs. The car was waiting at the curb. I put Sally in the back and got in beside her.


  The driver, Dilly Jones, a good lad who got his Purple Heart the same day I got mine, looked back at me dubiously.


  “This is serious business, Paddy,” he said. “I hope you know what you’re doin’.”


  “Drive on, Dilly,” I ordered. “Everything is under control.”


  He drove on. It had started to rain, and an occasional flash of heat lightning streaked across the dark sky.


  We drove across the bridge into Brooklyn and then about twenty more miles, until we hit the country. He pulled the car off the road into a grove of trees. There wasn’t a house in sight.


  I picked Sally up again and carried her about a hundred yards from the car. I put her down on the soggy ground underneath a spreading tree and I laid down beside her. All you could see from there was trees and rain and tangled underbrush. The lightning was flashing regularly now, and thunder was booming on the horizon.


  I placed the time machine carefully between us and then I waited for Sally to wake up. The rain helped. When I saw her eyes blinking I closed mine.


  A minute later I heard her cry out and then she was tugging frantically at my shoulder. I blinked a little bit and then sat up, a great look of surprise on my face.


  “Imagine this,” I said.


  “Paddy,” she cried, “where are we?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “Looks like the time machine really worked.”


  She was wet and miserable. She snuggled up to me like a half-drowned kitten. “Take me out of here,” she said miserably. “I’m licked, Paddy.”


  “I wish I could,” I said. I said, “What’s that?” and pointed off toward the trees.


  She looked to where I pointed and gave a little cry. “Paddy, what are they?”


  SIX or eight half-naked men came toward us from the trees. They were plastered with mud and carried clubs in their hands.


  “Be brave,” I said. “I recognize them. They are the original members of the old Druid clan, a notorious sect that flourished in Ireland centuries ago.”


  She whimpered and crept closer to me.


  The leader of the little group was a powerfully built young man, whose name was Terrance O’Toole. He had driven a tank with great success in Belgium and Germany. He was my best buddy. But now he did look like a druid. Mud was plastered in his hair and over his body, and he was scowling ferociously.


  He pointed the club at me and made noises in his throat. I made noises back at him.


  “What did he say?” Sally whimpered.


  “It looks bad,” I said. “I just happen to be able to speak his dialect. These people have a horrible religion. They burn maidens to appease their blood-thirsty god.”


  “Maidens?” she quavered.


  Terrence grunted some more at me and I grunted back.


  “Not so good,” I whispered to Sally. “He asked me if we were married.”


  “Did you tell him we were?” she cried.


  I shook my head sorrowfully. “I couldn’t tell a big fib like that. I had to tell him the truth darlin’.”


  Terrence turned to the six men standing behind him and grinned hideously. Then he pointed his club at Sally and leered.


  She clutched my arm. “Paddy,” she pleaded! “Tell them we’re married. Please!”


  “I won’t lie,” I said firmly. “But I can fix it so I won’t have to lie. Will you marry me?”


  “Oh, Paddy,” she wailed. “Anything!”


  I raised my hand in a signal and two more of my buddies appeared, dragging a wet, indignant, but legal Justice of the Peace between them.


  “It just so happens,” I said, “that we have here one of their priests. He can marry us.”


  And he did. He fumed and ranted and threatened to sue us all for abduction, burglary, and forcible entry, but in the end he married us.


  Then my gang disappeared.


  I looked down at Sally. She was smiling expectantly at me, and there was a funny glint in her eye that made me suspicious.


  “Weren’t you fooled?” I asked.


  “Not for long,” she grinned. She pointed to a sign tacked on the tree. It read: No Hunting Allowed!


  “I,” she said, “saw that when I woke up. But I liked the way things were going, so I just kept quiet.”


  I picked up the time machine and put one of her hands on the hand-grip, and I took the other.


  “This is the way it started,” I said.


  I kissed her then, and it was wonderful.


  I started to kiss her again, but something happened. Light flared suddenly about us, and a streaking bolt of lightning shot between us. My hand burned, and I felt the hand-grip of the time machine growing hotter and hotter.


  Sally screamed and I reached for her, but I never made it.


  A black tunnel was opened up in front of me. And I was falling in. And it had no end.


  I WOKE with my arm around Sally.


  She was awake too, and looking about with a dazed expression on her face.


  We were seated on a park bench and the sun was streaming into our faces. People were passing by and they glanced at us strangely.


  The men were wearing four-buttoned suits, with high celluloid collars and the women wore long dresses, with big feathered hats.


  There were more carriages than automobiles moving along the broad avenue which we were facing. And the automobiles that did pass were without tops, and they coughed and sputtered asthmatically. The drivers wore goggles and long white, ankle-length coats.


  I looked at Sally and she looked at me.


  “Is this another gag?”


  We both said it simultaneously.


  Then we both shook our heads wordlessly.


  This wasn’t a gag.


  “The time machine worked,” I said hoarsely. “We are back in the past. When that lightning bolt hit it, something happened.”


  “Oh, Paddy,” she said, “what’ll we do new?”


  Music was coming from down the street and I heard a sound that does to me what a fire bell does to an old fire horse.


  It was the stirring, rhythmic tread of marching feet.


  And then I recognized the music the band was playing. It was “Over There.”


  A gaily covered wagon was coming along the side of the street and behind it was a column of marching men.


  On top of the wagon a piano pounding out “Over There” and a little man in a checkered suit was singing it lustily. A huge poster decorated one side of the wagon. A poster with a big picture of Uncle Sam pointing—pointing right at me! And the legend above it read: I Want You!


  I groaned out loud and tried to pull my hair out.


  “Do you get it, Sally?” I said. “Did you ever hear of the luck of the Irish? Well it’s a lying outrage! I fight four years in Europe and now I’m back in the middle of the first World War!


  The little man had finished his song and now he was into his sales talk. He was looking right at me, as the wagon went slowly by.


  “Don’t be a slacker,” he was yelling. “Get into the fight. Uncle Sam needs you. Join the Big Parade. Fall in behind the red-blooded Americans that are following this wagon. Don’t be a slacker.”


  What could I do?


  I stood up slowly.


  “Good bye, Sally darlin’,” I said. “Wait for me.”


  “I’ll wait, Paddy,” she said, starting to cry.


  I kissed her once and then I marched out into the street and joined the column of men following the recruiting wagon.


  I got into step and threw my shoulders back. Everyone was waving and yelling as I went by. It was wonderful.


  THE WANDERING SWORDSMEN


  First published in the April 1948 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  The Musketeers were back from the war and looking for jobs—but the only real trade they knew was fighting, so—


  THE clerk at the Personnel desk was obviously harassed and tired.


  “All I can do is take your name and address, buddy,” he said. “We’re going out on strike any day now anyway.” Phillip Poincare nodded understandingly but he couldn’t keep a discouraged frown from flitting across his face.


  “This is about the tenth place I’ve been to this morning,” he said. “I thought your concern wouldn’t be affected by the labor conditions, but—”


  “It’s like this,” the clerk said patiently. “We make office equipment, but our union is affiliated with the steel unions, so we go the same way they do.” He glanced down at Phillip’s application. “Have you been over to the union office yet?”


  “I’m an office worker,” Phillip said. “At least I was before—”


  “Before the war you mean,” the clerk said. He looked down at Phillip’s application again. “There’s nothing in here about your service record. What outfit were you in?”


  Phillip smiled tiredly. He’d been asked the same question everywhere he went and he still hadn’t figured out an answer that sounded reasonable.


  He wondered what the young clerk would say if he told him the simple truth; that he’d spent the war in Paris as a member of the French underground. That of course wasn’t too remarkable. But supposing he then added that his comrades during those three incredible years had been four men known to the rest of the world only as characters in a novel called the Three Musketeers and written by a man dead for over a hundred years?


  The clerk would probably call the plant guards and have him escorted from the place as a potentially violent lunatic.


  So he simply shook his head.


  “I wasn’t in the army. “I—I was abroad.”


  “So was I,” the clerk said. “Took a long joy ride with the Third Army. Just got out a few months ago. Well I’ve got your name and when things get straightened out we may give you a ring.”


  “Thank you,” Phillip said.


  Outside it was raining. He walked along slowly through the grayness of the chilly afternoon, a neat little man with pleasant undistinguished features, whom no one would bother to glance at twice. His room was only a few blocks away and he decided to walk, partly for exercise and partly to conserve his dwindling savings.


  Perhaps it was the somberness of the afternoon but soon his thoughts were drifting nostalgically over the past few years of his life—the years which had been so excitingly enlivened by the Musketeers and D’Artagnan.


  Their existence in Paris had been precarious, but Phillip found himself forgetting the hunger and uncertainty and fear and remembering instead memorable nights when they’d been fortunate to find a warm room and a bottle of wine. Aramis—Aramis, the gracious, fastidious one—had never been able to drink the Parisian cognac or worse still the horrible concoction called calvados, which was made from cider in the south of France, but Porthos, whose huge frame contained a stomach like a concrete mixer, always found it delightful.


  And Phillip remembered the electric, charged air which D’Artagnan brought into a room, his keen face as bright as a flashing sword when he was planning one of his reckless campaigns against the Germans.


  Phillip pulled his coat collar tighter against the wind. Those had been days and nights which would live with him as long as he drew breath.


  WHEN the Americans had entered Paris their paths had separated. American Intelligence needed Phillip then, but the Musketeers had scornfully refused to accept anything so peaceful as simply informing on the Nazis who had disappeared into the slums and alleys of Montmarte and Pigalle.


  They considered their score far too personal to be satisfyingly settled in that manner. One night, after a last solemn drink, they said goodbye to Phillip, and he had seen them no more.


  Occasionally reports had come to his attention, stories of former Nazis who had come to sudden and violent ends somewhere in the labyrinth of Paris, and while there were usually no witnesses who cared to talk about such things, he felt sure that the Musketeers were striking their silent blows in the only way they would consider satisfying and honorable.


  He came out of his reverie as he approached the house in which he lived. The past was full of ghosts and memories that were better forgotten. He squared his shoulders and tried to throw off the weight of his depression. It was over and done with and his job now was to try and fit himself back into this post-war world, which was in many ways a more difficult thing than fighting the Nazis in Paris.


  He opened the door and tiptoed up the shabbily-carpeted steps, hoping he wouldn’t meet his landlady. He didn’t owe her any money as yet but he wasn’t in a mood to tell her of his failure to find a job, and to listen to her inevitable sympathetic encouragement.


  With his mind still miles and years away from the present he opened the door of his room and snapped on the light. The usually cheerless furnishings met his eye, and it wasn’t until he had hung up his coat and hat that he noticed the presence of a strange bottle on one of the tables.


  The bottle was placed directly in the center of the table and he saw it was full and that the seal was unbroken. Wonderingly he picked it up and looked at the label.


  For a moment he couldn’t believe his eyes. What was a bottle of French cognac doing in his room? It didn’t belong to him he was sure.


  The last time he had seen this brand of cognac had been the night he had said goodbye for the last time to the Three Musketeers and D’Artagnan. Porthos had brought the bottle and Aramis had considered his palate everlastingly insulted by its vileness.


  Phillip smiled at the bottle in his hands, forgetting in his sudden rush of memory, the mystery of its presence here in his room.


  Then he heard a low smothered sound from behind the closed bathroom door!


  Phillip’s heart began pounding. He looked at the bottle again and then at the bathroom door, while the smile on his face spread in an unbelieving grin.


  He set the bottle down slowly on the table while his reason kept insisting that his hopes were foolish and his deductions insane. It simply couldn’t be!


  Hardly conscious of moving he started for the door, but as his hand reached for the knob, it swung open suddenly and a huge figure towered over him, grinning broadly.


  “Phillip! mon ami,” a booming voice cried, and hands the size of two ordinary man’s were on his shoulders shaking him affectionately.


  Phillip tried to speak. His mouth opened, his lips moved, but there were no words.


  “Out of the way, you overgrown cow,” another familiar voice shouted behind Porthos, and a well-built, handsome young man squeezed through the doorway and grasped Phillip’s hand.


  “Athos!” Phillip said. He looked from Athos’ genial smiling face to Porthos, too speechless to say the words that were tumbling in his breast.


  “I know it’s a surprise,” Athos said, “but you should be accustomed to surprises after the life you led in Paris.”


  Another voice said, “When all this confusion is over will you kindly let me out of this vile place.”


  PORTHOS moved aside and Phillip saw the plump figure of Aramis behind him. Aramis’ face wore its usual expression of martyred toleration, which was habitual with him unless the appointments of wherever he happened to be were of the most exquisite type. He relaxed enough when he saw Phillip to grin warmly and extended a slim, graceful hand.


  “This is excellent,” he said. “We are all so happy to see you that it is hard to speak. But why are you living in this place? After the past hard years you deserve something luxurious, something graceful and pleasant.”


  “Aramis,” Athos said pleasantly, “still has his usual exquisite taste and execrable manners.”


  Porthos had picked up the bottle of cognac and was industriously removing the cork.


  “Enough of this talk,” he said. “Phillip, get glasses. For old time’s sake we must drink.”


  Phillip got glasses and watched in a happy silence while Porthos poured a stiff drink. They raised their glasses and looked inquiringly at Phillip.


  “To what shall we drink?” Athos asked.


  Phillip was regaining his composure gradually and now he noticed that one was absent.


  “Where, my friends, is D’Artagnan?” he asked.


  “He is here,” Athos said. “We’re expecting him shortly; don’t worry. But our toast.”


  “To happy days,” Phillip said. “Will that do?”


  “Excellent,” Athos said.


  They drank the cognac in one breath and Porthos lumbered about immediately to fill the glasses.


  Aramis placed one hand over his glass and shook his head.


  “I refuse to drink more than one glass of that vile slop. Sentiment alone prompted me to even drink that much.” He sighed and sat down wearily. “Happy days. That was the perfect toast, Phillip. That is what we are yearning for. I want to dine and drink and live in a lovely, pleasant apartment and do nothing at all for years and years.”


  “Food is the thing,” Porthos said enthusiastically. “I dream, mon ami, of huge steaks, of mounds of butter, of all I can eat—of everything I want.”


  “We must work, naturally,” Athos said, “for we must have money. But we want jobs which do not tax us too heavily. For,” he smiled, “there would be no point in working all day and being too tired at night to enjoy ourselves.” Phillip sat down slowly and regarded them as a parent might look at naive, innocent children. They were smiling so confidently that he hated to tell them the bitter truth. So he stalled.


  “How did you get here?” he asked. “On a disgusting boat,” Aramis said. “Because of our unique status as Nationals of the seventeenth century Paris we were forced to stow away on a ship which wasn’t fit to carry pigs. Porthos did not mind,” he added caustically. Porthos grinned hugely.


  “Mais certainment, I did not mind. Were we not coming to America, our adopted country? The land of sunshine and plenty? Where everyone is fed so well? Of course I did not mind.”


  “You have no money?” Phillip asked, although he knew it was an unnecessary question.


  “Not a sou,” Athos said grandly. “That is why we came here directly,” Aramis said.


  Phillip shook his head sorrowfully. He saw that their clothes were not good, that their shoes were broken and dusty, that they all looked tired and hungry. “It is difficult to explain,” he said. “What is difficult?” Porthos asked. “Now all is fine. The war is over. The days of privation and suffering are behind us. Now we must begin to enjoy ourselves.”


  “Things are not perfect here,” Phillip said. “There is a very serious housing shortage for one thing. Also many things are still rationed. In addition there are more and more strikes in the country.”


  Unconsciously he dropped his eyes as he spoke, for he felt he couldn’t look at them while he blasted their dreams. Now he looked up, hoping they would understand, would adjust themselves to the fact that all was not milk and honey in this land they had adopted.


  The Musketeers were smiling genially at him.


  “But what is difficult?” Porthos asked.


  “You don’t understand,” Phillip insisted. “You can’t get a place to live.” Aramis smiled indulgently.


  “We know it will take time,” he said. “We will be patient. Even a week is not too long.”


  “A week,” Phillip said weakly.


  “YES, even a week,” Aramis went on. “And we do not insist on luxury. Enough room to move around in, that’s all.”


  “And,” Phillip asked, “just what would you consider adequate?”


  He tried not to be sarcastic, for he realized that he was talking, in a very literal sense, to absolute children.


  Aramis waved one plump hand carelessly.


  “Ten rooms,” he said, with the air of a man who has suddenly decided to be magnanimous and is cutting his request in half.


  “You can’t get ten rooms,” Phillip said. “You can’t even get one room unless you’re willing to wait your turn for about six weeks. You’ll have to live right here and maybe my landlady won’t even allow you to do that.”


  “So we will live here,” Porthos said amiably. “We will cook huge meals and drink barrels of wine and cognac. We must make the best of things.” This last he threw in as a concession to Phillip, just to indicate that he understood.


  “I will not live here,” Aramis announced flatly. “I am sick to the death of small hovels. I want space,


  I want comfort.”


  “You’ll have to live in the park then,” Phillip said.


  “This will be satisfactory,” Athos said. “Porthos thinks only of his stomach, Aramis only of his comfort. I want good things also but I also intend to work.”


  “That will also be difficult,” Phillip said. “What can you do?”


  “I was the second best swordsman in France,” Athos said. “I can ride, hunt, shoot,” he shrugged eloquently, “surely I will have no trouble.”


  “You aren’t a union member for one thing,” Phillip said, “and, secondly, there are so many strikes right now that it isn’t easy to get a job. Thirdly, service men get preference in jobs and you weren’t a service man. I know this all sounds confusing to you, but believe me, I’m only trying to explain that everything isn’t as simple as you think.”


  “First,” Athos said, “what is this union thing?”


  “It’s like a club, an organization which helps its members get more money, better working conditions, things like that. If you aren’t a member you can’t work.”


  Athos smiled. “I will have no difficulty. I will join a union. I was a member of the Order of Louis, and that I am sure was harder to join than any of these unions.”


  “What Athos says in quite true,” Porthos said, nodding sagely. “A man must have killed fifty of the Cardinal’s troops in fair fight before he was admitted to the Order of Louis. Although some unscrupulous ones gained admittance by including the Cardinal’s men they ran down with their horses in their tally. Remember, Athos, Coquelin, the Briton, was such a rogue. If the truth were known, the scoundrel didn’t kill half the required number in fair duels.”


  “That is true,” Athos nodded. “I never cared for Coquelin,” he added, as an afterthought.


  Phillip felt baffled and helpless. These were children, brave, gay, reckless children, and how could he make them understand the present difficult situation? They had been magnificent against the Nazis in Paris, because that simply was another fight to them, an inspiring, happy battle against the traditional enemies of their beloved France. This was very different.


  “What,” Athos asked, “is this business about service men?”


  “They are the men who fought the war,” Phillip explained. “A service man is any member of the armed forces. Now that the war is over those men who fought for our country are given first preference in jobs.”


  “Did we not fight?” Porthos asked indignantly.


  “Of course you did,” Phillip said, “but not as members of the United States armed forces. You aren’t citizens of the United States. You aren’t even citizens of France.”


  Porthos got up and put a fatherly hand on Phillip’s shoulder.


  “You mustn’t worry about us, mon ami,” he said. “We will take care of you.”


  Phillip almost groaned.


  “Actually,” Athos said, “I have already found a job, so you see your worries are groundless.”


  “You’ve got a job!” Phillip said. “Where?”


  Impressively Athos removed a newspaper clipping from his pocket. From its creased and worn condition it was obvious that it had been read and handled considerably. With a flourishing gesture he handed it to Phillip.


  PHILLIP saw that is was a section clipped from the Help Wanted column of a local newspaper, the Chicago Express, and his eye shifted down the list of positions listed, he finally came to one which had been circled in pencil. This advertisement read:


  “Positions available for metal workers. Must have knowledge in tempering steel for blades and foils, also a knowledge of hilt design and foil balance. Apply in person.”


  “So you see,” Athos said, “we have nothing to worry about. Who knows more about swords than we do?”


  “I don’t know,” Phillip said wearily. “I know you can fight with swords, but can you make them? Do you know how to temper steel, design hilts and balance them? That’s what this ad asks for.”


  Athos smiled modestly.


  “There is nothing about the making and using of swords we do not know. In the good old days we made our own swords and they were unsurpassed in all France. So please do not worry anymore about us, Phillip.”


  “Well,” Phillip said, “we won’t worry any more about it now. We can talk the situation over in the morning. Now I suggest we talk of other things and plan to get a good night’s sleep.”


  “Excellent,” Porthos said, reaching happily for the bottle.


  The next morning Phillip awoke with an unaccustomed dark brown taste in his mouth. He was lying on the floor, on top of his overcoat and with one blanket over him. He remembered that that had seemed the most feasible sleeping arrangement when he had gone to bed the previous night. Athos and Porthos had shared the bed, while he and Aramis, losing the toss, had turned in on the floor.


  He raised himself to a sitting position, groaning slightly. He was chilled and stiff. And he had the beginnings of a nasty hangover. They had finished the bottle of cognac, and then nothing would do but they get another. That process had been repeated several times before they finally went to bed.


  He put his hands to his aching head and looked about the room.


  For a moment he didn’t notice anything unusual, but when he did, he sprang to his feet in alarm.


  The Musketeers were gone!


  He strode across the room and jerked open the bathroom door. They weren’t there, of course. He looked anxiously about the room, trying to think of where they might have gone.


  The job, that was it!


  But where was the newspaper clipping? That had the address of the firm that wanted swordsmiths. Maybe he could trace them, find them before they got themselves into some sort of trouble. He remembered with a shudder the first time, years before, when they had ventured out into modern society.


  He looked frantically about the room. Under the bed, on top of the tables, in the closet, bathroom, in the rumpled bedclothes, but then he remembered that the clipping had been in the evening edition of the Express. Maybe he could call them and get the address of the firm that had posted the ad.


  He hurried out to the hall phone and in a few seconds, that seemed like years to him, he was talking to a bored girl in the classified ad department.


  He told her what he wanted and she said she’d do what she could, and a few minutes later he was frantically scribbling down an address that was located on the west side of the city.


  It was only about a half hour’s ride from his room. He didn’t bother shaving, just splashed cold water on his face and hurried out.


  Phillip’s imagination worked overtime on the short street car ride. He knew the Musketeers and he knew the things that might happen to them in this new and bewildering environment.


  With a prayer that he wasn’t too late, he swung off the street car and hurried to the entrance of the small factory building which bore the same address as the ad.


  HE OPENED the door and stepped into a dingy reception room, which boasted one battered desk, two rickety chairs and a calendar dated nineteen forty-three. Seated behind the desk, with a newspaper before him, was an untidy, gray-haired little man with a gray hat on his head.


  “I beg your pardon,” Phillip said breathelessly, “but I’m looking for some friends of mine who might have come here by mistake. One is very big and one is quite plump. I’m sure you’d remember them if they’ve—”


  The weasel-faced man was looking at him with interest.


  “What makes you think they came here by mistake?” he asked.


  Phillip was stopped short. “They aren’t quite what you want I’m sure,” he said. “They saw an ad of yours and I think they may have come here, but—”


  The little man waved his sentence aside with a small, grimy hand.


  “They been here,” he said.


  “Where did they go?” Phillip demanded.


  “Go? They ain’t gone nowhere. We put ’em to work.”


  Phillip sat down slowly on the vacant chair, trying to get his thoughts assembled. “You put them to work,” he said hoarsely.


  “Sure,” the little man said. “We need men. They needed the job. What’s so funny about that?”


  “Could I see them a moment?” Phillip asked.


  The little man frowned. “What are you so excited about? You act like there might be something funny about this deal.”


  “I’m—I’m just surprised, that’s all,” Phillip said. “Please, may I see them just a minute?”


  After a moment’s hesitation, during which he eyed Phillip sharply, the little man finally stood up and walked to a door leading out the rear of the office.


  “Come along,” he said over his shoulder.


  Phillip followed him into a small shop in which six or eight men were working. There were benches along the walls, and several pieces of precision grinding equipment in the center of the floor. These were not operating. The men were bent over the benches, but Phillip noted that none of them seemed to be doing anything more important than polishing their tools. The shop in general had an untidy, unbusinesslike, idle look.


  As they passed the presses in the middle of the room, Phillip saw another bench which had been hidden from sight, and at it were standing the three Musketeers, talking animatedly with a florid-faced, dark-haired man, whose beautifully tailored clothes and buttonaire seemed incongruous with the grimy atmosphere of the shop.


  Athos was holding a sword, a fine gleaming blade, in his hand and the attention of the little group was centered on it. They didn’t notice Phillip until he tapped Aramis on the arm.


  “Sorry to disturb you,” he said, “but I was worried. You should have told me where you were going.”


  The Musketeers looked properly downcast for a moment, but then their cheerful smiles returned.


  “We thought you would worry less if we just slipped out, Phillip,” Athos said, good-naturedly. “And you see? Your fears were groundless.” He nodded to the impressively dressed gentleman on his right. “Soleri, may I present our friend, Phillip Poincare.”


  The prosperous looking Mr. Soleri extended a huge, well-manicured paw, which Phillip shook dutifully.


  “Mr. Soleri has put us to work,” Porthos said triumphantly. “And you with your talk of unions and service men!” He laughed cheerfully and slapped Phillip on the back.


  Phillip thought he detected a slight start on the part of Mr. Soleri. Perhaps it was his imagination but when Porthos had mentioned unions and service men Mr. Soleri’s twinkling, but unexpressive eyes had narrowed slightly.


  “I’m very glad to hear it,” Phillip said.


  “We are helping him with the design of his sword,” Athos said. He displayed the sword he was holding to Phillip. “This is a very bad blade. Poorly balanced, poorly tempered. It would do nicely for some farm hand to use it sticking pigs.”


  “Well,” Mr. Soleri said, speaking for the first time, “we don’t really want to use them for anything so bloodthirsty. As I explained to your friends,” he went on, glancing at Phillip, “they are to be used as symbols of membership in an organization in which I’m interested. Naturally we want good looking blades, but we don’t intend to fight with them.”


  “What are you going to fight with?” Phillip asked. He wasn’t conscious until he’d spoken of the implications of his questions. But it seemed a natural enough question under the circumstances.


  Mr. Soleri smiled, displaying a set of brilliant teeth. But there wasn’t any humor in his voice as he said: “Rather an awkward question, I should say. Who is there to fight now?”


  “No one, I hope,” Phillip said.


  “Precisely,” Mr. Soleri nodded.


  Phillip felt there was something wrong with the situation, but it wasn’t anything he could put his finger on. Mr. Soleri seemed to be on the level, but it simply wasn’t reasonable that the Musketeers, without references, without union cards, without even citizenship papers, should find a job so easily.


  “Have you,” he asked Athos, “made any arrangements with the union?”


  Athos shrugged indifferently.


  “It is not necessary. Mr. Soleri has taken care of everything for us.”


  “And now,” Mr. Soleri said, with a bland smile, “I think it’s time to get to work. Will you excuse us, Mr. Poincare?”


  Phillip felt the unmistakable touch of the brush-off and there was nothing he could do but make as graceful an exit as possible.


  HE SPENT the day in his room, obsessed with a vague, intangible worry. When he heard the tramp of the Musketeers on the stairway he felt a quick surge of relief.


  “Is everything all right?” was his first question, as they entered the room.


  “But of course,” Athos said.


  Porthos poured himself a drink from the remains of the cognac and sat down tiredly.


  “We must tell Phillip,” he said. “There is no point in deceiving him.”


  “What happened?” Phillip asked.


  “Our plant is on strike,” Athos said. “This afternoon a gentleman from the unions came and told us all that we must stop working. Everyone left but us.”


  Phillip shook his head. He knew with a dull certainty that the rest of the story was not going to be good.


  “Go on,” he said.


  “Well,” Athos said, crossing his legs, “about a half hour after that three men came in the shop. They were big, capable looking fellows. They told us that we must stop working. Porthos, Aramis and I were busy. We told them to go away. They again insisted we stop.” He paused and lifted one shoulder eloquently.


  “What happened then?”


  Porthos set his glass down with a bang.


  “What do you think? We threw the dogs out into the street. We are honest men, working hard, and they tell us we must not work. We threw them out and went back to our work.”


  “This is bad,” Phillip said.


  “And why?” asked Porthos. “Can we not work if we like?”


  “I wish you’d try to understand,” Phillip said. “There is an industrial and economic arrangement in this country that has been developed by a lawful, democratic process. You can’t just barge in and do things as you please.”


  “Mr. Soleri told us about the unions,” Porthos said darkly.


  “What did he tell you?” Phillip asked.


  “The truth,” Porthos went on. “He told us they were a great evil, that they must be destroyed, so honest men could work when and where they wanted.”


  “He told you all that, did he?” Phillip said thoughtfully.


  “Yes,” Athos said. He frowned down at the floor. “I did not like him at first, but he has treated us decently. And he seems to be speaking the truth.”


  “We have jobs,” Porthos said, “and we are going to keep them.”


  “You can’t go back to work,” Phillip cried. “Not until the strike is over. You’d be beaten to pulps if you tried.” Phillip realized instantly that he’d said the wrong thing. Such an approach would only strengthen them in their determination.


  “We have never dodged a fight,” Porthos growled.


  “We will be at work in the morning,” Athos said, with quiet finality.


  Phillip knew there was no point arguing with them. They knew what they were going to do. But he also knew what he was going to do.


  THE next morning he awoke early, dressed and left the house before his friends were stirring. It was a cold, raw morning, still dark.


  Phillip’s first stop was an all-night drug store in the neighborhood, where he made two telephone calls. It took a long time to get the parties he wanted, and longer still to explain his story and when he finished the first streaks of dawn were feeling their way through the dark.


  He called a cab then and drank two cups of coffee while he was waiting for it. He glanced at his watch when the cab arrived. It was going to be close.


  He gave the driver an address and told him to hurry . . .


  The address was a middle-class apartment building on Chicago’s North side. Phillip rang and the buzzer sounded immediately. He started up the steps and a voice said, “Second floor.”


  At the second floor a door was open, and a man stood in the doorway. He had obviously been dressing hurriedly when Phillip rang. His tie was still draped over his shoulder and his graying hair had been given a quick brushing which hadn’t completely removed its sleep-tousled look. He was a tall, slender man with square shoulders and a lean waist. He might have been forty-five, but he looked in excellent shape. His face was tanned and his hair had once been black but now it was streaked with gray.


  “Are you Poincare, the man who phoned me a while ago?” he asked.


  Phillip nodded. “And you’re Nelson, business agent of the Metal Workers, Local 3000?”


  “Come in,” Nelson said. “We haven’t too much time to talk.”


  Phillip followed him into a neatly furnished living room and took a chair. Nelson picked up a paper from a coffee table and handed it to him.


  “This is the morning paper. Your friends got quite a bit of publicity out of that deal yesterday afternoon.” Phillip spread the paper and read a front page story on the fight the Musketeers had had with the agents of the, Union. The story was a lurid, overemphasized account, which gave the impression that this was a very mild example of incidents which were occurring all over the country.


  “This is just the kind of thing the country can’t stand right now,” Nelson said. “Things are bad enough without publicity like this. Now tell me about these friends of yours and do it quickly. If they intend to go to work this morning—” He broke off and started tying his tie. “Tell me on the way. We’ve got to prevent them from crossing that picket line at all costs.”


  Racing across the city in Nelson’s car, Phillip told him as much as he could. He explained that the Musketeers were expatriated Frenchmen, who had wound up in America as the result of the war. They didn’t understand conditions in America. They were not trying to cause trouble. They were just simple men who wanted to work and couldn’t understand why anyone should tell them they shouldn’t. Nelson listened and nodded.


  “I hope I can talk some sense into their heads,” he said. “I may be able to if—”


  “If what?” Phillip said.


  “If we get there on time,” Nelson said grimly.


  They were nearing the address now. The car swung around the last corner on two wheels and a prayer. Ahead was the small building that housed the company where the Musketeers had gone to work. And Phillip’s heart sank as he saw the battle that was raging before the entrance.


  There were at least a dozen men fighting in a rocking, swaying group, in the middle of which Phillip could make out the battling figures of the Musketeers.


  “We’re too late,” he groaned.


  Nelson braked his car to a skidding halt.


  “Maybe not,” he snapped. “Follow me.”


  PHILLLIP piled out of the car and raced after Nelson’s tall figure. Nelson was shouting as he hit the fringes of the struggling group, but his voice was lost in the clamor of shouting voices.


  Phillip saw Porthos, with a wide happy smile on his face, pick up one of the men, lift him high above his head and hurl him straight at two others who were trying to close in. The man’s flying figure hit the other two like a battering ram, sending them sprawling.


  This created a breach in the solid wall of battling human figures and, before it could close, Phillip darted in and grabbed Porthos by the arm.


  “Stop!” he shouted.


  Porthos shook him aside impatiently.


  “Stop!” he bellowed. “I am only starting on these dogs.”


  But Nelson had been able by this time to get the attention of the attacking union men. With a crisp order that snapped like a cracking whip he backed them away from the Musketeers, but their angry flushed faces made it anybody’s guess how long his authority would restrain them.


  The Musketeers stood grimly silent, fists doubled, waiting and ready for any development. The air was charged and tense.


  Nelson turned to Phillip.


  “Can you do anything with them?” he asked.


  “I’ll try,” Phillip said. He turned slowly to the Musketeers. “I want you to listen a moment to me, my friends. Then you may do what you like.”


  “The time for talking is over,” Athos said, almost gently.


  “Then just listen,” Phillip said. “This man with me is honest. He wants to say a few words to you. I want you to listen to him. Not because it will change your minds or keep you out of trouble. And not because it is right. But I ask you to listen simply as a favor to me.”


  Porthos scowled and looked at the ground.


  “You take an unfair advantage of us, Phillip,” he said. “How can we refuse you a favor?”


  Athos sighed. “The only appeal that would avail against our anger and he must use it.”


  Nelson turned to the strikers.


  “It’s all right now, men. Break it up.”


  When they had drifted back to their picket line he said to the Musketeers, “You didn’t need us to stop the fight. You’d have ended it yourselves in a few more minutes.”


  Phillip thanked his stars that Nelson apparently was a better than average psychologist. That touch of flattery would do more to soften the Musketeers than a two-hour lecture based on reason and logic.


  The Musketeers, pleased as always when their fighting prowess was recognized, smirked at each other like big kids. It was obvious that they were ready to recognize Nelson as a man of discernment, at least.


  Nelson began talking to them. He wasn’t eloquent, but he managed to be impressive, something which was far more difficult. He didn’t talk about Labor and Capital. He simply talked about human beings. And he made his point.


  When he stopped talking Phillip could tell from the faces of the Musketeers that they were impressed.


  “What,” Athos said slowly, “do you wish us to do?”


  Nelson smiled. “I was hoping you would ask that. I’m not sure but I think this outfit you started to work with is far from being on the level. I think they’re a front for someone bigger who is interested in promoting discord between labor and capital. But you can help us. Your escapades yesterday and this little fracas just now haven’t helped things. So this is what I’ve got in mind. There is a union rally tonight and I’d like you all to be there, say a few words. I’ll see that the newspapers are there, and if you can do a good job it will help a lot to counteract the bad publicity we’re going to get because of this thing this morning and the deal yesterday. How about it?”


  “Will there be food?” Porthos asked. “And drink?” asked Aramis.


  “We will be there,” Athos said. “I am still confused but I want to understand and do right.”


  “Good,” Nelson said. He gave Phillip a card with an address on it. “Will you see that they are there before eight?”


  “With pleasure,” said Phillip.


  THEY left Phillip’s room at seven, and because of the importance of the evening, Phillip felt justified in taking a cab. They arrived at the union hall with time to spare.


  The space in front of the hall was crowded and the driver had to let them out almost a block from the entrance. The neighborhood was not of the best and the street was dark.


  The Musketeers were in a jubilant mood. They were clean shaven, well pressed, and all their debonair dash had returned. The prospects of food and drink and the realization that they were now on the right side had cheered immensely.


  “I will speak to them,” Porthos said. “I will bring tears to their eyes as I tell them of our sad betrayal.”


  Aramis made an unpleasant sound with pursed lips.


  “You were always a posturing fool,” he said caustically. “You will do best to remain silent while Athos speaks.”


  Porthos was rumbling an indignant reply which was interrupted when a small man hurrying along in the opposite direction collided with him.


  “Beg your pardon,” he said. “Didn’t see you coming. Can I borrow a match from any of you gentlemen?”


  The Musketeers and Phillip had been walking abreast on the sidewalk and they all stopped.


  “I have a match,” Phillip said. He took a folder of matches from his pocket and handed them to the man.


  The man took the matches but made no effort to light one.


  “Going to the union meeting?” he asked.


  “Yes,” Porthos said. “I am going to talk to them. I am going to tell them—”


  “Shut up,” Aramis said disgustedly. “He is not interested in what you are going to do.”


  The little man chuckled. “Oh, but I am,” he said.


  Phillip felt a sudden warning of danger.


  “Let’s be getting along,” he said.


  “Yes, it’s about time,” the little man said. He tore a match from the packet and struck it deliberately.


  Later Phillip realized it must have been a signal.


  For as the tiny flame spurted into the blackness a figure materialized behind Porthos, an arm raised, descended viciously, and Phillip heard a thudding smack, and then Porthos pitched forward, groaning.


  Athos wheeled and leaped back as a sudden rush of figures closed in on them.


  Phillip never struck a blow, and he didn’t see the man who struck him. He was hit from behind, a hard, paralyzing blow that set off a pin-wheeling display of pyrotechnics in his skull. He remembered falling, trying to strike out at the blackness that was sweeping him. And that was all . . .


  PAIN that stabbed the base of his skull drove away the blackness. He opened his eyes slowly. For an instant they wouldn’t focus. Then he discovered that he was half-sitting, half-lying in a soft chair, and that his arms were bound to his sides. Twisting his head to one side he saw that Athos, Porthos and Aramis were similarly secured.


  Athos was shaking his head groggily from side to side, but the other two were still unconscious.


  “Where are we?” Phillip asked stupidly.


  Athos screwed his eyes tight, then opened them with an effort.


  “I was going to ask you the same thing,” he muttered.


  Phillip glanced around the room, saw that it was large, luxuriously furnished, with huge windows across one entire wall, probably the street side.


  The furniture was done in tan, the carpet was the color of an expensive camel’s hair coat and there was a small bar, a baby grand piano, and a combination record-player and radio that looked big enough to live in. The whole set-up looked like money. Big money.


  While he was trying to force his aching head to think, a door opened quietly and several men drifted into the room. They were quiet, nondescript types in gray suits. They wore their hats, and their right hands, Phillip noticed, stayed close to their coat pockets.


  Following them, grinning expansively, was Mr. Soleri, as beautifully dressed as ever, his black hair pomaded tight against his skull.


  “Nice to see you all again,” he said. He glanced at Porthos’ and Aramis’ unconscious figures and pursed his lips sympathetically. “Too bad your friends haven’t come around yet.”


  “You will regret what you have done,” Athos said evenly. “That you may consider a promise.”


  “I don’t think so,” Mr. Soleri said, as if the matter didn’t interest him one way or the other.


  “What is the idea of all this?” Phillip asked.


  “It’s really quite simple,” Soleri said. He took an expensive cigar from his coat pocket and lit it carefully. “Your interference made all the strong-arm tactics inevitable. I hired your friends because they seemed stupid enough to believe anything I told them. My ambitions weren’t high. I simply wanted to create a little disturbance, get a little publicity, that’s all. Things were working beautifully until you came along this morning and talked them out of going to work. That wasn’t so bad but when I learned they were going to have a hearts and flowers reunion at the rally tonight I simply had to prevent it. That would have undone a lot of the good work. So that’s why you’re here.


  The blow caught Soleri on the forehead. The sword fell from his fingers. He staggered forward pressing his hands to his face, knees buckling.


  His henchmen made swift moves for their pockets but D’Artagnan had swung the gun to cover them. And the reckless smile was gone from his face, leaving it cold and hard.


  “I wouldn’t,” he said.


  They didn’t. Hands inches from guns, they froze.


  There was a sudden battering on the front door.


  D’Artagnan backed to the door, opened it and stepped aside. Several policemen, two or three plain-clothes men and Nelson charged into the room.


  “It is all over,” D’Artagnan said.


  One of the plain-clothes men glared at him. “You were supposed to wait for us to come in the front way before you started anything.”


  D’Artagnan hung his head guiltily.


  “I’m afraid I let my excitement carry me away,” he said.


  Nelson untied Phillip while the policemen were releasing the Musketeers. “We traced you back to your room and met this young friend of yours. He wanted to come along. We suspected Soleri might have been the one who kidnaped you, so we made a bee-line for here. He didn’t get rid of the evidence fast enough.”


  “He was trying to,” Phillip said.


  “I’ve called the FBI,” Nelson said. “They’ll crack Soleri wide open and find out who’s behind him. And I want to put you and your friends to work.


  I’ll give you the details later. Just in brief I want you to go on a speaking tour, telling just what happened yesterday and today. It might wake some people up to the fact that while the war is over there’s still work ahead.”


  “Sounds fine,” Phillip said.


  * * *


  A week later Phillip and the Musketeers were sitting in quiet luxury in what had formerly been Soleri’s apartment, sipping cognac.


  “So you see,” Porthos was saying, “you were wrong. We have this lovely apartment, beautiful food and drink and we are even working. What is difficult about America? It is wonderful, it is magnificent! It has no difficulties at all.”


  At that moment the doorbell rang. Athos opened the door and a uniformed messenger handed him four bulky forms.


  “Mr. Nelson sent these over,” he said.


  Athos looked at them with a frown. Then he shrugged and tossed them on a table. “Nothing to worry about,” he said.


  “What was it?” Phillip asked.


  Athos shrugged. “I don’t know. But it cannot be bad. Everything here is good.” He picked up the forms again and read aloud, “Income Tax Return—” He tossed them back on the table. “There’s a lot more writing but it isn’t important.”


  “Of course not,” Porthos said. He lifted his glass and then glanced sharply at Phillip.


  “What are you laughing about?”


  THE DEATH OF ASTEROID 13[*]


  First published in the July 1948 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Out in space the day of destiny came for a lonely asteroid—and came too for the men who fought for her!


  THE VISI-SCREEN of the Olympiad cast back a reflection of the void its tapering nose pierced. Ahead shone Mars in sullen crimson; the green glow of Venus was high above a milky train of meteors that arched like a rainbow against the fathomless dark of the void.


  Deflexsive rays surrounded the Olympiad, forming a shield against the star fragments that ranged through space in uncharted orbits. They loomed dead ahead as pin points of light that changed to awesome size as they rushed the speeding Olympiad; approaching they filled the visi-screen and then their craters and pits were visible like scars. When they moved into the Olympiad’s deflexive belts they veered suddenly and their hurtling passage could be heard through the duraluminum hull of the sleek space craft.


  Corneal stood on the captain’s bridge watching the panorama of space unfold and there was, a soft smile at the corner of his mouth. Too rugged to be considered handsome, too tall and large to be considered graceful, he appeared as a man stripped of essentials, but made for a job and strangely out of place when not doing that job.


  He was the captain of the Olympiad, a man of strength and silence; of sworn dedication to the service of Earth. There was nothing in his life but duty. He placed it first and last among his values. It was the start of him and the end of him; his motivation, his drive, his reason for being.


  Now he pushed jet black hair from his forehead and there was an impatient twitch at the corner of his mouth. The smile was gone.


  Snapping the audioswitch at his panel he raised the navigator.


  “Check your course,” he ordered. His voice was flat, impersonal.


  “Yes, sir.”


  The answer came in a moment. “We’re a point off, Captain. I’ll have it corrected.”


  “Have the Helmsman on duty report to me after his trick.”


  He snapped the connection. There was no tolerance for error in his mind, whether it be his own or another. He drove himself unsparingly and his men respected him; but he was not a man they could like. Other space captains had nicknames and antedotes had grown about their exploits.


  Tales that were told with grim affection after long watches. Of Corneal there was nothing. He was known as a fabulous navigator; and in the days of Space raiding and void warfare he had struck fear into the very souls of those he pursued, of those who broke the laws of Earth. His single jet crimson ship had been known and feared from the wastes of Jupiter to the rings of Saturn.


  But stories were not told of Corneal. There was no affectionate halo of glory set on his name. He was a living machine; had he been more human he would have been a living legend.


  The door at his back opened! Alan Nelson, his second in command, saluted, came to his side. They stood for a moment in silence watching the visi-screen.


  They had been away from their base nine weeks now; and Nelson was growing restless. He was young, only twenty-two, a blond, smiling Lieutenant, happier in the bars of Earth than voyaging in the void. His chief complaint was loneliness. He could not associate with the men; and there was an iron barrier in front of his captain which he could not penetrate.


  The silence grew and he knew that he must break it or leave.


  “We’re right on course,” he said. “I checked it myself.”


  “When?” Corneal asked the question without expression?


  “Why just a few moments ago, sir.”


  “Two minutes ago we were two points off, Lieutenant.”


  Nelson wished he had kept his mouth shut. “I’ll see about it, sir,” he said, nervously.


  “It’s been taken care of.”


  Nelson let out his breath slowly and watched his captain’s iron-hard profile discreetly. There was no give to the man, no break at all in his rigid control and self-sufficiency.


  TRYING to change the subject Nelson said: “Do you think we’ll be out much longer.” Almost as the words left his mouth he knew he had made a mistake. Corneal looked at him with cold gray eyes and Nelson felt himself shaking.


  “I mean, sir,” he said, “it’s none of my business, of course, but I was wondering.”


  “You are not required to speculate upon or discuss the orders of the Council,” Corneal said in a hard voice.


  “I know, sir.”


  “Very well. Go below and attend to your work.”


  “Yes, sir.” Nelson faded away quickly.


  Corneal stood alone on the bridge. The incident was out of his consciousness now; but it would remain filed away in a pigeon hole of his mind until he died. This sorting process was automatic with him, as inevitable as his breathing. Should Nelson’s name come up for advancement in twenty years Corneal would remember him as a youth with unseeming curiosity.


  He himself was without curiosity. His orders became a blueprint for his existence, his chart and guide. There was emotion in him, but it was an inverted thing, directed against the enemies of earth, not as people but as they represented symbols of lawlessness.


  For another half hour he watched the progress of his ships through the shifting void; then he went below for his dinner. His orderly waited until he heard his footsteps on the companionway, then hurried to bring in the dishes of food.


  Corneal ate alone in full uniform. This was a ritual of his, a pattern he had made and kept. He discouraged intimacy as some men will discourage a bore or a fool. His desk and charts were against one wall; his bunk against the other. The long table was between them facing the one ornament in the room, a picture of Corneal’s father, vice-fleet Commander Corneal, a man with wintry eyes and tight arrogant features. From his father Corneal had taken a pattern of life. And in his thirty years he had never regretted his choice.


  Corneal was sipping the one glass of rare Martian port he permitted himself when there was a knock at the door. He said, “Come in!” immediately. His mind was ticking automatically. His orders were that he was not to be disturbed at dinner. Therefore the cause of this interruption must be important.


  Nelson opened the door in response to his command. He saluted and put a coded message on the table before Corneal. He looked pale and Corneal knew he was terrified at having interrupted his captain.


  “The message was marked with three stars,” Nelson said, standing at attention. “I thought the captain would wish to see it immediately.”


  “You were right.”


  Three stars was top priority from the Earth council to its fleet units. He made an automatic note of the fact that Nelson had wisely ignored his orders and brought the message to him immediately. This, too, he filed away. From such tiny fragments he built a picture of a man.


  Nelson shifted from one foot to the other.


  “Could this be a change of orders, sir?” he asked eagerly.


  CORNEAL glared at him and Nelson once again cursed himself for a fool. He would rather have bitten off his tongue than said that particular thing; but it had seemed to slip out. He waited trembling and sick, for the outburst.


  But Corneal had a hard sort of wisdom. He knew that Nelson was castigating himself now as he could never hope to; and he also felt kindly disposed toward him for having the initiative to bring him the message during his dinner hour.


  And so he said: “We will have to wait until its decoded. I will let you know if there are any changes of plan.” He said this last dryly and Nelson flushed.


  “Yes, sir,” he said. “With the captain’s permission, I’ll go below.”


  “Very well.”


  Nelson hurried out breathlessly wondering as he would wonder to his dying day why the lightning had not struck.


  Corneal waited until the door had closed, then went to his desk and placed the coded message in the machine that broke the code with electric impulses.


  He watched without any particular curiosity as the message was decoded and finally stood complete on the tape. It read:


  “Craft of Heliax class in area of Martian astrocloud. Suspected as pirate ship known as the Vortex. Commanded by the Falcon. Contact and engage!”


  For once Corneal felt a twinge of personal emotion. The Falcon was a Mars. He was a phantom, an elusive freebooter whose black ship was seen often in the cloudy understrata of wisp who had shown his crimson jets to the fastest and shrewdest of Earth’s Captains. Corneal hated him with something close to fury. The Falcon’s flaunting of law, his deliberate mocking of the standards of Earth were violently opposed to Corneal’s nature.


  Now he snapped on his audiophone and gave orders to his navigators.


  “Change course immediately. Hold three points off present course for ninety seconds. Then hold direct for Mars.”


  “Yes, sir!” the navigator snapped, and Corneal knew from the enthusiasm of his tone that Nelson had spread the news that a change of orders might be incipient. He made a note of that automatically; but he could understand the navigator’s excitement. While Corneal did not concern himself with politics it was common knowledge that the relations between Mars and Earth had strained to the snapping point. There had been no trouble yet, but the Council had ordered its fleets into the void ostensibly for maneuvers; but everyone knew that the ships were the first line of defense in case of trouble, a ring of speeding steel that girdled the softly glowing planet of Earth.


  Corneal drank two cups of steaming hot coffee and went up to his bridge. Watching the visi-screen his eyes flicked over each detail that flashed across its surface; but there was still a part of his mind free to think. And he was thinking of a possible encounter with the black ship known as the Vortex and its fabulous commander, the Falcon. The stories told of the Falcon’s skill were scoffed at by seasoned commanders, but secretly believed. For once he had engaged an Earth squadron and led it helplessly and futilely across a gigantic expanse of void, before slipping it easily and disappearing.


  This was a matter of record, signed humiliatingly by nineteen captains of unquestioned integrity.


  PRIDE was absent from Corneal’s make-up; but he knew objectively that there was no pilot in the service today who could master him in maneuvers; and that no gunner was faster or more deadly. These things he knew were true. And he knew that the Falcon’s reputation was based on fact.


  For those reasons he wanted to meet the Falcon; but chiefly he wanted to bring the Falcon to Earth because he was a law-breaker, a man who had renounced his planet, who preferred sailing the void, free and undisciplined, to putting talents in the mold of service to Earth.


  Now the Olympiad was drawing near to the sullen red globe of Mars.


  It was a growing disc in the top left corner of the visi-screen swelling steadily as the Olympiad’s mighty jets sent it speeding silently through the black void.


  Beneath Mars hung a vast nebulous chain of astrocloud formed of cohesing planet fragments, whitening as their splitting centers were pierced by the void’s absolute zero.


  Suddenly Corneal saw a black streak flash across the lower right corner of the screen. Its passage had been too swift to identify; but he snapped orders immediately.


  “Change course one quarter of a point. Watch for strange ship dead ahead.”


  The Olympiad swung to its new course.


  Corneal searched the screen but saw nothing.


  “Throw on the auxiliaries. Full speed ahead!” he snapped.


  The Olympiad leaped ahead under the tremendous impetus of its full power. For half a moment they raced on the new course; then in the center of the screen a black dot appeared, grew larger and in a few seconds Corneal saw the twin crimson flashes of its jets.


  “Steady on course,” he ordered. “Draw abreast of that craft.”


  They raced on for several moments in silence. Corneal from his bridge looked down on the backs of the pilots and the helmsman. They were rigidly intent on their work. He felt the smooth functioning of his ship and it brought him a strange peace. His mind knew what was happening to each plane of the ships hull, to each jet, to each rivet; and he could follow the operations of his crew in the engine room, the plotting room, the fore and aft gun turrets. He knew precisely what each man would be doing, and this feeling of being the soul and brain of a swift deadly engine of justice brought him satisfaction.


  All emotion subordinated to a mission. All energy bent on one task. Everything concentrated and unified. Men, steel, knowledge, fission of elements and skill blended and forged to one weapon for one purpose.


  They gained steadily.


  Corneal contacted the fore turret.


  “Stand by!” he ordered.


  “Stand by!” He heard his command repeated.


  “Fire a barrage on their port and starboard sides.”


  The command was repeated and almost instantly eight orange balls soared from the nose of the Olympiad cutting a parabola across the black face of the void.


  The second barrage followed immediately; and Corneal watched with grim satisfaction as the shots flashed past the sides of the speeding black ship.


  Close enough to singe the plates!


  HE waited a moment for the black ship to come about, but it continued its flight, ignoring the barrages which was the adopted signal of the Council.


  Corneal felt a smouldering anger. The Falcon was defying an order of his, an order of the Council. Deliberately, carelessly, the Olympiad’s signal was defied.


  “Fire!” he snapped.


  “Signal?”


  The gunner’s hesitation hardened Corneal’s anger. The men were becoming so soft that they questioned an order to fire.


  “This is not a course in marksmanship, gentlemen,” he said, in an icy voice. “Ahead of us is an enemy of Earth. Fire!”


  “Yes, sir!” The gunnery officers voice was exultant.


  The deadly barrage leaped forth again; but the black ship was climbing now, spiralling upward at the exact instant the barrage had been released.


  Corneal watched the brilliant maneuver with controlled rage. The Falcon had changed course as if he had been standing in the Olympiad’s plotting room and had known precisely what Corneal’s orders had been.


  That was the start of a chase that led them beyond Mars by a half million miles. The Falcon kept carefully out of range most of the time and to catch him; and when they did get within firing range he anticipated their barrages and twisted away.


  Corneal’s face was hard and cold. He wanted to take the controls himself, but that was impossible. From the bridge he directed the tactics of his pilots with all his skill; but he needed the feel of the controls in his hand, the sense of movement and balance that would make his mind become a part of the ship, directing it unconsciously. Only then could a pilot truly match himself against another ship. There was a knowledge, a subtle intuitive sense that developed from studying an opponent. And this knowledge made possible the anticipation of movement that would culminate in a final slashing attack.


  Corneal’s face showed no strain; it was like something carved from rough wood and then covered with leather. His commands were harsh, sudden, terse as he studied the darting black ship in the screen.


  “Climb!” he snapped.


  Instantly the Olympiad flashed upward and the black ship dropped from the screen. Corneal counted five slowly to himself. He was risking a chance that the black ship might take the opportunity to flash out of sight. But it was a chance he felt he had to take.


  At the count of five he ordered the pilot to dive.


  The Olympiad arched at the top of its climb and streaked downward; the black ship appeared in the visi-screen again, closer now and caught by the Olympiad’s sudden diving attack.


  “Now fire!” Corneal said quietly.


  The barrage came and the black ship twisted; but not soon enough this time. Two of the glowing orange balls clipped its tail surfaces and Corneal saw instantly that the damage was severe. The black ship was practically out of control.


  There had been no answering fire from the Falcon as yet and Corneal wondered about this. He assumed their guns were out of order; but he was taking no chances.


  “Stay on their tail,” he said.


  “Yes, sir,” the gunner answered reluctantly.


  THEY wanted to finish off the Vortex; but Corneal knew better. The Falcon was adrift dangerously now and he would have to make an attempt to reach his home base. Corneal intended to let him try. He would follow. Then he could destroy the base and rid space forever of these lawless marauders.


  The Vortex circled aimlessly for several moments apparently expecting the Olympiad to finish the job it had started; but as the Olympiad showed no sign of continuing the fight it turned two points and started down toward the under side of Mars in a long glide.


  The Olympiad followed at a safe distance . . .


  Skirting the astrocloud they followed the black ship and finally to a pocket formed by the drifting star-fragment. Directly in the center of this tiny harbor in space floated a single asteroid that appeared to be several miles in diameter.


  Corneal ordered the Olympiad to hover as the black ship settled slowly to a mooring tower in the center of the asteroid. Now he knew he could end the Falcon forever; one burst from the Olympiad’s main batteries would blow this tiny asteroid into dust. But he had no intention of doing that. The Falcon was not his to destroy: he belonged to the justice of Earth and it was there Corneal would bring him.


  For half an hour he waited; then he ordered one shot fired into the black ship. He knew it would be empty now; but he didn’t intend to moor before the pirates chance of escaping was destroyed.


  Then he ordered the pilots to settle the Olympiad on the asteroid. When the long keel of the ship touched the flaky ground of the Asteroid, Corneal heard the rattle of rocket fire against the steel plates.


  He went below to his cabin and called Nelson.


  “Take a party of men out the hatchways on the port side,” he told him. “They’ll be protected then from the firing. Take prisoner all men you find. If they resist you’ll know what to do.”


  Nelson saluted happily and went out. Corneal took off his heavy leather jacket and put on his uniform and helmet. About his waist he buckled the broad black command belt with the silver buckle that indicated his rank. A rocket pistol hung at his side.


  He went down the companionway to the starboard and looked out through the vision slots. The Olympiad had settled about two hundred yards from the mooring tower, which was located amidst a cluster of steel buildings. Further back there was a larger building with armored sides from which he saw firing was coming. Behind this was a craggy expanse formed by the pitted surface of the asteroid.


  That was all. A mooring tower, a cluster of buildings on a pitiful tiny speck of land in space. And from that these fools had challenged the law of Earth.


  He turned to a cadet who was standing guard at the hatchway.


  “Give my orders to the gunners to destroy those outlying buildings. Also tell him to knock one side off off the building from which the firing is coming.


  The cadet saluted and hurried off; and soon the turrets of the Olympiad swung about and the stubby atomic cannons were firing.


  WHEN it was over Corneal opened the hatchway and stepped onto the ground. From the rocks behind the main building he heard bursts of fire. But the firing had ceased from the large square building behind the tower. One of its walls had melted down; its door hung crazily.


  Walking toward the mooring tower he noted with satisfaction film of ash on the ground—that was the remains of the black ship, the Vortex. Approaching the large block house he drew his rocket gun.


  Another ten feet and a man appeared in the shattered doorway. He wore leather space clothes and hanging from his right hand was a rocket revolver.


  Corneal stopped. “Drop that gun,” he ordered. “You’re in custody of Earth.”


  “I take no orders from Earth.” The smile stayed on the man’s weary face. The gun in his hand raised slowly.


  Corneal fired twice. Silent rays struck out; the man stiffened, twisted sideways and fell forward on his face.


  Corneal waited a moment and listened. There was still firing coming from the rocks beyond the tower; but it was scattered and sporadic now. He guessed that Nelson had about completed his mission.


  He walked to the block house and went inside. There was a short corridor that formed an L. With his gun ready he turned with the hallway and stood facing a large room furnished simply with a desk, a few maps and a bunk in the corner. There were two men lying dead on the floor near the walls beneath vision clots. Another was sprawled behind the desk.


  Corneal stood still feeling no emotion. These men were law-breakers. Their deaths meant nothing to him but the accomplishment of a mission.


  He took a step forward and then stopped. Beyond an open door next to the bunk he heard approaching footsteps. He lifted his gun and said:


  “Come out with your hands up!”


  “Very well,” a curiously light voice said.


  The door was pushed aside and a tall, red haired girl entered the room. She crossed the room and stood with her back to the desk facing Corneal. Her eyes were level and her features expressionless.


  “I welcome you to asteroid 13,” she said.


  “Who are you?” Corneal said.


  “My name is Mace.”


  She offered nothing else and Corneal felt a stir of curiosity. She seemed hard and cold as finely tempered steel; but there was a smouldering flame in her eyes that belied the composure of her features, the poise of her body.


  She was tall, finely proportioned, with red hair that fell in straight flaming lines to her wide shoulders. A short crimson cape buckled at her throat and hung to her waist. She wore a broad studded belt about her waist and a to her knees. Her legs were bare, tan-black metallic shirt that hung halfway ned to a deep bronze; and they were slim and strong. Her feet were shod in black boots that flared out at her ankles. She faced him with her hands on her hips, head flung back arrogantly, and there was violent hatred in the swimming depths of her green eyes.


  Corneal flicked a glance at the bodies of the men on the floor.


  “Which of these was the Falcon?”


  “None. The Falcon was a melodramatic name coined by frightened Earth captains. He did not exist.”


  “Who was the commander then of the Vortex?”


  “I commanded the Vortex.”


  FOR once Corneal’s calm was broken. He didn’t believe her at first. It was incredible to him that a girl could have commanded the Vortex; but looking at her more closely he decided it was quite possible. She had a strength and power about her that was like his own.


  “You are a prisoner of Earth,” he said. “When we clean things up here you will be taken back to stand trial.”


  “That I know. It must delight you. But what am I to stand trial for?”


  This will be decided on Earth. It is not my duty to levy charges against you.”


  She smiled bitterly. “You have killed a dozen brave men and destroyed their ship, but you know not what charges have been made against these men.”


  “That is not my concern,” Corneal said coldly. “My orders were explicit. My concern is in carrying out my instructions.” He hated himself for justifying his action to this girl: but something about her arrogant scorn made him feel the necessity of justifying himself.


  “You are a slave to your duty,” she said. “A blind mindless automaton who can’t think for himself. You have murdered honest men and you preach to me of duty. You are viler, Captain, than the enemies of Earth.”


  Corneal felt an anger that was almost sensuous in its keenness. This was what he stood armed against all his life. This was lawlesness, independence, contempt for the rules of society. She represented these elements in the way she had chosen to live; and it was evident in her defiant arrogance. The straight clean lines of her body, legs spread wide, hands on hips, the head flung back imperiously—this enraged him as would a slap in the face.


  “You’re hardly in a position to afford such sentiments,” he said dryly. “Your cooperation with us might help you at the trial.”


  “I want no help at the trial.”


  “Very well. We require your cooperation.”


  “You will get nothing from me.”


  “I want to know the names of the men who were with you, the extent of your raids and how long you have operated from the asteroid.”


  “You will get nothing,” she repeated icily.


  There was a footstep in the corridor and Corneal turned swiftly; but it was Nelson, flushed and grinning.


  “We got them all, Captain,” he said, saluting. He saw the girl then and stared in surprise.


  “Very well,” Corneal said. “Round up the casualties and have them treated.”


  “Two of our crew were hurt,” Nelson said. He paused. Then: “There were no other casualties. The men here refused to surrender.”


  “They are all killed?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Corneal saw the girl stiffen; but her expression didn’t change.


  “Send two men in to remove the bodies from here. Then check the Olympiad for an immediate return flight. And notify Earth that we have completed our mission.”


  “Yes, sir,” Nelson said, and went out.


  “Mission completed,” the girl said. “That’s your God, isn’t it? Carrying out orders that come down to you from some mystic height.”


  “Not my God, my life,” Corneal said.


  TWO of his men entered and carried out the bodies of the men. Corneal said to the girl: “Give me your pledge that you will not attempt escape and I will let you free until we reach Earth.”


  “I give no pledges,” the girl said. “Should I get the chance I’ll shoot you without delay or pity.”


  Corneal felt his rigid control snap. He said to his two men: “Bring cords and bind this prisoner.”


  He watched her in silence until the men returned. She showed no expression. He suddenly felt it desperately important that he break this spirit of hers, humble her to his own precept of order and duty.


  He sat down behind the desk while the men bound her wrists behind her back. She offered no struggle or protest; but her green eyes mocked him. The men then stretched her on the cot and tied her legs together at the ankles and below the knees.


  Corneal felt a savage satisfaction in the sight of her lying helplessly bound. Now she would know discipline; she would know that her arms and legs and spirit and mind were not hers to use as she chose. There was a power above human will; and to Corneal that power was duty.


  He dismissed the men and walked to the cot and looked down at her. She glared back at him in her eyes was contempt. He felt frustrated.


  For the bonds he knew had not chained her spirit and mind.


  “When you feel willing to cooperate you will be released. Meanwhile it might do you good to think about the fruits of stubborness.”


  “I pity you,” she said. “You know one method, one motive, one sense of right. And chains are your answer to those who disagree with you.”


  “I have no concern with such things. I am a soldier, obeying orders.”


  “You might be shocked if you had to questions of right and wrong I leave decide such questions for yourself just once.”


  “The occasion is not likely to arise,” he said, and walked out of the room.


  Coming toward him on a dead run he saw Nelson. Saluting as he came to a stop Nelson shoved a message into his hands. “Just came in, sir. A conference message to all Earth fleet units.” Corneal opened the message and saw that it wasn’t in code. As he read the words his heart began pumping harder. He forced down the chill that spread through his body.


  The message read: “Advising a state of War with Mars. Stand by for orders!”


  He put the message in his pocket and stared up at the thin atmosphere that clung about asteroid 13; beyond that his mind extended to the black wastes of the void. There, flung along a multimillion mile chain the fleets of Earth waited for attack. And above him the huge rim of the Martian underside blotted the western horizon. There was the enemy; and out in space waited the fleets of Earth. It was a thrilling moment, reminding him of his duty and responsibility, and he felt his chest swelling unbearably.


  “Lieutenant Nelson,” he said, quietly. “We are at war with Mars. Our orders are to remain here until further notification. I shall expect from each of my crew what Earth expects of its fleets. Obedience, unquestioning and immediate. Pass the word to the men. That is all.”


  NELSON’S face had lighted up with excitement. “Gosh, sir, we’re in it at last.” He raised a hand with the intention of slapping Corneal on the shoulder.


  “Lieutenant!”


  Nelson’s arm snapped down to his side. “Y—yes, sir,” he stuttered. Wheeling he marched away.


  Corneal stood for a moment before the block house, then went back inside. The girl was staring at him, eyes blazing.


  “I heard,” she cried. “We’re at war with Mars. You must let me free.”


  “You’re willing to cooperate now?”


  “Oh, you fool! You pitiful fool! You never asked why I was here. You never asked why twelve men and one girl would exile themselves to a miserable speck of land and choose a life bare of all comfort and security. Do you want to ask me now?”


  “I am not interested,” he said.


  He walked to the desk and sat down. She twisted to look at him. “Untie me, you idiot. Do you hear me?”


  He gave her a mirthless smile. “Quite clearly. But you are not in command.”


  She struggled futilely against the ropes; then collapsed breathing hard.


  “You must listen to me. I know where the Martin fleet is based. I know the routes of the Martian astrocloud as I know the lines on my own hands. They will strike from that cover and will be in range of earth before your fleets can stop them. You must listen to me!”


  “Those decisions will be made by the Earth council. My orders are to remain here.”


  He went out ignoring her frantic demands to listen. For an hour he checked the Olympiad’s fire control system and fuel chambers. He assembled the men and repeated in substance what he had told Nelson.


  When he returned to the block house he knew that he had done all he could; there was nothing to do now but wait. But the girl’s words had been churning in his mind.


  She lifted her head when he came in; her face was strained and white.


  “You must listen to me!” she cried.


  “All right, I’ll listen.” He felt a sudden stab of sympathy for her; not for what she represented but for her as a person. There had been no reason to tie her like a wild thing; her mind and spirit were what he had sought to chain they would not be affected by the helplessness of her body.


  He took a knife and cut the cords of her wrists and legs. She sat up and rubbed them to restore the circulation. Then she looked at him and said: “Do you know what it means to me to beg?”


  And he knew. He knew what it would cost him to beg; and they were alike but at opposite poles. Their cores were the same hardened stuff; although they represented extremes.


  “Perhaps I do,” he said.


  SHE looked at him for a moment and nodded her head slowly. “I believe you do. I am begging you now to listen and believe. We have been operating here from Asteroid 13 for four years. Our motives were the same as yours; love of Earth, hatred of its enemies. But all cannot serve in the same fashion. Some must serve freely, independently, making their own decision, choosing their own means. Others must serve in uniform in the rigid mold of the Council’s discipline.


  “We choose to serve in our manner. We knew the trouble would come from Mars. So we learned the maze of the astrocloud and kept contact with the main portions of the Martian fleet. We learned their habits, their routes and we guessed at their intentions. That is all we did.” She looked at him directly. “Perhaps you wondered why I didn’t return your fire during our fight?”


  “I thought your guns weren’t working.”


  “They were in order. But we have never fired on the Earth emblem. We are natives of Earth and were serving as best we could, but in our own fashion. Some people must serve that way. Our crime has been in operating an unliscensed ship, stealing a few supplies from merchant craft that would never miss the little food and supplies we took.”


  “Your guilt is not for me to judge,” Corneal said.


  “But you must judge whether I’m telling the truth. For I know more than you of the Martian plan. They have developed a fleet of robot attack ships that are controlled by single guide craft. Their exit from Mars leads through the astrocloud; their plan of attacking Earth is based on surprise, plus the fact they cannot be followed into the astrocloud by Earth ships. Even your deflexive rays will be of no help in that swarm. I want to help you now. You’ve got to believe that I want to help.”


  Corneal found himself listening with mixed feelings. He believed her; but it went against every fibre of his character to ask or except assistance from anyone who had set himself apart from the laws of Earth.


  He said stiffly, “You can help by giving your pledge that you will not attempt escape. My orders will come from the Council.”


  “They may come too late,” she cried.


  “I must follow them regardless.”


  “Oh, you fool!” She was on her feet now, glaring at him. “You will follow pointless orders when you could take the initiative now and stop the Martin attack before it can begin.”


  “That is not my responsibility.”


  “You are sworn to fight the enemies of Earth. Must you wait until someone tells you before you strike a blow?” There was excitement in her words, a promise of freedom and danger. It struck him so hard he trembled. It was against the principles of his life and passion. But it appealed to him with a wild power.


  “What else are you thinking?” he said, and his voice was hoarse.


  “There is a fighter ship here, hidden on the underside of the asteroid. We could take it and head for the astrocloud. I have spent years charting the orbits of its matter. I could navigate it blindfolded. When the Martian robot fleet attempts to sneak out we will attack the guide ship.”


  “My orders—” Corneal stopped helplessly.


  “You swore an oath to defend Earth!”


  “My command—”


  “Give it to your lieutenant.”


  CORNEAL struggled. The promise she held was the lure of the Lorelei. There was excitement and danger, a man’s skill and strength pitted alone against the forces of the enemy.


  For a moment he stood, trembling against the force of his desire. Then something inside him melted and the shield of duty lay shattered at his feet.


  Striding to the door he called for Nelson.


  “I am making a reconnaissance on the asteroid,” he said crisply. “The prisoner is coming with me. You will be in command until I return.”


  Nelson straightened with pride. “Yes, sir.”


  Corneal went inside to the girl. “You are called Mace, eh. I am Corneal. What fates threw us into this pattern I will never know. But we are going to push ahead until we learn.” The girl grinned. “Follow me, Corneal!”


  THEY blasted free from the slight gravity of asteroid thirteen a half hour later. Mace was at the controls; Corneal at the guns. Their slim ship split the thin atmosphere with a hissing flash; and then they soared into black space.


  Ahead of them lay Mars; and Mace set a course for the shifting vaporous astrocloud that hung from the underside of the red planet.


  Corneal felt an elation he had not known in his life. It was a feeling of release, of sudden freedom. Beside him Mace sat straight in the pilot’s seat, her sharp profile eager and alight. Corneal fingered the finger buttons and the chill touch of their plastic caps sent a shuddering life through his body.


  “You are a gunner, Corneal?”


  “I am a gunner, Mace.”


  They glanced at each other and there was something between them that moment. Corneal did not know what it was, but it was more than the bond of adventure.


  And then they were slanting into the astrocloud. Here was the madness of space. Millions of specks of matter caught in the whirlpool of their own gravity, churning eternally as they described eccentric orbits in parabolas that tightened and expanded with drastic swiftness. No deflexive ray would divert these swarms; no inexperienced navigator would last a second in this vortex. A miscalculation would send the ship into a gravitational spin that would either grind it into dust or cause it to be chained in a hopless orbit for all time.


  Mace knew this chaos. She had ununravelled its secret, knew its eccentric order. She flashed through openings that closed together on the sparks of this jets; and spiralled from the path of crazily weaving meteror fragments with sure skill.


  “You’re a pilot, Mace,” Corneal said.


  Ahead of them was an edying pool of distintegrating matter; flashing past it they came to a clear area of quiet, the center of the malstrom.


  Mace swung about in tight circles and pointed downward to a broad gap below the pool.


  “The one clear path from Mars,” she said.


  They circled for half an hour; then another. Corneal glanced at Mace. There was a line of worry across her forehead.


  Another hour went by . . .


  Then they saw the front guard of the Martin fleet flashing up from the gap. They were tiny ships, fighters, and they navigated in exact order, automatons of the void.


  Another formation followed them, and still another. Following this came an immense crimson ship, of a class larger than the Olympiad.


  “The guide craft,” Mace snapped.


  Corneal’s hands tightened on the firing levers. “Let’s get into range, Mace.”


  “Right,” she said, easily.


  THEY tipped over and went down in a streaking dive. Below them the robot ships began to break formation, rising to meet them. Corneal knew they had been seen; that the guide ship was diverting its robot ships to attack them.


  An orange bolt flashed from a closing ship, missing them narrowly. Mace swerved and Corneal fired a blast as they turned. The lead ship of the robot fleet disintegrated in gleaming fire.


  Corneal fired again, carefully husbanding his blasts; and another robot ship disappeared forever in the void.


  Mace glanced at him as they spiralled upward in a thousand mile climb.


  “You’re a gunner, Corneal,” she said.


  Corneal was too busy to answer. The robots had followed them, were on their tail. Mace maneuvered brilliantly, falling back to reverse the positions. And each time she changed direction Corneal had a robot in his screens.


  Another fleet of the tiny robots soared up to meet them, barrage fire flaming from their noses. The orange balls flashed past their screen perilously close. And one came close to sear the upper plates of their hull. Corneal saw the metal bend and blister, then snap back to its original shape; but he knew it had been weakened.


  Twice Mace attempted to dive on the guide ship but each time they were intercepted.


  Circling once again Corneal snapped a shot at a ship in range but his levers clicked futilely. He checked the panel quickly; they were out of ammunition.


  There was no need to tell Mace. She had been watching and she saw the answer in his face.


  She streaked upward outdistancing the chasing robots. Circling again they saw the robot fleet returning to the guide craft like tiny minnows to a shark.


  “They know we’re out of action,” she said.


  “They can proceed on their mission now.”


  She nodded bitterly.


  They watched the great fleet regroup, watched it moving again across the calm lagoon in the vortex of the astrocloud.


  Mace turned and gazed at him levelly. “Corneal we can stop them.”


  He knew this, also. They were without ammunition, but they had their ship, a potential instrument of destruction. With a sharply tipped nose and hundreds of tons of weight it could be used as a harpoon—a harpoon hurled with the power generated by pulsing jet engines.


  There was no need for him to answer. There was no need for discussion.


  He looked into her green eyes and nodded slowly.


  THE ship swung down as Mace flung it into a dive. On their screen the crimson guide craft of the Martian fleet loomed like the bulls eye of a target.


  From the fleet a barrage of orange balls wafted upward; but their speed made any accuracy impossible.


  Corneal pushed his back tightly against his control seat and watched the crimson ship growing larger on the screen. There was pulsing, roaring excitement racing through his body.


  This was what he had never known. He couldn’t name it or know it. But it was as if his soul had broken its cage and was now soaring freely.


  He glanced at Mace; and she flicked a glance at him. And in that look he knew and understood.


  This was freedom. This was what Mace had known all her life. The freedom to see the right and act on her own. He had blinded himself to right and acted only on the orders of others. Some men could live that way; he had lived that way. But it was not the way he had been meant to live.


  This was the way he had been meant to live. Free, reckless, above the bonds of time and duty.


  He put a hand on Mace’s shoulder so that she would understand.


  There was nothing in the screen now but the hull of the crimson ship. He saw its luster, saw its fittings and seams.


  Their speed was incredible in that last flashing instant. Corneal saw the visio-screen suddenly dissolve and there was a roaring in his ears.


  Corneal laughed.


  [*] A ‘prequel’ of a sorts to this story, can be found here.


  DARK WISH


  First published in the September 1948 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Was it the grim hand of death guiding Jim Ward’s life after he made his wish? One wish—a very dark one.


  THE light changed to red. The little man with the sun glasses and white beard stepped forward from the curb. Brakes screamed in sudden protest.


  Two hands caught the old man’s elbows, jerked him backward barely in time; the heavy truck thundered past.


  Jim Ward took his hand from the old man’s arm and said, “You’d better be a little more careful, Pop. These cab drivers are pretty reckless.”


  The other man who had helped to save the white-bearded old man, dropped his hand, muttered something that sounded profane. He was a big man about sixty and everything about him, from his flushed, well-barbered face to his Chesterfield overcoat looked like important money.


  “I—I must thank you both,” the old man said, a trifle breathlessly. “I forgot myself and didn’t think.”


  He smiled shyly at Jim Ward, then at the impressive man in the Chesterfield. “You have done me a great service. Perhaps I can repay you in some small way. Would you be good enough to tell me what it is you desire?”


  Jim Ward was watching the light; already he had forgotten the little old man. He was late for work and unless he hurried he’d be still later. Under his arm he carried a manila envelope and in it were blueprints the head of his firm needed that morning.


  “That’s all right,” he said, absently. “Lucky thing we were here. Just be careful from now on.”


  The little man bowed, a curious, old world bow and then straightened and still smiling shyly, turned to the man in the Chesterfield. “You, sir, may I assist you to something you desire particularly?


  “Eh? The man stared at him blankly. Then, remembering, he said: “Watch where you’re going after this. That’s the trouble with driving today. Too many jay-walkers out. Nobody knows where the hell they’re going. Trouble with the whole country. Everybody going in circles.” He was talking to himself more than to the shyly smiling little man. His face had flushed and his white mustaches seemed to bristle. “Just be careful, use your head a little. The whole country would be better off if people thought once for every fifty times they acted.”


  The warning orange light flashed.


  The little man sighed sadly. “I will try, he said. “And for you both I will grant a wish. Any wish you like as long as it harms no one else. Please, be wise and careful.”


  Jim Ward heard the words and they surprised him; but the green light flashed and with a muttered goodbye, he started across the street. When he reached his office and delivered the prints to his employer, who was fortunately a bit late also, he had forgotten the incident.


  THAT night his wife, Rita, met him at the door as usual, but there was something lacking in her usual welcoming smile. Over dinner, which was excellent, he asked her if anything was wrong.


  “I’ve been a little worried today,” she said. She looked down at-her plate and he noticed she was blushing. She was a pretty girl, with dark red hair, flawless skin and deep violet eyes. The touch of color in her cheeks now was very becoming.


  “Whats up?”


  “I’ve been going over the house accounts and bills, she said. “There just seems no way to stretch the money, Jim.”


  He ate in silence for a while, troubled. Prices were going up every day, but salaries, particularly in the white collar brackets, were not keeping pace. Finally he said, “I know it’s tough on you, baby. But we can cut down on a few things here and there and make out allright. We’ve still got enough to get along on comfortably.”


  “There’s enough for us, of course,” she said, staring down at her place.


  “Well who else have we got to worry about? he asked with surprise. “Did you think it would always be just you and me in this family?”


  He grinned, “Of course not. When things are right we’ll have a baby. Maybe a whole houseful of them, but that’s beside the point right—” He stopped, stared at her. The blush on her cheeks, her shy smile, the sudden worry about money all had a„ new significance. He put his knife down carefully.


  “You mean . . .”


  “Yes . . .”


  For a moment he was silent, almost hushed. Then he said, “Great jumping catfish!”


  His wife jumped up from the table and ran into the front room crying. Throwing herself on the couch, she buried her face in a pillow, shoulders shaking uncontrollably.


  Jim hurried to her side. “Don’t cry, baby. Please don’t. It’s all right, every things wonderful. You—you just surprised me.”


  “I wouldn’t have told you if I’d known you were going to be upset,” she said, her voice muffled by the pillow.


  “Now, now,” he said. “It’s wonderful. He thought about it a moment and it did seem wonderful. “Me, a father,” he said, reverently.


  Rita sat up after a while, and let him dry her eyes with the corner of her handkerchief. “We’ll get along all right,” he said.


  “We can cut down on everything else,” she said. “No shows, no nights out, no steaks.”


  “You’ve got to have your strength,” he said.


  He lit a cigarette and tried to look at the whole situation objectively. He made forty-two dollars a week. Their monthly rent was fifty-five and that was going to be raised shortly. That would take a week and half’s salary. With food and carfare there just wasn’t going to be much left. He decided he could take his lunch and save thirty-five cents a day, and maybe there might be a raise when he let the boss know he was having an addition to his family.


  He hated to skimp, particularly where Rita was concerned. He wanted to give her the best and not worry her about money; but he was caught in a tight spot and there was little he could do to help.


  They talked about their plans then for a full hour. They decided they could make it, but just barely. There wasn’t going to be a margin for sickness, or recreation.


  Their grave discussion was interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell. Jim glanced at Rita inquiringly. “Expecting anyone?”


  “Why, no.”


  The bell rang again, insistently.


  Jim pressed the buzzer that released the door in the vestibule of the building. Then he opened the door of their apartment and stepped out on the landing.


  He heard someone coming up the stairs quickly, panting loudly with the effort.


  “Jim Ward?” a vaguely familiar voice said excitedly.


  “Yes, that’s right. Who is it?”


  “I’ve got to talk with you. It’s terribly important.”


  The man turned the last corner and started up to Jim’s landing. He was a big man, with white hair and flushed face. He wore a chesterfield overcoat and a black homburg. He looked upset and excited, but still important.


  “Young man, my name is Matthew Morgan,” he said, speaking very rapidly. “You helped, save an old man this morning from crossing in front of a truck. I also helped. That’s what I’m here about.” He rattled the sentences off with the velocity of a machine gun. “He offered us each a wish, remember? Well, he wasn’t just making conversation.”


  “Slow down just a minute,” Jim said, smiling. “I remember helping an old man. And now that I think back I remember you. But what’s all the business about your wish?”


  “Can I come in a minute,” Matthew Morgan said, speaking slightly more slowly. “I’ll explain everything to your satisfaction.”


  “Very well,” Jim said.


  He led him into the living room and introduced Matthew Morgan to his wife.


  RITA was obviously impressed by Morgan’s air of importance and his clothes. “Won’t you take off your coat? And would you like coffee?”


  “No, thank you,” Morgan said. “I don’t want to trouble you any more than necessary. I will take off my coat, however.”


  He put the chesterfield over the arm of his chair and sat down, still breathing heavily. Rita and Jim sat together on the couch, facing him.


  He took a cigar from his pocket and asked Rita if she minded if he smoked. She said of course not.


  “Fine.” When his cigar was drawing well, he said, “Now you both undoubtedly think I’m crazy, intruding like this. But, believe me, it’s important. Now, young man, you do remember that old man we assisted this morning?”


  “Yes, but I hadn’t thought of it again until just now.”


  “Jim, what’s this all about?” Rita said.


  “This gentleman and I were waiting for a light at Adams street this morning. An old fellow with sun glasses and a long white beard almost stepped out in front of a truck. Fortunately we grabbed his elbows in time and pulled him out of the way. He was very grateful. He said something about granting us any wish we desired, but to be careful that it didn’t hurt anyone else. I remember it all pretty clearly now. I thought he was a little bit touched.”


  “Yes, so did I,” Matthew Morgan said. “But let me tell you what happened. This evening I went to my club for dinner, my usual custom on Tuesday nights. My doctor has given me a rather strict diet and I saw nothing on the menu I could eat but crackers and milk. So I resigned myself to a very unstimulating meal. However, I couldn’t forget that I was very hungry. I had worked hard all day and it seemed unjust that I should have to nibble on crackers and sip milk when inside I felt as if I hadn’t eaten for weeks.


  “At any rate the waiter brought my dinner. Four large crackers on a sterling plate. A pat of butter. A large crystal goblet of cold milk. I tell you it was enough to make a man weep. I looked at that pitiful food and I said aloud: ‘I wish I had a thick, blood-rare steak, covered with mushrooms and dripping with a rich, tangy beefsteak sauce. With that I wish I had duchess potatoes, a small green salad with cammembert cheese and dressing made of oil, sherry and vinegar. And for dessert I want Cherries Jubilee, and then about three cups of strong black coffee and a double pony of cordon bleu brandy.”


  Morgan Matthews paused and wiped the perspiration from his forehead. “I said that aloud,” he said, almost whispering now. “And when I looked down at the table everything I asked for was there, waiting for me.” He paused and swallowed audibly. “Young man, my wish had been granted!


  THERE was silence after his words, and Jim looked at Rita with a frown. For an instant he had been tempted to laugh; but there was no doubt that Matthew Morgan was serious. Just as serious as people who imagine they are Napoleon.


  “That’s very interesting,” he finally managed to say. “Ah—did you enjoy your meal?”


  “I didn’t wait to eat it,” Matthew Morgan said. “I was too astounded, too dazed at first. But then I realized what had happened. Now, don’t be looking at each other like I’m crazy. I’m telling you the absolute truth.”


  “I’m sure you are,” Rita said tactfully.


  ‘“Now, listen to me, both of you,” Morgan said. “The first thing I did was to think about that old man and everything he said. I remembered you, too, Jim Ward. My memory is excellent. Thinking back I recalled that you had been carrying a manila envelope under your arm. I also remembered that there was the name of a firm on the upper left comer of the envelope. It was the Ryan Engineering company. I went through the telephone directory, got the number. Of course your office was closed by that time, but I was able to locate the home phone number of Albert Ryan, who turned out to be your employer. From him I got your address.”


  “But what do you want of me?”


  Morgan leaned forward and shook an impressive forefinger at Jim. “Just this. You were also given a wish by the old fellow we saved. Now possibly I imagined that a six course dinner miraculously appeared before me tonight. However, the food was real. The waiters were as astonished as I when they saw it. I tried wishing again for something more valuable, but nothing happened. Great God! I could buy a million meals like that. Anyway, I came to you on the chance that I’m not crazy or imagining things. Possibly you have a wish which can be granted. I don’t, want you to waste it as I did, young man.”


  Jim thought it over a while and then glanced at Rita with a smile. “If there’s anything to it, it would surely settle our problems, honey. We could wish for enough money to take care of the baby, even send him all the way through college.”


  “Please don’t wish for anything so temporary,” Morgan said.


  “Jim, I don’t like it,” Rita said, with a worried frown. “I know we need money, but we’re getting along all right. We’re happy as we are, and I don’t want anything to spoil it.”


  “Well,” Jim said, “There’s probably nothing to it, anyway. But a little money certainly won’t spoil things for us. Actually that’s all we need to be completely happy.”


  “But it might change things,” Rita protested. “Money you work for us is one thing. But having it just dumped into your lap is different.”


  “The difference is that it’s easier to get that way,” Jim grinned. “Now, don’t be worrying about it, honey. Of course, nothing is going to happen, so don’t get excited counting your chickens when we don’t even have an egg.”


  Morgan had listened to their conversation with a grave expression. Now he said: “You might be wondering why I’m here. First, I wasted my wish, but there was no way I could have known any better. However, you know better. Even if it doesn’t work,


  I want to suggest the thing for you to wish for. You don’t have to pay any attention to me, of course, but here’s the proposition I’m going to make. I’ll give you fifty thousand dollars in a certified check, if you make a wish which I will suggest. Now if nothing happens the money is yours. If the wish is granted I will let you share in fifty per cent of the profits I can make from the wish. What do you say?”


  “You seem-pretty convinced something is going to happen, don’t you?”


  “I’m willing to gamble fifty thousand dollars on it,” Morgan said emphatically. “I have the check with me in my pocket. You can see for yourself that it’s as negotiable as a fifty thousand dollar bill. You’ll have that much, even if it turns out I was mistaken or deluded. And if your wish is granted well, young man, I’ll make profits that will make you smile at a mere fifty thousand dollars.”


  “It sounds like a fool-proof proposition,” Jim said thoughtfully.


  RITA stood and walked nervously to the windows. “Jim, I still don’t like it. We—we’re gambling with the life we have for something we know nothing about. We can get along as we are.”


  “Don’t be so foolish,” Jim said shortly. “Fifty thousand dollars will set us up for life. I’m not exactly happy about the prospects of slaving away for the next twenty years to make a niggardly living. You don’t have the clothes you should have or the right kind of apartment. And there’s the baby that’s coming. You want him to have a break, don’t you?”


  “We can give him a break, Jim. We can give him love and care and tenderness. Those things don’t cost a cent. But we don’t know what kind of people we will be if we simply fall into a fortune.”


  “We can find out,” Jim said stubbornly. He glanced at Morgan. “It’s a deal. Let me see the check, please.” Morgan took a stiff slip of paper from his pocket, handed it to Jim. Jim studied it carefully, turned it over an saw that it was already endorsed.


  “All right,” he said, quietly. “What do you want me to wish for?”


  “For tomorrow’s closing figures on the New York stock exchange,” Morgan said.


  “Please, Jim,” Rita said, desperately.


  Jim was staring at the check. He saw it in terms of clothes, a car, better food and a new apartment, or perhaps a home. “For Heaven’s sake, Rita, will you be quiet?”


  He put the check in his pocket and said, “For your sake, Mr. Morgan, I hope you aren’t wasting your money.” He cleared his throat, while Morgan watched him anxiously.


  “I wish,” Jim said, slowly, “That I had the closing figures for tomorrow from the New York stock exchange.”


  He felt somewhat silly as he pronounced the words. Rita was silent, staring at him with an anxious expression. Morgan was holding his breath.


  There was complete silence in the room.


  Morgan let out his breath slowly.


  Rita began to smile slowly. “It didn’t work,” she said.


  “You didn’t want it to work,” Jim said savagely.


  The phone rang suddenly.


  Jim looked at Morgan, then hurried to the phone. He picked it up and said, “Yes?”


  A quiet, soft voice, said: “I have the information you desired. Would you get a pencil and paper, please?”


  “Yes, yes,” Jim cried. “Hold on, please.”


  “I will wait,” the soft voice said.


  “We got it,” Jim said, tensely. He grabbed pencil and paper from his small desk and with Morgan at his side hurried to the phone. “All right, I’m ready.”


  THE soft voice began listing names and figures. Jim’s pencil flew across the paper, and Morgan’s eyes began to gleam with excitement as he studied them.


  “Good God!” he said once, incredulously, as Jim listed the closing report on one of the largest firms in the country. “They’re through, finished, out of business.”


  The report took over twenty minutes. Finally the soft voice said, “That is what you wished for. I hope you will be very happy. And I would remind you again of my injunction this morning. Good night.”


  The phone clicked, went dead in Jim’s ear.


  Morgan had collected the sheets of paper and was reading through them with a gloating smile. “This will do it,” he whispered. “This will make us the biggest men in the county within twenty-four hours.” He grabbed Jim’s hand and wrung it strongly. “We’re in this together, you know. And I needn’t remind you to keep this secret. Now, we don’t have a minute to lose. Get your hat and coat and come with me.”


  Jim was caught by the fever of excitement in Morgan’s voice. He didn’t completely understand what was going to happen, but he knew enough of business and finance to realize roughly what those future closing figures meant.


  He got his hat and coat and then went to Rita. “I’m going with Mr. Morgan. You’ll be all right here, honey.” He had forgotten his momentary annoyance at her. She hadn’t wanted him to take this chance, but that was the way with a woman, and he didn’t blame her.


  “I’ll be all right, Jim,” she said evenly. “But please—” She turned away from him with a little shrug. “I was going to tell you to be careful, but I think you can take care of yourself.”


  “Why, sure I can.”


  “Let’s go,” Morgan said impatiently.


  They spent the night in his office. Morgan was a stock broker with elaborate offices in the Banker’s building. There were dozens of desks in an outer office, teletypes and stock tickers by the bunch in each corner of the vast room. Morgan’s inner office was carpeted in gray and dominated by« an immense semi-circular desk with at least a dozen phones on it.


  Morgan threw his coat on a couch and then picked up a phone and ordered coffee and sandwiches sent up from a private catering establishment.


  Then he sat down behind the desk and lit another cigar.


  “Now, we’ll do a little talking,” he said. “I’ve got money, all I need, but money is something one can never stop making. If you decide you have enough you’re licked. Someone else comes along with a little more drive and pretty soon you’re out. Now tomorrow when the trading starts you and I will work in here alone. You can do as well as one of my vice presidents because I’m going to tell you every step to make. I don’t want any one else in on this. It’s too big.”


  After the food and coffee arrived and had been eaten Morgan called-his two bankers at their homes.


  “I want to be liquid by noon tomorrow,” he ordered. “Everything I have goes into cash. That’s right, everything!”


  When he hung up he turned to Jim. “Listen carefully now, young man. I’m going to tell you every step of the operation I’m planning.” He smiled grimly. “You’ll know more about this business than anyone on the street when I’m through . . .”


  AT two thirty he finished. Jim’s head was swimming with figures and calculations, but he saw the pattern, saw the complete picture. He made a few comments and asked several questions. Morgan nodded approvingly.


  “You’ve got the mind for it. You’ve been wasting your time. Now let’s go to my club for a few hours sleep.”


  Jim felt guilty about not returning home, but there was no choice. He decided not to call, since Rita would undoubtedly be asleep anyway.


  The next morning they breakfasted early at Morgan’s club. It was Jim’s first view of the life led by those who are privileged to enjoy it. There were deferential waiters, quick, efficient service, and an entire organization devoted to the luxurious comfort of its members.


  Jim liked it. He enjoyed the hovering waiters, the solicitous attention to his needs, the flush feeling of importance when he was helped into his coat and a uniformed attendant sprang into the street to hail them a cab.


  They reached Morgan’s office by eight thirty and Jim called Rita. She didn’t sound angry, and he felt a stab of remorse. He would have felt less guilty had she been sulking.


  “I’m awfully sorry about not getting home. But this thing is, just too big to leave for a minute.”


  “I understand, Jim. Will you be home for dinner?”


  “Sure thing. And Rita. Call my office and tell Ryan I won’t be down.”


  “You’re not quitting?”


  “Of course I am. Do that for me. Tell him I’m not interested in working for peanuts anymore. I’ve got to hang up, baby. Take it easy.”


  Morgan was waiting with a list of figures they had prepared the night before. “Here’s the start. At nine on the head get the Sloan Brokerage outfit on, the wire. My account there is solid enough to last us until noon. After that my bankers will have capital enough to see us through the day.” Jim took the figures and sat down before a phone. He watched the clock. At nine he picked up the receiver . . .


  The first edition of the city’s afternoon paper reached the stands at eleven forty-five. And already there were tremors beginning to shake the financial heart of the country. Grain was off unexpectedly and disastrously. Steel had gone on a rampage, but unaccountably two major stocks of automobile concerns were splitting wide open.


  Morgan and Jim didn’t need the papers report to tell them what was happening. They could sense it from the buyers they gave their orders to, and feel it in the tension that was beginning to grip the members of Morgan’s firm who hurried in and out of the office, looking alternately worried and elated.


  Everyone knew a giant push was coming from some direction. A terrible pressure was working against the normal strength of the exchange’s financial structure with results that were miraculously efficient. When a company attempted to bolster its stock by buying, such quantities of the stock were dumped on the market that they were swamped. Selling bids were ignored or snapped with such ferocity that speculators were baffled.


  At twelve o’clock Morgan’s real assets were thrown into the fight, converted now into cash. The scope of the operations was trebled within the half hour, and a panic began to grip the financial powers of the exchange.


  The small investor saw his holdings fluctuate in a dizzy, patternless manner. Selling was useless; buying was dangerous. The force that was smashing the ordered economy of a nation seemed blind and arbitrary, but experienced observers began to see the development of a design that was staggering in size and ruthlessly destructive in nature.


  JIM felt himself caught in the power of what they were doing. He had never known such a sensation in his life. Now he felt the elixir of power and strength coursing through his veins. When he spoke crisp words into a telephone the results would shake vast cartels throughout the world.


  He was so engrossed that he hardly understood the secretary who came to tell him his wife was outside.


  He stared at her, dazed, as if he’d been brought back to a land he had once known but hadn’t seen in years.


  Finally his eyes cleared. “Please send her in.”


  When Rita entered she stared about the huge room with undisguised amazement. Jim took her to a chair, feeling slightly patronizing, although he had been as impressed the first time.


  “I’ve—I’ve been worried, Jim. Sitting at home listening to the radio frightened me. I don’t know what you’re doing, but it seems to be upsetting everybody.”


  “You’re damn right it is,” Jim said. “Jim, didn’t that old man tell you not to use your wish to hurt anyone else?”


  “Oh, that nonsense!” He waved a hand irritably. “Someone has to be hurt in this sort of thing.” He was learning rapidly.


  “Jim, there have been suicides! Companies have failed! Are you and Mr. Morgan responsible for that?”


  “No. We can’t be held accountable for what some weak minded moron does. Now just don’t worry about it. Honey, we’ll never have another worry in our life after today.”


  Morgan called him and he hurried back to the desk. “We’ve made history today,” Morgan said. “But let’s keep making it.”


  They continued their operations, basing their computations on the guaranteed figures they had listed before them; and when the day ended Morgan and Jim Ward knew no way to compute their wealth. They had wrecked many industries, driven small investors into bankruptcy, ruined lives and fortunes, but they had made staggering fortunes for themselves in the process.


  When trading stopped, Morgan hung up his phone with a long sigh. He looked at Him and winked. “My boy, we’ve done it. I intend to call our firm Morgan and Ward from now on, and with this start there’s nothing will ever stop us.”


  Morgan, events proved, was a good prophet.


  Within six months the firm of Morgan and Ward was a colossus such as never had been seen or known in the market. Their business expanded, and with their power and wealth came a new way of life for Jim Ward that was as different from his old as life might have been on another planet.


  There was a seventeen room duplex apartment in the city, a town house, in Bar Harbor and an estate in Florida which he had never seen. Chauffeurs, maids and business managers took the load of detail from his shoulders.


  THERE was one flaw in his happiness and that was Rita. She had not come along with him in his existence. She had made no definite break with him, but each month their relationship became more formal, more stiff and unsatisfying.


  Jim reasoned that her withdrawal from him had dated from the occasion when she lost her baby. That had been a great blow to her and he believed she hadn’t recovered.


  She had been alone when it happened and he had been in Bar Harbor. When he returned it was all over and Rita had never been the same again. He was unhappy for a while but there was so much to engross him now that he didn’t let it make him gloomy. There was the fascinating work of manipulation and calculation in the market, and that had become a compensation for everything. He had never lost the relish for power. It became his life, his motivation in a very short time.


  One night Rita urged him to quit. He stared at her as if she’d gone mad.


  “You don’t understand what you’re saying,” he protested.


  “I understand you have wrecked the life we once had,” she answered.


  ‘That’s sheer nonsense. I don’t want to hear it mentioned again, do you understand?”


  She smiled at that, but there was no humor in her smile. There was nothing but sadness and resignation. “You will not hear it mentioned again Jim,” she said quietly.


  “Good,” he said abruptly.


  The next morning he was driven to work at the usual hour. Sitting in the rear of his custom built town car with the morning papers on his knee, a expensive cigar in his hand, he thought about Rita and wondered why she was so unreasonable. Entering his office at nine he found Morgan there waiting for him. With Morgan was a slim, graying man of perhaps forty, with a lean cautious mouth and eyes that were the color of steel on a frosty morning.


  Jim noticed that something was wrong with Morgan. He looked gray, ill.


  “Jim, this is Mr. Stevens from the Federal Security Exchange Commission. Mr. Stevens is going to investigate some of our recent activities. Ah . . . a formality eh, Mr. Stevens?”


  “I trust so,” Mr. Stevens said drily. “However, until the investigation is complete I am sealing your books. I will let you know later what our findings are.”


  He nodded to them and left the office.


  “What’s up?” Jim demanded angrily. “What did he mean?”


  “We—have taken some chances,” Morgan said heavily. “The Federal Government doesn’t approve of people who take chances.”


  “You can’t be serious!”


  “Sit down, Jim,” Morgan said. He rubbed a hand wearily over his forehead. “I must have been mad,” he said in a whisper.


  “Something seems to have taken hold of me since I met you. I—I’ve done crazy things.”


  “Tell me everything,” Jim said harshly. “How deeply are we in?”


  “All the way.”


  Morgan talked for ten minutes and the picture he painted shocked Jim. He had known what they were doing was ruthless, but he “hadn’t realized that it was also illegal.


  When Morgan finished he walked to the door. “I am going to my office, Jim. I don’t wish to be disturbed.” Jim watched him leave and he suddenly felt himself shaking. He sat down and tried to remain calm . . .


  When the office manager came hurrying in an hour later Jim knew from the expression on his face that something had happened.


  “What is it?” he said, forcing his voice to remain normal.


  “It’s Mr. Morgan, sir. He—fell from his window. He must have been looking out and lost his balance.” Jim felt a great cold fist closing over his stomach. “Very well,” he said.


  The office manager was staring at him bewilderedly, completely baffled by his lack of reaction.


  “I’ll take care of everything,” he said, finally.


  “Very well,” Jim said.


  When the man left his control broke. He jumped to his feet and began pacing the great office. He felt trapped by its size and luxury.


  What was he doing here? Why was he in this office that bought and sold pieces of paper and people’s lives and fortunes? This wasn’t a place for Jim Ward.


  He glared about frantically. There was Mr. Stevens! There was the investigation.


  He beat his fist against his forehead.


  WHAT did that mean to him?” This wasn’t his life; this was a dream he had dreamt. His life was with Rita. It was simple life, with simple pleasures and simple worries. Where had he lost that life?


  “It’s not too late!” he muttered. “It can’t be.”


  He sprang to the phone, dialed his apartment. When the butler answered he snapped: “Get Mrs. Ward immediately.”


  “I’m afraid that’s impossible, sir. Mrs. Ward has left.” The butler’s voice was dry, impersonal. “She told me to tell you, sir, that she has arranged everything with her lawyer. She caught the nine thirty plane for Reno, sir.”


  Jim put the phone down slowly. For moments he sat on the comer of his desk, staring sightlessly at the great framed charts on the wall.


  Finally he put on his coat and left the office. He had no idea of where he was going but must get away from this place. Down on the street he walked aimlessly, dazedly, until he reached the intersection of Adams street.


  He stopped at the curb, although the light was green. Memories came to him of another morning he had stood at this intersection. He had saved a white-bearded old man that morning.


  “. . . as long as it harms no one else.”


  He thought for a moment he had spoken the words aloud. But they were merely burning his mind. Those were the words of the, old man.


  The light changed to red!


  Jim Ward stepped forward.


  A hand reached for his elbow, but fell away, slowly, regretfully.


  Brakes shrieked protestingly; and then a woman screamed. Traffic stopped sand a policeman ran toward the scene shouting orders.


  The man who had reached for Jim Ward’s elbow sighed softly, sadly. Turning he shuffled away and the cold, lonely wind blew in from the sea, whispering in his white beard, misting his dark glasses.


  THE RING OF FAITH


  First published in the November 1948 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Jim Ward needed one thing for success—someone with confidence in him—so he bought the ring—


  JIM WARD walked down Michigan Boulevard on a cheerfully sunny winter morning, but the bracing weather failed to put life in his stride or a sparkle in his eye. He walked like a man starting the Last Mile.


  There were reasons for his gloom. Under his arm was an advertising presentation over which he had labored for two weeks; ahead of him was an interview with J. Darrel Fallonsby, president of Magic-Moment perfumes, a domineering, hysterically unreasonable character who reputedly existed on a diet of carrots and raw advertising men.


  Jim Ward’s job was to convince J. Darrel that his program would cause women to buy Magic-Moment perfumes by the hogshead and to use it instead of bath water. This was not an original idea with him; other account executives had tried it before and their bones were now bleaching under therapeutic lamps in mental sanitaria throughout the country.


  There were other considerations. His own boss, David Dewitt David, expected him to return with J. Darrel’s signature and an initial billing of several million a year for the agency. Also, David Dewitt David’s daughter Davina, had hinted that her interest in Jim might be quickened if he closed the deal.


  All of this was bad, but it wasn’t the worst.


  The worst angle to the deal was that the copy and art work under his arm was hopelessly lousy. It wouldn’t sell perfume to a stockyard worker at a dime a gallon. It just didn’t have it.


  He had written the copy himself, selected the art work personally, but it added up to nothing. Now he was walking into the lion’s den with his job and romantic expectations hanging in the balance and instead of a ripe red steak he had nothing but a stale hamburger to toss the growling animal.


  He wondered vaguely how his life had gotten so involved. When he came out of the army he had one thing in mind; to use advertising honestly and truthfully to raise the standards of the people, emotionally, culturally and spiritually. He intended to fight ignorance and prejudice with advertising. Instead he was using what little skill he had to cater to the sensual appetites of pampered women.


  The thing started when he went to work with David Dewitt David. There was no room for truth and honesty there, he discovered in a hurry. Then came Davina, a slim, exciting girl with a face like an angel and tastes that could hardly be catered to on a copy writer’s salary. So he worked harder, forgot about his idealistic plans, and in a year’s time he was on the agency’s planning staff, with a salary that could keep Davina in the diamond clips and terrapin she loved with every fibre of her simple soul.


  Once you started, he learned, you had to keep going. Now he was at the logic brink; J. Darrel Fallonsby ahead of him, David Dewitt David at his rear. That left no place for Davina, he decided rather gloomily, unless she stood on his shoulders.


  When he stopped at a red light his eye was caught by an interesting display of jewelry in a novelty shop at the corner. Since he was not anxious to hurry he stepped over and looked in the window. There were zircons, trick bracelets made of chain and jade, and a large tray of rings.


  The rings interested him for some reason. They were obviously cheap, with imitation stones and crude settings. But they caught his eye.


  After a moment or so he realized that his attention had been caught by one particular ring. It was made of heavy brass and there was a figure of a girl carved on its surface. He stared at it for several minutes, curious as to why it caught his eye. There was nothing distinctive about it, but he didn’t seem to look at any of the other rings.


  HE GLANCED at his watch and realized reluctantly that he’d have to be getting on. Turning he started away, but he felt a curious tugging at his sleeve.


  He stopped abruptly. Looking around he saw no one, but his eyes were again caught by the ring.


  “This is foolishness,” he said, half aloud.


  He stood indecisively for an instant, then walked into the shop. He felt like a complete fool.


  A smiling young clerk came up to him and said, “Can I help you?”


  “Well, I just thought I’d look around.”


  “Perhaps you’d like to see a ring?”


  Jim stared at him. “What gave you that idea? I’m certainly not interested in rings.”


  “We have some very nice ones,” the clerk said. “Sure you won’t have a look?”


  Jim felt caught in the grip of destiny. It bothered him. He couldn’t breathe so well.


  “All right,” he said, feeling strangely helpless.


  As he half feared and half hoped, the clerk went to the window and returned with the tray of rings. “This just came in,” he said. “A gypsy who is going out of business delivered them yesterday.”


  Jim wondered vaguely how a gypsy went about going out of business, but he said nothing. He looked at the rings carefully. He reached for an imitation ruby, but a curious thing happened. Something deflected his hand and his fingers picked up the heavy brass ring with the figure of the girl on its surface.


  “Now, that’s a beauty,” the clerk said, smiling.


  Jim studied it thoughtfully. The figure of the girl was perhaps a half inch high. She was slim, exquisitely formed and attired in nothing but a primitive G string. Her eyes were closed and her face looked calm and composed. He slipped the ring on his finger and it fitted perfectly.


  “How much?” he asked quietly. He knew when he was beaten. But he didn’t know how.


  Twenty minutes later he stepped into J. Darrel Fallonsby’s conference room. The sight of J. Darrel, himself, surrounded by his various satellites, minions and apple polishers, did nothing to improve the condition of his ulcers. J. Darrel was not an impressive figure of a man. But he had impressive figures in banks and deposit vaults where it meant more. His stomach protruded, his eyes looked like nervous oysters and his complexion was a nice tint of purple, the result of high blood pressure irritated by chronic bad temper.


  There were no pleasantries, no greetings. J. Darrel said, “Let me have the presentation, Ward.”


  “Yes, sir,” Jim said. He took his work from the manilla folder, passed it to J. Darrel. “If I may say so, sir, it’s quite an unusual idea.”


  “Hrrmph,” J. Darrel said.


  He settled back in his chair, put pince-nez glasses on his crimson button of a nose and peered balefully at the copy.


  “Naturally,” Jim said, “this is a rough draft, sort of talking things over on paper.”


  “I see what it is,” J. Darrel said, enigmatically.


  Jim waited tensely. Across from him J. Darrel’s brother-in-law, a mouse-like little man watched J. Darrel carefully for sign of a reaction. J. Darrel’s brother-in-law had sold vacuum cleaners without particular success until his sister’s fortunate marriage had relieved him of the necessity of making a living.


  THE other men at the table were there for the sole purpose of inflating J. Darrel’s already dangerously enlarged ego. They would not squeak until he gave them a cue.


  “Hmmmmm,” J. Darrel said.


  His brother-in-law looked doubtful. The proper reaction to a “Hmmmmm!” was something he hadn’t learned.


  J. Darrell cleared his throat and put the copy and art work on the table. “This stinks,” he said, gently.


  There was a very definite flood of relief on the faces of his minions. They had the compass reading now; they knew the direction. They all stared at Jim haughtily, coldly.


  “Sir, don’t you think—”


  “I do think,” J. Darrel said. “Arc you implying I don’t?”


  “Nothing of the sort, sir, only—”


  “Let me finish, please. This copy is quite bad. I know of no way to tell you precisely how bad it is without wasting two or three hours of my time. However—”


  He went on about the copy, until Jim thought there was nothing left to critisize but the paper it had been typed on; then he began on the art work.


  Jim listened for a while, helplessly. Then he focused his eyes on the ceiling and tried to forget the rasping, insulting voice that was ripping him up one side and down the other.


  Everything had gone smash. David Dewitt David was going to be unhappy, Davina, his black haired daughter, was going to be unhappy. Jim knew that he, himself, was going to be the most unhappy of all.


  Suddenly he became aware of a prickling sensation on his left middle finger. He glanced down and noticed the ring he had bought on the way to the conference. He removed it and rubbed his finger; then he looked at the ring.


  J. Darrel’s voice droned on.


  Jim looked at the tiny figure of the girl on the ring and he felt a sudden resentment. She looked calm and poised, her patience molded forever in unchanging brass. She was lucky! She could afford to look smug, not to care.


  “Indifferent little witch,” he murmured to himself. “Watching men make fools of themselves and not caring. Relaxed, composed, forever quiet; what do you care of the problems of flesh and blood, the anguish of human beings? You have quiet and peace for all time. Lucky little brass witch.”


  “Mr. Ward, am I boring you?”


  Jim’s head snapped up. J. Darrel was glaring at him.


  “N—not at all, sir. I—I think that’s a good point.”


  “Hmmmm,” J. Darrel said. He looked suspiciously at Jim for a moment, then went on with his diatribe.


  Unconsciously, almost against his will, Jim looked down again at the ring. And got quite a start.


  The tiny brass figure had disappeared!


  He rubbed the smooth surface of the ring and then he rubbed his forehead. Was he going nuts? One minute the figurine had been in place. Now it was gone!


  “I’m right over here,” a light voice said. “Please don’t be startled.”


  Jim’s stomach turned a queasy somersault.


  He raised his eyes in the direction of the voice. Unbelievingly it had come from J. Darrel’s position at the head of the conference table.


  THERE was a girl sitting on the arm of his chair smiling impishly at him; a slender, red haired girl with light blue eyes and fine creamy skin. She had a pert nose and a square stubborn little chin.


  The image of the figure on his ring; only now her face was alight and the composed, relaxed expression was gone.


  Jim felt his senses swimming. He knew he had gone suddenly, incredibly crazy, but he was still shocked. His tottering reason was not assisted by the clothes the girl was wearing, or rather the lack of them, for she was practically nude although she didn’t seem to mind. There was a wisp of something about her waist, another wisp about her breasts and golden sandals on her slim bare feet. That was all. Not even a hat, he thought idiotically.


  “What the hell’s the idea?” he said.


  J. Darrel’s voice choked on a word. “Are you talking to me, young man?”


  “Of course not,” Jim said reasonably. “I’m talking to that girl sitting on the arm of your chair.”


  “Oh, I see,” J. Darrel said. He picked up a piece of paper and said, “Well, to get on—” He stopped abruptly. “What girl?” he roared. “Have you gone mad?”


  “They can’t see me,” the girl said, with a tiny grin. “You’re the only one who can, which makes you pretty lucky.”


  J. Darrel was glaring at him, as were his satellites. The girl grinned sweetly. “They think you’re slightly cracked,” she said.


  “I am not cracked,” Jim said stiffly. J. Darrell said, “I am relieved to hear it.” He looked down at the paper again, then shot a suspicious look at Jim, as if expecting him to be cutting paper dolls. Reassured he went on talking.


  The girl smiled and came over, sat down on the arm of his chair. “They can’t see or hear me. Now listen to me; I don’t know much about what’s going on, but I’m pretty sharp. Why don’t you sell him the idea of using an age-old mysterious formula for his perfume? Call it Forbidden, or something like that and give him a story that the ancients banned its use because it drove men and women crazy? Wouldn’t that work?”


  J. Darrel said, “Are you following me, Ward.”


  “No,” Jim said to the girl.


  J. Darrel’s fist crashed onto the table. “Don’t you find me clear?”


  “But perfectly,” Jim stammered. “You see I wasn’t talking to you. I—I was talking to someone else.”


  “In that case,” J. Darrel said gently, “I think we might as well terminate this discussion. If you have some astral communicant who is more interesting than I, please don’t let me interfere. Gentlemen, the meeting is over.” He stood up decisively.


  The girl shook Jim’s shoulder. “You simpleton, what’s wrong with my idea? Give it to him with both barrels and watch him bite.”


  Jim stood up, too, partly because J. Darrel had, partly because of the girl’s shove. He knew something had to be done, and the girl’s pitch was just crazy enough to work. She didn’t exist, of course, he told himself hysterically, but what difference did that make? Maybe nobody existed. Maybe J. Darrel was just a toy balloon with a face painted on it. Philosophies had been built on screwier ideas.


  “Now hold everything,” he said. He raised his voice over the shuffling of feet and scraping of chairs. He knew advertising, he could sell. And the girl’s suggestion had stirred him from his despair.


  HE FIXED his eye on J. Darrel. “I brought you a presentation, Mr. Fallonsby that you think is putrid. Did it ever occur to you that I might also realize that it is worthless?”


  There was a moment’s silence in the room and then J. Darrel sat down slowly. Everyone immediately sat down also. “Just what do you mean?”


  “Simply this; it is a bad idea. You know advertising, you know it’s bad. I know it’s bad. Now why do you suppose I brought it to you? Was I trying to fool you?” He made a slight gesture indicating the complete impossibility of anyone’s fooling J. Darrel Fallonsby. “Maybe you think I was merely trying to insult you?” He raised an eyebrow. “No advantage in that, surely. No, Mr. Fallonsby, I brought you that copy just to show you the conventional, mediocre type of thing that is being done these days. That is what you don’t want. I’ll tell you now what you do want.”


  The girl clapped her hands excitedly. “You’re terrific!”


  Jim went on. “You want a program that will move Magic-Moment perfumes off the counter so fast that your factories will be six months behind in their deliveries. Listen to me; the ancient rulers of Egypt once had a very grave problem. There had come into usage among the people an exquisite, maddening perfume, made from a formula that had come from Phoenician traders. Imagine if you can a scent as subtle as a breath of mimosa in a long closed room, as exhilirating as dawn over snow-capped mountains, and as promise-laden as the dark and murmuring Nile, itself. Imagine this scent which transformed the lowest maiden of Egypt into a glorious Aphrodite and drove the men into frenzies of ecstatic intoxication!


  “Think of the perfume! So maddening, so glorious that it caused murder, intrigue and caused tremors that finally shook the throne of Egypt. Faithful wives turned harlot; the priests became libertines; fields were left idle, work stopped, while that great nation lost its soul to the promise of beauty and enchantment that was carried in the slightest whiff of this perfume.”


  Jim paused, then: “Finally, steps were taken. Steps were taken,” he repeated solemnly, “to outlaw the use of this scent. The rulers of Egypt knew their nation was doomed unless it was suppressed. Fines were imposed for anyone using it; smugglers lost their lives; dealers were imprisoned. And finally their campaign of extermination, which the officials and police of the nation conducted, began to have results. The stocks of this perfume were destroyed, the formula was burned in the public mosque at Cairo. And slowly, gradually, the people regained their sanity.”


  Jim paused and looked about the table. Five pairs of wide eyes returned his gaze; five mouths were hanging open foolishly. They were hooked.


  “That is what I have brought to Magic-Moment. The formula of this ancient Egyptian perfume, which was known in history as Forbidden! Are you interested?”


  J. Darrel said after a long silence. “You have this formula?”


  The girl said, “He’s nibbling.”


  Jim settled back in his chair and grinned. “Of course not. I have just told you a pretty story. But,” his fist crashed suddenly on the table, “it’s a story that will move Magic-Moment into every home in the country!”


  “That’s a mistake,” the girl said anxiously, “You should have told him you had a formula.”


  J. Darrel’s brother-in-law said, “It sounds fishy to me. I think—”


  “Oh, shut up,” Jim said to the girl. “I know what I’m doing.”


  J. Darrel’s brother-in-law flushed. “What do you mean telling me to shut up?”


  J. Darrel chuckled. “He means for you to shut up, Abner. Isn’t that clear?”


  J. Darrel’s brother-in-law smiled weakly. “Of course. Ha, ha. Perfectly.”


  “Get to work on it,” J. Darrel said. “It’s terrific. Make it big, Ward. Spread it all over the country. Everything is in your hands. My lawyers will send the contracts over tomorrow. Gentlemen, the meeting is over.”


  WALKING down Michigan Boulevard Jim felt like a man in a dream. Not the least of his dazed attitude was a result of the girl who walked at his side, half trotting to keep up with his long strides.


  “Go away,” he said, rather desperately. “I could stand pink elephants or green snakes. But you are too much.”


  “I won’t go away,” the girl said. “You brought me here, so it’s up to you to at least be polite to me. I helped you out with that perfume idea, didn’t I?”


  “You have been most kind,” Jim said with a kind of glassy-eyed horror. “Now goodbye.”


  He walked firmly into a bar and ordered a double shot of rye. The bartender looked at him dubiously. “Been on a big one?”


  “Why don’t you leave me alone?” Jim snapped to the girl who had followed him inside and seated herself on a stool beside him.


  “Well, all right,” the bartender said moodily. “I was just being sociable.”


  “I wasn’t talking to you,” Jim said irritably.


  The bartender looked up and down the long room. “I see,” he said gently. “You was talking to that girl sitting beside you?”


  “Can you see her?” Jim demanded eagerly.


  “Sure,” the bartender nodded, as he poured the drink. “She’s about nine feet tall and has snakes growing out of her head.”


  “I like his nerve,” the girl snapped. Jim put his face in his hands. “What did I do to deserve this?”


  The bartender shrugged and walked away.


  The girl pulled a hand from his face. “Now you listen to me,” she said. “I got in trouble a long time ago with a mugg named Yogar. He was a wheel in Calcutta a few centuries back. One night he invited me up to his room. I knew the pitch but I thought I could take care of myself. That shows how smart I was.”


  Jim turned slightly to look at her, reminding himself firmly that she didn’t exist; that he was crazy. She was sitting sideways on the stool, the heels of her sandals hooked over the top brace of the stool, her chin supported on her two fists. She looked very glum.


  “Well, what happened?” he asked. “Oh, the usual thing. I’m just telling you this so you’ll understand about me. He had the candles down low, there was a cozy fire in the grate and a swell dinner fixed for us on the patio. After dinner and a few drinks he wants me to go into the bedroom to look at his collection of knives.”


  “We use etchings,” Jim said.


  “You’re all alike,” she went on moodily. “Anyway I said thanks but no thanks. I told him I liked the dinner and was grateful for the drinks but that I was going home. He got very mad. He was quite an operator. Knew all about magic and things like that. He did something to me that transformed me into a tiny bronze figure. Then he had me fitted to his ring. He wore it all his life. After he died the ring I was on got passed all over the world. The guys who have had me on the hook!” She shook her head half-humorously. “Anyway part of Yogar’s deal was that if anyone ever believed in me I could get off the ring and finish out my life. You kind of believed in me and I’ve made the first step. Now if you keep on believing in me I’ll be all right. Maybe then other people can see and hear me, too.”


  She caught his hand anxiously. “You believe in me, don’t you?”


  JIM had another double rye. “No,” he said firmly, after he finished the drink. “I believe I am nuts. Go away. Come back as a pink elephant or a green snake and I’ll throw a bromo-seltzer at you.”


  He put some money out on the bar and walked out. Keeping his eyes straight he walked to the curb and hailed a cab. When he got in and closed the door he was alone. He glanced cautiously at the street and saw no sign of the red-haired apparition. He felt his heart slowing down to normal. He gave the driver an address, settled back and closed his eyes.


  When he walked into the lobby of the Palmer House ten minutes later Davina jumped up from a chair and hurried to meet him.


  “You’re late, dear,” she said, smiling. “Oh, yes,” he said vaguely. He glanced about the busy lobby with the uncomfortable feeling the red haired girl might be somewhere around.


  “Are you looking for someone?”


  Jim sighed and looked down at Davina. “No, I had a crick in my neck,” he said. “Shall we have some breakfast?”


  “Yes, then I want to know everything that happened.”


  Jim knew he couldn’t tell her of the red haired figment of his imagination whom he had left, half-clad in a Michigan Avenue bar. Davina was not the type who would understand.


  When they had ordered breakfast she leaned forward and said, “Just one word, Jim. Did you get it?”


  “In a word, yes.”


  She relaxed against the satin chair back and smiled slowly. “Now isn’t that sweet,” she said softly.


  “Practically delicious,” he muttered. She looked beautiful, he thought, with her black hair brushed down to her shoulders, gleaming red lips and round eyes; but he was annoyed. He was getting back to normal again and his conscience was bothering him about the preposterous campaign he had sold J. Darrel Fallonsby. What an end to use advertising for! The whole deal was an insult to the intelligence of the people who would read it, to the helpless people who have it blasted into their ears on the radio. Where, he wondered dismally, was his once noble idea of selling tolerance and wisdom to the people, instead of stupidity and soap?


  He glanced up and suddenly his heart almost stopped beating.


  “Oh, my God,” he said in a low voice. “What is it?” Davina asked.


  ZOOMING forward with a smile was the red haired girl. She was still wearing the wispy loin cloth, the wispy bra and her bare shoulders and bare legs gleamed whitely from the overhead light. She walked through the crowd of people, through waiters and tables with the ease of a ray of sunshine. And she sat down beside Davina with a cheerful grin on her face.


  “Didn’t expect to get rid of me so easily, did you?”


  “Go away,” Jim said in a hollow voice.


  “Jim!” Davina gasped.


  He felt tired of explaining that he was talking to an apparition.


  “Forget it,” he said. “I’m upset today.”


  “But you closed the deal with Fallonsby, didn’t you? I should think that would make you pretty happy.”


  “Oh, sure,” Jim said. “I sold a stupid man a bill of goods so he can go on selling it to people still more stupid.”


  “You aren’t feeling noble again, are you?” Davina said with a little smile.


  “You mean my big idea about educating the people, about tolerance, honesty, intelligence and all that sort of thing? Maybe I am.”


  “That’s just sophomoric.”


  The red hair girl looked at Davina with distaste. “This, I suppose, is your big romance,” she said to Jim. “What a prize package. Naturally she wouldn’t go for ideals. Not enough money in them. She’s like a big warm contented cat. Look at her fingernails. Just like claws. And how about that little pink tongue she shoots out to lick at creamed chicken?”


  “Jim,” Davina said, “is something wrong?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t know. But you’re watching my hands and you’re watching me eat in a very peculiar way.”


  Jim choked. “Sorry, if I stared,” he said. “I—I was thinking of something else.”


  “You should think of something else,” the red haired girl said. “Something that’s got a heart and soul instead of red ink in her veins.”


  “What do you know about her heart and soul,” he snapped.


  Davina put her napkin down warningly. “You’ve been drinking, Jim! I smelled it on your breath when I met you. Maybe you’d better go home and sober up.”


  Jim looked helplessly at the red haired girl and shuddered. “I think I will,” he said.


  He got up from the table and hurried to the street. He grabbed the first cab and went to his apartment. Inside he locked the door and poured himself another drink. The last in the bottle, he noticed gloomily.


  HE SAT down and closed his eyes.


  Why was he so upset? Because he was going crazy? Or because he knew Davina and he would never get along? Or because he felt like a louse about his work?


  What difference did it make?


  “This is about my last chance,” a voice said.


  He opened his eyes, saw the red haired girl sitting on the edge of his bed. “You,” he said wearily.


  “Yes, it’s me.” She sounded sad. “This is about my last chance to make you believe in me. Why can’t you Jim? You see me, touch me, hear me?”


  “Hallucination,” he said briefly. “You did what I told you to and it worked,” she said, defensively. “Neurotic reflex,” he said.


  “You believe in lots of things less real than me,” she went on. “How about your ideas about tolerance and honesty and educating the people. Did you ever see tolerance or wisdom? Did you ever see the people, for that matter?”


  Jim thought about it for a while. “But nobody else sees you, nobody else hears you,” he said. “It’s just my imagination.”


  “If you believed in me others might,” she said. “If no one believed in tolerance it wouldn’t exist either. But if one person believes in it then it comes alive.”


  Jim finished his drink, looked at the empty bottle. He picked up the phone and asked room service to send him a double rye. Then he looked at the girl. She seemed to be crying.


  “Now stop that right away,” he said sternly. “I won’t stand for that. You’ve got no right crying.”


  “I don’t want to leave,” she said, still crying.


  He gave her a handkerchief. “Women who cry shouldn’t exist anyway,” he told her, with what he realized was impressively bad logic. He looked down at her and realized for the first time that, apparition or not, she was awfully cute. If this was a product of his imagination, then he had one hell of an imagination.


  Her skin was creamy white, the texture of fine satin. Her hair and eyes and figure had been put together by a first class imagination. She was a lovely figment.


  There was a knock at the door. He opened it, took the tray of drinks from the waiter and brought it to the table beside the bed. He sat down and handed her a drink.


  “But stop crying, for heaven’s sake,” he ordered.


  SHE blew her nose and stopped sniffling. “You’re starting to believe in me, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, but I’m crazy,” he said cheerfully. “So it won’t do you any good.”


  She began to cry again.


  The phone rang. It was the desk clerk.


  “Mr. Ward,” the desk clerk said in very severe tones, “I must ask you to get rid of that young lady in your room.”


  Jim grinned into the mouthpiece.


  “That’s no lady, that’s a figment.”


  “The waiter saw her. She must leave immediately.”


  Jim stared at the phone in awe. “The waiter saw her? Is he a trustworthy man? Does he drink, or have hallucinations?”


  “Certainly not. He’s completely reliable.”


  “Wonderful,” Jim shouted, and slammed the receiver down.


  He looked at the red haired girl thoughtfully. Then he put his arm carefully about her shoulders. They were slim and smooth and warm.


  “You hear that?”


  “Yes,” she sniffed happily. “He saw me. I’m real. You must have believed in me, Jim.”


  “Funny, but I don’t believe in Davina anymore, or David Dewitt David, or J. Darrel Fallonsby. What do you suppose is happening to me?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” she said shyly. “Let me see if I can make it clearer,” he said.


  He did.


  DEATH COMES GIFT-WRAPPED


  First published in the November 1948 issue of Dime Detective Magazine.


  SERGEANT BURT MORAN was a tall man with hard flat features and eyes that were cold and dull, like those of a snake. He was that comparatively rare thing among cops, a man equally hated by crooks and by his fellow officers. Operators on both sides of the law forgot their differences and came to agreement on one point at least: that Moran was a heel by any or all standards.


  Moran was a bully who shook down petty crooks for a few bucks whenever he got the chance. But he left the big boys alone. He lacked the imagination to serve them and, consequently, he never got in on the important payoff. There would have been some dignity in being a big grafter, but Moran grubbed for his few extra dollars the hard way, the cheap way, the way that earned him nothing else but contempt.


  There was a streak of savage brutality in him that caused the underworld to mingle their contempt with a certain fear. Moran had killed six men in the line of duty, three of whom were unarmed at the time, and another who had died after Moran had worked him over with a sap for fourteen hours. The story of the men he’d killed wasn’t told because a corpse is an unsatisfactory witness. Moran knew this. He knew all about killing.


  Now, at two o’clock in the morning, in the cheap room of a cheap hotel, Moran was going to learn about murder. He had to commit a murder because of something new in his life, something that he had always sneered at in the lives of other men.


  Moran was in love. And he had learned that love, like anything else, costs money.


  He stood just inside the doorway of the room and watched the scrawny, thin-faced man who was staring at him from the bed. The man was Dinny Nelson, a small-time bookie who, Moran knew, carried all his assets in a hip wallet.


  Dinny brushed a hand over his sleep-dulled features and said, “What’s the pitch, Moran? You got no right busting in here.”


  Moran drew his gun and leveled it at Dinny. He knew what would happen with crystal clarity, not only to Dinny and the portions of his body hit by the heavy slugs, but after that, to Dinny’s corpse, to the police department and to himself, Moran. It was an old story to him. He had killed six men in the line of duty and he knew the way everything worked. No one would doubt his story.


  Dinny saw his fate in Moran’s face. He began to beg in a cracked voice. “No, no, you can’t,” he said. “There’s no reason to kill me—I ain’t done nothing. Don’t.”


  Moran fired three shots and they were very loud in the small, thin-walled room. Dinny’s body jack-knifed with the impact of the slugs, rolled from the bed to the floor. He didn’t live long. Moran watched expressionlessly as Dinny’s limbs twisted spasmodically, then became rigid and still. Underneath Dinny’s body the roses in the faded pattern of the rug bloomed again, bright and scarlet.


  There was two thousand, three hundred and thirty dollars in Dinny’s wallet. Moran left thirty. The money made a comfortable bulge against his leg as he sauntered to the phone. . .


  While the coroner did his work and two lab technicians went over the room, Moran told his story to Lieutenant Bill Pickerton, his immediate superior at Homicide.


  “Tonight I seen him taking bets in the lobby,” Moran said. “This was eleven. I started across to him but he seen me and ducked into the bar and then out to the street. So I drifted away. Around two I came back, came right up here to his room. I told him to get dressed but the fool went for me. I had to shoot him.”


  Lieutenant Pickerton rubbed his long jaw. “This stinks worse than your usual stuff, Moran. You could have handled him with your fists. He doesn’t have a gun.”


  Moran shrugged. “Why should I risk getting beat over the head with a chair or something?”


  Pickerton looked at him with active dislike. “Okay, turn in a written report tomorrow morning. The old man won’t like this, you know.”


  “To hell with the old man,” Moran said. “He wants us to bring ’em in with a butterfly net, I suppose.”


  “All right,” Pickerton said. He paid no more attention to Moran, but studied the body and the room with alert, careful eyes.


  Downstairs. Moran hailed a cab and gave the driver the address of the Diamond Club. He stared out the window at the dark streets of the Loop, his impassive face hiding the mirth inside him.


  When Moran had realized that a night club singer couldn’t be impressed by a cop’s salary, he had looked around in his dull, unimaginative fashion for a way to get some money. Nothing had occurred to him for quite a while. Then the idea came, the idea that a cop could literally get away with murder.


  After he got that much, the rest was easy. He had picked Dinny because he wasn’t big-time, but big enough as far as money went. Now it was all over and he had the money. There would be a routine investigation of course, but there was no one to come forward with Dinny’s version of what had happened. Therefore, the department would have to accept Moran’s story. They might raise hell with him, threaten him some, but that didn’t matter.


  Moran’s hand touched the unfamiliar bulge of money in his pocket and a rare smile touched the comer of his mouth. It didn’t matter at all.


  He paid off the driver in front of the Diamond Club on Randolph Street and walked past the headwaiter with a familiar smile. The headwaiter smiled cordially, for Moran’s visits to the club had been frequent over the past two months, dating from the time Cherry Angela had joined the show.


  Moran found a comer table and watched the girl singing at the mike. This was Cherry Angela. The blue spot molded her silver evening dress to her slim, pliant body, revealing all the curving outlines. She wore her platinum hair loose, falling in soft waves to her shoulders, and her eyes and features were mocking as she sang an old, old story about a man and a woman.


  Moran forgot everything watching the girl. And there was an expression of sullen hunger on his face.


  She came to his table after the number and sat down with lithe grace. “Hi, copper” she said, and her voice was amused. “Like my song?”


  “I liked it,” Moran said.


  Her lean face was mocking. “I should do a black-flip from sheer happiness, I suppose. Would a beer strain your budget?”


  “Go ahead,” Moran said, flushing. “I’ve spent plenty on you, baby”


  “You tired of it?” she said lightly.


  Moran put his hands under the table so she wouldn’t see their trembling. She was in his blood like nothing else had ever been in his life. But he got nothing from her but mockery, or sarcasm that shriveled him up inside.


  He knew that she let him hang around for laughs, enjoying the spectacle of a forty-year-old flatfoot behaving like an adolescent before her charms. For just a second then he wanted to tell her what he had done tonight, and about the money in his pocket. He wanted to see her expression change, wanted to see respect for him in her eyes.


  But he resisted that impulse. Fools bragged. And got caught. Moran wasn’t getting caught.


  Some day he’d have her where he wanted. Helpless, crawling. That was what he wanted. It was a strange kind of love that had driven Moran to murder.


  He took her home that night but she left him at the doorway of her apartment. Sometimes, if he’d spent a lot of money, she let him come up for a nightcap, but tonight she was tired.


  Leaving her, Moran walked the five miles to his own apartment, hoping to tire himself out so that he could sleep without tormenting himself with visions of what she might be doing, or who she might be with.


  But once in bed, he knew the walk hadn’t helped. He was wide awake and strangely nervous. After half an hour of tossing he sat up and snapped on the bed lamp. It was five-thirty in the morning, and he had a report to make on the murder in about four hours. He needed sleep, he needed to be rested when he told his story, and thinking about that made sleep impossible.


  He picked the evening paper from the floor, glanced over the news. There was a murder on page one, not his, but somebody else’s. He thought about his murder then and realized with a slight shock of fear that it had been on his mind all the time. It was the thing keeping him from sleep. Not Cherry Angela.


  He frowned and stared out the window at the gray dawn. What was his trouble? This killing tonight was just like the others. And they hadn’t bothered him. There must be a difference somewhere, he decided. It came to him after a while. The others had been killings. This one was murder. And the difference was that murder made you think.


  Moran lay back in the bed, but he didn’t go to sleep. He kept thinking.


  At ten after eleven Moran had finished his report. He read it over twice, frowning with concentration, then took it down to Lieutenant Bill Pickerton’s office.


  There was someone with Pickerton, a young man with mild eyes and neatly combed hair. He was sitting beside Pickerton’s desk, and the two men were talking baseball.


  Pickerton nodded to Moran, said, “This is Don Linton from the commissioner’s office, Moran.”


  Moran shook hands with Linton and put his report before Pickerton. Pickerton handed it to Linton. Linton said, “Excuse me,” put on rimless glasses and bent his head to the report.


  Moran lit a cigarette and dropped the match in Pickerton’s ashtray. He guessed that Linton was here to look into the Dinny Nelson killing. His eyes were hot from his sleepless night and he was irritable.


  “Is that all you want?” he asked Pickerton.


  Linton answered. He said, “No. I’ve got a few questions. Have a chair, Sergeant.”


  Pickerton remained silent.


  Moran sat down, trying to control the heavy pounding of his heart. They had nothing on him. It was his word, the word of a cop, and it was the only word they’d get.


  “Okay, this seems clear,” Linton said. He put his glasses away, studied Moran directly. “I’m from the commissioner’s office, Moran. The commissioner wants me to ascertain that the shooting of Dinny Nelson was justified. Let’s start with this. You’re a homicide sergeant, assigned to roving duty in the Loop. Why did you make it your business to go to Nelson’s room to arrest him on a gambling charge?”


  Moran was ready for that one. He explained that he’d seen Dinny taking bets in the hotel lobby, that it seemed a pretty flagrant violation, so he’d decided to pick him up, even though it wasn’t his beat.


  Moran’s voice was steady as he talked. All of this was true. He had seen Dinny taking a bet, had tried to pick him up, and Dinny had given him the slip. On that ground Moran felt confident.


  “Okay,” Linton said casually. “Now according to our information Dinny Nelson usually carried a sizeable amount of cash with him. But there was just thirty dollars on his body after you shot him. Got any ideas about that, Sergeant?”


  “No,” Moran said.


  There was silence. Pickerton and Linton exchanged a glance. Then Linton put his fingertips together precisely and looked at Moran. “Did you leave the hotel room at any time after the shooting? I mean did you step out and leave the body alone?”


  “No,” Moran said. He wondered what Linton was getting at.


  “You see, there was a bellhop on the floor at the time. He had brought some aspirin up to a woman. He has a record for theft and it occurred to us that if you left the room for any length of time, he might have slipped in, stolen the money and left before you returned.”


  “I didn’t leave the room,” Moran said. He felt scared. They might be telling the truth, but he doubted it. They were setting a trap, leaving an opening for him to dive into. A man guilty and scared would grab any out. Moran wet his lips and kept quiet. Crooks who got caught got scared. They started lying, blundered, and hung themselves talking. That wouldn’t happen to him. They had his story.


  Linton asked him then why he hadn’t subdued Dinny with his fists. That was better. That was the sort of stuff he expected. Half an hour later Linton said he had enough, and Moran walked to the door. He was sweating. He was glad to get out. Linton might look like a law student, but his mind was sharp, strong like a trap.


  As he reached the door, Linton said, “By the way, you know Cherry Angela, don’t you?”


  Moran’s hand froze on the knob. He turned and his body was stiff and tense. “Yeah,” he said. His voice wasn’t steady.


  Linton looked pleasantly interested, that was all. “I’ve heard her sing,” he said. “And I heard you were a friend of hers.” He said nothing else, volunteered no other information, but continued to watch Moran with a polite expression.


  Moran stood uncertainly for a moment, then nodded quickly to the two men and went to the elevators. Waiting for a car, he wondered how Linton knew he was a friend of Cherry’s. They must already have done some checking into his activities. Moran lit a cigarette and wasn’t surprised to notice that his fingers were trembling . . .


  THAT day was hell. He couldn’t sleep, and food tasted like sawdust. Also, he kept thinking, turning everything over in his mind a thousand times. That made him tense and jumpy.


  That night Moran went to the Diamond Club for Cherry’s early show. When he walked through the archway he saw her sitting at a corner table with a man. There was a champagne bottle beside them in an ice bucket and they were talking very seriously. Moran felt a bitter anger and unconsciously his hands balled into fists.


  He started toward their table, moving deliberately. This is the time for a show-down, he thought. I’ll chase that punk out of here and have it out with her.


  Then he recognized the young man with her, and the shock of that recognition sent a cold tremor through his body.


  It was Linton, the investigator from the commissioner’s office.


  Moran’s face felt hot and stiff. He turned clumsily, hoping they hadn’t seen him, and went back across the room, forcing himself to walk casually.


  But splintered thoughts were flicking into his mind with frightening intensity. What was Linton doing here? What was Cherry telling him? More important, what was Linton asking her?


  Ignoring the headwaiter’s puzzled smile, Moran hurried out of the club. He walked a block quickly before his heart stopped hammering and he was able to think. He knew he had behaved foolishly. He should have gone to her table, said hello and sat down. Any change in his normal routine would look suspicious now.


  Lighting a cigarette, he realized that he must see Cherry tonight, find out what Linton had been after. He retraced his steps until he came to a doorway about fifty feet from the entrance of the Diamond Club. There he stopped and prepared to wait. For he had to be sure that Linton was gone before going in to see Cherry.


  It was a long wait.


  The last show ended, noisy customers streamed out, but still Linton had not appeared. Moran’s throat was dry from too many cigarettes, and his eyes burned from lack of sleep. But he waited, a deep shadow in the doorway.


  Then Linton appeared and Moran cursed bitterly under his breath. For Cherry was with him, bundled up in furs and chattering so that her voice carried along the street to him.


  The doorman went out in the street to hail them a cab. There were plenty of cabs out and that was a break. Linton and Cherry climbed into one, and Moran hurried down the block from the club and caught the next cruiser. He told the driver to follow Linton’s cab and it led them to Cherry’s apartment.


  Moran ordered his driver to stop half a block away. He watched while Cherry and Linton got out and went into her building. But their cab waited and in a few seconds Linton appeared again and drove away.


  Moran let out a relieved sigh. He paid off his cab and walked slowly along the darkened street until he came abreast of Cherry’s entrance. For a second he hesitated, wetting his lower lip uncertainly. It was stupid for him to barge in on Cherry now. It would look as if he were afraid, guilty.


  But he felt he had to know what Linton had wanted. That was the only way he could release the tight, aching feeling in his stomach. He made up his mind and turned into her entrance.


  She opened the door in answer to his knock, her eyes widening with surprise. “Well, it’s a small world,” she said. “I just left one of your buddies.”


  “I know,” Moran said, and stepped inside. She had changed into a green robe and as she turned he saw the flash of her legs, slim, smooth and bare. But they didn’t distract him now.


  “What did he want?” he said watching her closely.


  “The copper?” She shrugged and went to a table for a cigarette. “What does any copper want? Information.”


  He walked to her side and suddenly all the twisted feeling he had for her crystalized to hatred. She was so cool, so bored and indifferent, while he was ready to crack in pieces from the pressure inside him.


  Raising his thick hand he struck the cigarette from her mouth with brutal force. She staggered, face whitening with shock and anger. But he caught her shoulders and jerked her close to him.


  “Now,” he said, in a low hard voice. “You talk, baby. What did that guy want?”


  “You’re hurting me,” she said, breathing angrily. “He wanted to know about you. Now let me go.”


  “What did you tell him?” he asked hoarsely.


  She turned from him and sat down on the couch. “I didn’t tell him anything,” she said, rubbing her bruised shoulders. “Now you can get the hell out of here. No guy pushes me around, Moran.”


  “Forget that,” Moran said. “I didn’t mean to get rough. But I’m in a jam, baby. I had to shoot a guy last night and the old women in the commissioner’s office are on my tail. They’re trying to frame me, and that’s why that guy Linton was snooping around you.”


  Cherry’s lean face was interested. She said, “Did you kill the guy, Moran?”


  “I shot him. He went for me and I shot him, that’s all.”


  “Oh,” she said. She smiled. “You wouldn’t do anything original, I guess. Nothing that might put an extra buck in your pocket.”


  “I get along on my pay,” Moran said.


  “And your friends have to, too,” she said. “That’s why you haven’t got any, I suppose.”


  “I didn’t get anything out of shooting the guy,” Moran said. That was smart. Not talking, not bragging. Guys talked to dames, then the dames talked. That wasn’t for Moran.


  Cherry grinned ruefully and leaned back against the fat pillows on the couch. There was one light in the room, a lamp on an end table that caught lights in her loose blonde hair and accentuated the soft curves of her body. Yawning, she put her legs onto the couch. The green robe parted revealing her slim calves in the soft light. She didn’t seem to notice.


  She was smiling, but there was a hard light in her eyes. “Tell me, Moran,” she said, “how does it feel to kill a man?”


  Moran swallowed heavily. He couldn’t wrench his eyes from her long bare legs, or stop the sudden drumming in his temples.


  When he spoke, his voice was dry. “It’s like anything else you do, like smoking a cigarette or buying a paper, that’s all.”


  She sighed. “You’re such a clod, Moran. You’re like a big heap of dough that’s turning sour.”


  He came closer to her. “I could be different with you,” he said. “You drive me crazy, baby.”


  She laughed with real amusement. “In the Casanova role you’re a riot.”


  “Damn you,” he said hoarsely.


  She laughed again and sat up, putting her feet on the floor. “Let’s break this up,” she said. “You’re a jerk and always will be, Moran. I might have liked you a little if you were smart, or if you had a spare buck to spend on a girl, but as you stand you’re hopeless. So beat it, will you? And stop hanging around the club.”


  “Now wait,” Moran said. His anger broke, melted away. “You don’t mean that. I’ll go, but let me see you again.”


  Her voice was hard. “No. You’re all through. Beat it.”


  Moran stood beside her, reached for her hand. “What would you think if I was smart, if I did have a little dough?”


  “I don’t want to play twenty questions,” she said coldly.


  “This is no gag,” he said. When he saw interest in her face, he slid on the couch beside her and began speaking rapidly, the words spilling out in a rush. “I got a little dough,” he said. “I got it from Dinny Nelson last night. He was the guy I shot. I blew him out like a candle, then took his bundle. It’s all yours, baby, for anything you want. But we got to play it quiet until I get a clean bill from the commissioner’s office. You see that, don’t you?”


  “Are you on the stuff?” she said. “Is this story coming out of a pipe?”


  “No, no it’s on the level,” he said. “I did it for you, baby. I shot hell out of him and got the dough. And I’m in the clear.”


  “Let’s see the dough,” she said skeptically.


  He took the roll from his pocket. He had kept it on him because there was no safer place. Now he spread it in her lap and watched her face. She fingered the money gently and gradually a little smile pulled at her lips. “I might change my ideas about you,” she said at last.


  “Sure you will,” Moran said eagerly. “I’m okay, baby. You’ll see.”


  “I kind of want to find out,” she said, grinning at him. “Want to excuse baby a minute?”


  He watched her as she walked to the bedroom door. Something tightened in him as he saw the way her shoulders tapered gracefully to her slender waist, and the way her hips moved under the silken robe. She turned at the doorway and winked at him, and he saw the gleam of her long legs before she disappeared.


  It was worth it, Moran thought exultantly. He felt happy for the first time since the murder. This was going to make it all right, and the tight ache inside him melted away and he knew it was gone for good.


  He lit a cigarette and leaned back against the cushions, closing his eyes. Linton could go to hell, and so could Pickerton. They had nothing on him, now or ever.


  He opened his eyes when he heard the click of the doorknob. Straightening up, he crushed out a cigarette and got to his feet, a grin on his face. The bedroom swung open and Moran’s heart lurched sickeningly. Lieutenant Pickerton walked into the room, a gun in his hand. The gun was pointed at Moran’s stomach.


  “You’re all through,” he said.


  Moran stood still, the grin pasted on his face, his mind frozen in the paralysis of panic. He tried to speak but no words came out, and the noise he made was like the grunt of an animal.


  There was the sound of a key in the front door and then Linton came in, gun in hand.


  He glanced at Pickerton. “You get it all?”


  “The works,” Pickerton nodded.


  Linton came to Moran’s side, deftly slipped the gun from his shoulder holster. “You’re under arrest for the murder of Dinny Nelson,” he said formally. “Anything you say may be used against you. As you know,” he added dryly.


  “Yeah, I know,” Moran said numbly. Linton’s words, the old familiar words, released him from paralysis.


  Cherry appeared in the bedroom doorway, stepped around Pickerton and entered the room. She picked up a cigarette and smiled. Her fingers moved to the mark on her cheek where he had struck her.


  Then she looked at Moran. “They wanted me to get you to talk,” she said. “I wasn’t going to, because I’m no informer. I might have warned you that Pickerton was hiding in the bedroom, but after you hit me, I had to pay you back.”


  “That was just one of the stupid things you did,” Pickerton said. He shook his head disgustedly. “What made you think you were smart enough to get away with murder? Your speed is the little stuff, Moran.”


  Moran wet his lips. “What did I do wrong?” he asked. He didn’t know what was happening to him but he felt weak and drained.


  Pickerton glanced at Linton. “You tell him,” he said.


  “We had nothing on you,” Linton said, “except your bad record, and the fact that Dinny’s money had been taken. But you acted from the start in a suspicious manner. During our first talk you were nervous, sweating. Later you came to the Diamond Club, but when you saw me with Cherry, you turned and got out. We saw you, of course.


  “Pickerton came here to Cherry’s apartment because we knew you’d come here. A smart man wouldn’t have. I took Cherry home, drove off. You immediately barged into the building and I came back and followed you up here.”


  He glanced at Cherry, then back at Moran. “You were too nervous to be subtle with her, or to go easy. You pushed her around and that did what we hadn’t been able to do, convinced her to help us. She played you like a sucker. You spilled everything to her, which is the thing only a fool would have done. Fortunately for us, Moran, you’re a fool.” His face became curious. “A cop should have known better. Didn’t you stop to think at all?”


  “I was thinking about the murder,” Moran said slowly. “It was on my mind. That left no room for any thinking about the smart thing to do.”


  Pickerton took his arm and started him toward the door.


  Linton walked over and shook hands with Cherry. “Thanks for the help,” he said. He hesitated, then smiled. “I’d like to see you some time when I’m off duty.”


  Cherry pulled the robe tight around her slim waist. “Any old time—just any old time.”


  Linton grinned. “I’ll call you.”


  He took Moran’s other arm and the three men went out the door. Moran walked like a dead man.


  THE GALAXY RAIDERS


  First published in the February 1950 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Before the Earth could hone to be saved, the man who defended her must learn humility . . .


  CHAPTER I


  THE WIDE arched corridor and the imposing doors at its end were familiar to him; and he knew the feeling that came when the four-man guard military guard snapped to attention at their approach.


  His right hand moved instinctively to return the salute, and then stopped short.


  The rigid respect of the guards was not for him, John Storm knew.


  Hardly. It was the vice admiral at his side, who returned the salute casually and put a friendly hand on Storm’s arm as the doors swung open.


  “Go right in, John. They’re expecting you, of course,” he said. “It was damn nice of you to come after—Well, bygones are bygones, I always say and a good thing too,” he finished hastily.


  “Oh, sure,” John Storm said, and there only the barest sarcasm in his flat hard voice.


  They walked together into a large bright room, unadorned except for floor-to-ceiling maps that covered the walls and the green and white standards of Earth Federation hanging above the conference table at the far end of the room.


  Seated at the table were eight officers of the Federation, representing top authority in each world zone—men whose most casual word was considered important, and whose commands could send millions of men and thousands of fighting units into action.


  They stood as Storm approached and the Controller, a slender graying man who wore the yellow epaulets of a First Marshal, came forward and extended his hand with a smile.


  “It’s good to see you again, John,” he said. “It’s been eight—no—nine years, hasn’t it?’*


  “Eleven,” John Storm said, and a smile flickered on his strong dark face.


  “Of course. Well, you know everyone, I think.”


  Storm glanced at the men behind the table and nodded*. He knew them all. Stoddard, Logistics; Malcom, Communications; Baley, Supply; Millholland, Electronics; Crestweather, Space Arm—that was good. Space Arm!


  They all sat down, then and the Controller, glanced at a paper before him, and then at Storm with a slight smile.


  “You know why we asked you to come here, I suppose?”


  “Yes,” Storm said. He crossed his legs and settled back comfortably” in his chair. There was a controlled and deliberate sense of power in every move he made. Too thick and massive through the shoulders to be considered well built, and too dark and bitter to be considered handsome, he was nevertheless a man to be looked at twice. His eyes were a quiet gray, and his hair was black as jet and straight.


  “Yes,” he said again. “I know why you want me. The threat from space is more acute than it was eleven years ago—when I was cashiered from the service for being a wide-eyed radical who wanted the Federation to build up its Space Arm.”


  The Controller spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “Mistakes were made then, John,” he said. “We didn’t see what was coming. Men like Commander Griffith and yourself—you were the casualties of our blindness.”


  The name of Commander Griffith brought a frown to Storm’s face, and as the Controller talked soothingly and placatingly, a flood of bitter memories swept over him.


  COMMANDER GRIFFITH had made the first long Space flight of history in the late Seventies. To Jupiter. Storm had been in his crew. It was not a military flight; there were no funds for that. Griffith, a dedicated, fearless and brilliant scientist paid for the trip from his own pocket. Accompanying him were his wife Grace and his daughter Karen. They had stayed on Jupiter for three months, and then had received a trans-space message from Earth ordering them to return. There had been a vicious public reaction to the trip from influential ignoramuses who said the mysteries of space were not for man to unravel, and now these fools had forced the Federation to order Griffith’s ship the Astra Star, to return at once to Earth.


  Griffith had refused and the Federation sent its entire fleet of; four ships to Jupiter to enforce the order. They; had arrested the crew, but


  Griffith, his wife and daughter and a man named Thatcher had escaped into the wilds of mountainous volcanic ash that dotted the planet, and were deserted, left behind when the Federation crafts returned to Earth.


  This was regarded as poetic justice by those who had fought the trip in the first place. But Storm had begun then to wage a campaign for the rescue of Commander Griffith and for an immediate development of the Federation’s air arm. For even then Galaxy X was causing concern among the enlightened members of the command.


  But John Storm was not tactful or diplomatic, or politic. He raged at his superiors, he conducted experiments of his own without official sanction and he talked—to newspapermen radio reporters, to every agent of communication he could get to listen. The result was that he became a thorn in the sides of the top brass of the Federation, a stern logician, who went directly to the people instead of clearing things with his superiors and so he was arrested, court-martialed, and thrown out of the service . . .


  “. . . AND SO,” the Controller said, “that’s what we are hoping you’ll do for us. Take a ship to Jupiter, not to look for Commander Griffith, since that I fear would be futile, but to establish an outer defense post there in case our worst fears of Galaxy X are realized.”


  “How many ships?” Storm asked.


  The Controller looked embarrassed. “One,” he said.


  Storm stood up and dropped his cigarette on the floor, then ground it out with his heel. “You’re still fools,” he said bitterly. “You want me to establish an outpost to give you warning against any raiders from Galaxy


  X—and be in the first line of defense against them. Yet you talk of one ship!”


  “Appropriations,* the Controller said, with a helpless shrug. “We’re not politicians, Storm. We have to trim our sails to their commands.*


  Storm looked over their heads to the bright green-and-white standards of the Federation and his thoughts went slowly back across the years of his bitter fight for a Space Arm and he knew that now, as then, he’d have to take any chance that was offered* But one ship I He rubbed his forehead and grinned bitterly. “All right,” he said. “What rank do I take?”


  “Commander. We couldn’t do any better.”


  “Okay,” Storm said impatiently. “Send me my orders as fast as you can.”


  He turned and without another word strode from the silent chamber.


  THE ship was a shining tube of deadly beauty, four hundred yards long and towering a hundred yards in the air. From the tapering nose with its multiple banks of visi-screens, to the flaring fins and blast nacelles, the giant space craft was a tribute to the men whose dream had made it live.


  Storm stood at the foot of the ramp leading to the amidships entrance and let his eyes travel over his ship. His ship! Far above him he saw the name gleaming blackly on the soaring curve of the prow—Astro Star II.


  He drew a deep breath and walked up the incline to the ship, returned the salute of the cadet on duty and went forward to his combination office and sleeping quarters.


  Inside, Storm closed the door and sat down at his desk. He lit a cigar and began the laborious process of reading through the reports prepared for him on each man in his crew. He studied their firing records, their communication reports, their physical conditions and even glanced at their clothing allowance and innoculation charts.


  Finishing, he pushed the neat stack of papers aside and slumped deeper into his chair. He smoked thoughtfully for several minutes, enjoying the heavy fragrance of tobacco and savoring the thought that the routine details of flight preparation were over and done with.


  They were ready to go now. Six weeks had been spent in training. The men were as ready as they’d ever be. There were good men aboard, good officers too. But it would take the gruelling job ahead to test them. How they’d stand up was anybody’s guess.


  He pushed a button at his elbow, then ~ stood and poured himself a drink from the table at his reading chair. His apartment was sparely furnished. There were a cot, desk, reading chair, and of course his books and charts.


  A knock sounded and he said, “Come in.”


  It was his chief engineer, MacDonald, a tall graying roan with thoughtful eyes and a reserved manner.


  “Yes, sir,” he said. He stood at attention easily.


  “That’s all right, MacDonald,” Storm said. “Will you have a drink?”


  MacDonald hesitated almost imperceptibly, then said, “I think not, sir, if it’s all the same to you.”


  “Very well.”


  Storm put his drink down. He had no flair for relaxing with his men, for being genial and off-handed* It didn’t bother him particularly; he knew he was respected but not liked by most men. There was a wall of stubborn steel around him that rebuffed all but the most impersonal contact.


  “We will blast-off sometime tomorrow morning, probably before eight, and not after nine. I want everything ready by six.”


  “Yes, sir. Will that be all?”


  “That’s all,” Storm said curtly.


  WHEN MacDonald had gone Storm walked into the intercom panel and flicked open the switch. “Hear this,” he said, in his hard flat voice, and in his imagination he could see men stopping their work in all parts of the craft, of men in bunks rising up one elbow, of sleeping men waking, as his voice, the supreme voice on the ship, was carried echoing throughout the corridors and compartments of the craft.


  “Hear this,” he repeated. “All leaves are cancelled as of now. No one will be allowed off the ship unless he has my written permission. All personnel except guards on duty will assemble in the forward gun chamber in fifteen minutes. That is all.”


  Storm flicked off the switch and went into his bedroom where he washed his face and hands and put on a clean shirt. He put on his tunic and fastened the command belt with its five-starred buckle about his flat waist.


  Turning toward the door he saw himself in the mirror, and noticed the lines of exhaustion at the corners of his mouth, the hard look of his eyes. Readying the Astro Star II had meant twenty hours of work every day. It hadn’t been fun; but there was nothing else he’d rather have done.


  Smiling, he left his office and walked down the companionway to the forward gun chamber where he had scheduled the meeting of the ship’s company.


  THE doors leading to the gun chamber were ajar and Storm stopped as he heard a great shout of laughter from inside the room.


  Someone called for silence and as the laughter faded another voice said, “Really, men, I’m not that funny. The credit should go to our indomitable skipper who supplies me with all the material.”


  Storm took an involuntary step forward, his great hands clenching. But he stopped as the carefree mocking voice beyond the doors continued speaking.


  Storm knew the voice. It belonged to Captain Larry Masterson, a gunnery officer, whose recklessness and irresponsibility had worried him since the first day of training. He had thought of getting rid of him; but Storm didn’t like admitting he couldn’t handle the situation.


  Larry Masterson now was telling the men in the gun chamber the circumstances of his first meeting with Commander Storm. The muffled laughter was a tribute to his ability as a mimic.


  Storm pushed the doors open gently and watched with hands on hips, as Larry Masterson continued his story.


  Masterson was facing a semi-circle of seventy or eighty crew members, and speaking in a broadly comic imitation of Storm’s hard flat voice. “The hand salute,” the young captain was saying, “is not intended to convey anything but respect. It is not a gesture by which one indicates high spirits or personality, Captain.”


  “Quite right,” Storm said mildly, and walked into the room.


  Larry Masterson stiffened suddenly and the circle of crew members after one horrified look at Storm raised their eyes in agonized innocence to a point high in the air Storm said to the captain, “You’re carrying your childishness too far, young man. You’re getting infantile.’* Larry Masterson stared over Storm’s shoulder, stiffly at attention, but there was a hint of secret laughter at the corners of his mouth.


  “Captain,” Storm said, “do you think you’re amusing?”


  Larry hesitated an instant before saying, “Yes, sir,” in a meek voice.


  Someone laughed; and Storm knew he was allowing the situation to become difficult,


  “Report to my quarters in ten minutes” he said to the young captain, and then turned to face the semi-circle of crew members. They fell into immediate silence.


  “I asked you to come here for one reason,” Storm said, speaking in a tight clipped voice. “Leaves are cancelled, as you know, and you deserve to know why. Tomorrow morning we blast off for Jupiter. I—”


  Someone let out a yell and then the entire crew was cheering. Storm watched them for a moment, then held up his hand for silence. He was not touched or impressed by the demonstration. It meant nothing. The time to cheer was when something had been accomplished.


  “You know the job ahead of us,” he said. “It may be difficult, tiresome and dangerous. But understand this, gentlemen, we will do that job. I will accept excuses, but not failure. Carry on!”


  STORM was lighting a cigar when a knock sounded on the door of his quarters. He opened the door and saw Captain Larry Masterson standing there at attention.


  “Captain Masterson reporting as ordered, sir,” he said.


  “Come in,” Storm said.


  He puffed on his cigar until it was drawing to his satisfaction, then looked at the young officer and said, “Don’t you like this assignment, Captain?”


  Captain Masterson made the slightest of shrugs. “Is my attitude important, sir?”


  “Not to me, but I thought it might be to you.”


  Storm studied the younger man thoughtfully. Larry Masterson was tall, slimly built, with curly blonde hair and merry blue eyes. Except for a certain untried look about his mouth he was an extremely handsome young man. Storm knew that he came from a wealthy influential family, which had placed many of its members in top military and diplomatic posts. The boy’s father was a retired secretary of Conservation, and several of his uncles had been in the World Parliament.


  Storm said, “Are you worried about the uncertainties of inter-planetary travel, perhaps?”


  The young captain flushed. “I asked for the assignment, sir. I’ve been a space flier since I graduated from the Cadet Center. I know what space is, sir.”


  “Oh, Tm sure you do,” Storm said with heavy irony. “Then what is it that makes you undermine my authority aboard the ship?”


  “Do I have to answer that question, sir?”


  “I would prefer that you do,” Storm said dryly*


  “Very well, sir. I find it difficult to serve under an officer who has been dishonorably discharged from the service.”


  Storm stood motionless for an instant, and then he carefully knocked the ash from his cigar.


  “That will be all, Captain.”


  “You asked for it,” Larry said, hotly. “That’s the way I feel and—”


  Storm’s voice cut harshly across his sentence. “I said, that will be all, Captain.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  When he had gone Storm stared at the closed door for several moments without moving. Then he pounded a fist into his palm and his eyes were hot and bitter.


  CHAPTER II


  THE blast-off was without incident. The mighty Astro Star moved up through Earth’s atmosphere under auxiliary power and then, at sixty thousand feet, the aft atomic rockets crackled into life.


  The ship leaped upward trailing a mile-long stream of orange fire in its wake. It hissed through the thinning atmosphere and cleared the Heaviside layer in a matter of seconds. Void-bound, it wrenched itself clear from the pull of Earth, and shot outward with flashing silent speed.


  Storm left the bridge then and returned to his quarters where he snapped on the visi-screen. He watched the depths ahead for a few moments, noting asteroid clusters, and comets that: appeared on their course. Everything was routine so far. The powerful deflector rays of the Astro Star II spread thousands of miles beyond the ship and nothing smaller than a class I comet could penetrate that buffer.


  Nothing of incident occurred until the second day. Storm was at his desk checking reports from his subcommanders on the operation of the ship, when his orderly knocked and entered with an anxious expression on his face.


  “Sir, there’s trouble in compartment B.”


  “What happened?” Storm said, rising from his chair.


  “A cadet has gone berserk sir.”


  “A little early for hysterics,” Storm muttered, and went down the corridor toward B at the half-trot. The doer to the compartment was locked; and there was no response to Storm’s resounding knock.


  He stared at the door for a second, then pulled his heat gun. Compartment B, he knew, was the sleeping and recreation quarters for the cadet members of the crew, most of them youngsters in their last year of training.


  Storm adjusted his gun for a two-foot target and played a ray of white heat against the lock of the door. It dissolved instantly and he nudged the door open cautiously with his foot.


  Through the aperture he saw that eight crewmen were standing against one wall with their hands raised in the air. They were all officers, and among them he noticed Captain Larry Masterson.


  On the floor were lying two cadets in shorts and beside them were long handled brushes and buckets of soapy water. The two men were looking fearfully past a third cadet who stood above them with a heat gun in his hand. The gun was trained unwaveringly on the officers.


  This cadet was a slightly built youth who wore the green tunic, black trousers and white cap of a first class cadet Storm couldn’t see his face.


  “I don’t intend to be treated as a child by you barbarians,” he was saying in a light cool voice to the officers as Storm eased through the door and began to close in on him from behind.


  “You may humiliate these other cadets if they allow it, but I’ll put a hole through the first man who tries to give me a bath I don’t need.’* Storm moved with savage speed as he came up behind the cadet. His right hand chopped down in a blurring arc and the rock-hard edge of his palm cracked against the cadet’s arm. The gun flew upward and Storm caught it in mid-air; the cadet cried out in pain and dropped to the ground, clutching his injured arm.


  Storm glanced at the two cadets lying on the floor. “Get up,” he said, and then he swung around to face the officers, who had lowered their arms and were facing him sheepishly.


  “I think you men understand my orders about hazing,” he said curtly. “Return to your rooms and consider yourselves under arrest. I will talk to you later.”


  Several officers had come in behind Storm with guns drawn. They put them away at a motion from him. He glanced down at the cadet who still lying on the floor clutching his arm, and said, “Report to me immediately in my quarters,” and left the compartment.


  “WHAT’S your name?” Storm said to the cadet a little later in his office.


  “Thomas, sir,” the cadet said in a low voice.


  Storm sat at his desk, a dark frown on his face. He studied the cadet carefully. The boy was slim, with fine features, fair skin and deep, vivid-blue eyes. His hair was “black and cut short. He was older than Storm had first judged. There was a weary, tired bitterness in his face that contrasted oddly with the boyish fairness of his skin.


  “What was the idea of that tantrum?” Storm asked quietly.


  “I—I saw no reason to submit myself to the indignity of being scrubbed with a stiff brush.”


  “You realize you could be shot for drawing a gun on a superior officer?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “How’s your arm?”


  “All right, sir.” The cadet touched it with his other hand and winced painfully.


  “Take off your jacket,” Storm said, and turned to his desk. He wanted to get to the bottom of this situation, for any temperamental explosion like this might set off a series of them, like a string of firecrackers. He found his resentment against Captain Masterson growing. Trust that young fool to precipitate such a situation.


  He turned around and his anger suddenly sharpened as he saw the cadet still wearing his jacket.


  “It’s all right, sir,” the cadet said hastily.


  “By God, I don’t give orders to hear the sound of ray voice” Storm snapped. “Take off that jacket F*


  The cadet made no more to obey; and Storm’s patience ran out. He stood and grabbed the young man by the arm and jerked him about. The cadet struggled in his grasp and kicked backward at Storm’s shins.


  “You need a taste of discipline,” Storm said grimly.


  He twisted the cadet’s uninjured arm sharply and brought him to the floor in a kneeling position. Then he gripped the collar of his jacket and ripped the garment down over his elbows. Buttons spattered the floor.


  “Now stand up and finish the job,” Storm said.


  The cadet got slowly to his feet, and the jacket slipped from his arms and dropped to the floor.


  “Turn around,” Storm ordered.


  The cadet obeyed slowly, smiling bitterly, and Storm suddenly felt the breath leave his lungs in a rush.


  “Good God,” he said.


  The “cadet” was a girl!


  SHE faced him unashamedly, defiantly, nude from the waist up, her shoulders thrown back and her head held high. Her breasts were small and firm and perfect and her waist could have been encircled with his two hands.


  On her left forearm—the arm he had struck—was an ugly, swelling bruise.


  “Put on that jacket,” Storm said.


  “A second ago you tried to jerk it off by main strength,” the girl said, quietly.


  Storm stooped and retrieved the jacket. He held it while the girl slipped into it awkwardly, favoring her injured arm.


  Storm nodded to the chair beside his desk. “Sit down and we’ll get to the bottom of this. You stowed away last night, I presume. Did you take Cadet Thomas’ place?”


  “That’s right,” the girl said.


  “Where is Cadet Thomas now?”


  “At my apartment. That is, he was there. I presume he has waked by now. He probably has a horrible head.”


  “You drugged him, took his uniform and papers and came aboard. Why?”


  The girl said “Did you ever know a man named Thatcher?”


  “Thatcher?” Storm looked at the girl closely. “Yes, I knew a man by that name. He accompanied Commander Griffith to Jupiter eleven years ago. He remained there with Griffith to die.”


  The girl sprang to her feet. “No! That’s a lie. He can’t be dead!”


  “You knew him?” Storm said quietly.


  The girl sat down again and her deep eyes grew bitter, “Yes, I knew him,” she whispered. “I loved him. I was seventeen then and we were going to be married.”


  “You came on this trip hoping to find him alive?”


  “There’s a chance, isn’t there?” the girl said. “Don’t you see, I had to take it.”


  “No, I don’t,” Storm said harshly. “You’ve ruined a young man’s career, you’ve forced yourself on a trip where you’ll cause trouble, just on the thin chance that your fiancée might still be alive.” He rang impatiently for his chief medical officer. “What’s your name?” he said. “Margo.”


  Storm sat in silence, a heavy frown on his face, until the ship’s medical officer appeared. He was a portly, gray-haired man with very red cheeks, which got even redder when Storm explained the situation to him.


  “Well, well,” he said, peering down at the girl as if she were some hitherto undiscovered fauna. “Well, well,” he added.


  “I understand what you mean,” Storm said drily. “Put her into a compartment away from the run of ship’s business, and take a look at her arm. She will receive her meals there, and I’ll have a guard posted to see that she stays put. Also, you’d better inform the crew of this development. Give them all the facts. I don’t want a lot of stupid gossip and speculation started.”


  “Very well,” the medical officer said. He nodded to the girl, who had gotten to her feet, and said, “Just come along with me, please.” He started to offer her his arm, but seeing Storm’s frown, cleared his throat and proceeded her from the room.


  The girl paused. She looked at


  Storm and there was pity in her smile. “You’ve never loved anyone, have you?”


  “You are excused,” Storm said firmly, and turned to his desk.


  CHAPTER III


  THEY landed on Jupiter sixteen days later. Storm set to work immediately to convert a tiny section of the planet into an efficient space base. The men were restless after the enforced inactivity of the trip and needed a period of diversion. But Storm drove them with out let-up. He knew the danger; but he made no man his confidant.


  They had landed in the shadow of an immense mountain. The weather was bitingly cold, the ground hard as flint


  The Astro Star II was unloaded and a headquarters building erected for Storm, and his records and graphs. Prefabricated dwellings were set up in a semi-circle about Storm’s quarters, and towers were erected to hold the great lamps which bathed the area in warming light. Everything necessary for comfort and efficiency had been built on Earth and shipped in parts aboard the Astro Star II.


  Storm ordered a separate hut built for the girl, Margo, and saw to it that she was lodged there with as much comfort as possible, although his bitterness toward her had not diminished.


  When the encampment was made, Storm ordered the fighter space ships uncrated and assembled by a crew working days, while a, night shift started the work of clearing a field, sinking blast-off tubes, and preparing a maintenance section.


  The mood and keynote of the place was work. Storm drove the men, but drove himself twice as hard. He was everywhere at once, keeping an eye on all details; and occasionally throwing his big shoulder against a stanchion that refused to budge, or taking specifications into his office and working through the night to correct errors, or to adjust them to fit an emergency.


  Tempers grew short. The men complained to their immediate superiors, but those officers were afraid to pass the complaints on to Storm. They knew what his reaction would be. He drove the work on by sheer will, and he kept himself going with black coffee liberally laced with whisky.


  He had a telescope set up in his office, and this was focused on a visi-screen which he had taken from the Astro Star II. Storm spent part of each day studying the visi-screen. He made notes occasionally and consulted his charts. When he came away from the telescope everyone knew it was time to look busy. His temper was apt to be shortest then.


  THIRTEEN days after the landing, the girl, Margo, came to his office. She had tried to see him every day since they arrived but he had been too busy. This time she walked in the door and planted herself beside his desk.


  “I must speak to you,” she said.


  Storm looked up from his work. He needed a shave and his eyes were tired. He saw that she had made herself a costume of sorts from camouflage material. She wore black leather boots, shorts made of yellow canvas, and a leather vest. Her legs were slim and shapely and her short black hair was brushed back above her ears in small* flaring wings. Except for the bitter darkness of he* eyes, and the sadness of the mouth, she was an exciting woman.


  “What do you want?” he said, his voice blunt and unfriendly.


  “I came here to find Thatcher,” she said. “I—I want to look for him. Please let me go.”


  “No, once and for all, no!” Storm said, and slammed his fist down on his desk top. “You’d get lost and we’d have to take valuable men away from important work to look for you.”


  “Don’t you have any heart at all?” she cried, and caught his arm as he got to his feet. “I must know if he’s alive or dead. I’ve got to search for him.”


  Storm smiled mirthlessly. “You’re on a planet roughly ten times the size of Earth. Where would you start to look for this man?”


  “You were here with him and Commander Griffith,” Margo said breathlessly. “You’d know where to look. Are we in the same area now?”


  “We are within a hundred square mile area of where we landed eleven years ago,” Storm said. “But what good does that do? A hundred square miles is as vast a million square miles when you’re on foot.”


  “You aren’t going to send out a searching party?”


  “No,” Storm said flatly.


  “What is so important about this work you’re doing?” Margo cried. “You’re killing your men, digging holes and working all night to get space ships ready. Is that more important than looking for human brings who still may be alive, who may need help?”


  “My job comes first,” Storm said, angrily. “Now get back to your quarters.”


  Margo stood facing him, her breasts rising and falling under her quick breathing. Her eyes were flashing and Storm was suddenly acutely conscious of her as a woman. He saw the smooth swelling sweetness of her breasts, the long supple lines of her bare legs, the smooth column of her throat.


  They were alone in a vacuum then into which nothing else could penetrate. Outside, the noises of work seemed distant and faint.


  She came closer to him and suddenly her arms were around his neck and her mouth was pressed against his and her slender body strained against him. Storm felt a sharp desperate need that drove everything else from his mind.


  And then he suddenly tore her arms from his neck and flung her away from him. She fell to the floor and began to sob.


  Storm wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his face black and bitter. “You thought I had a price, didn’t you? You thought to buy me as you would buy a hungry man with a beefsteak. Get out!”


  When he was alone he went into the bedroom and splashed cold water over his hands and face, and rubbed himself dry with a coarse towel. Then, he poured a canteen cup full of black coffee and dumped four ounces of whisky into it. He drank it down in three gulps and then adjusted the telescope and turned his eyes on the void . . .


  He was still at the scope when McDonald, his chief engineer, entered. They exchanged perfunctory salutes and McDonald said, “The fighter ships are ready, sir. We had some trouble with the tubes on number three ship, but it’s all cleared up.”


  “Good,” Storm said. “Then we can blast-off any time now?”


  “Well . . . yes, but I don’t know that it would be the right thing.”


  “What do you mean?” Storm asked sharply.


  “The men, sir. They’re tired, worn out. If we start patrols now, it’ll mean keeping extra crews at the field, plus the pilots and crew members for the flying—”


  Storm lit a cigar and glanced almost involuntarily at the visi-screen. Then he turned back to McDonald. “I’m not a martinet for the fun of it,” he said. “But it is necessary that we use the men up to their last ounce of strength. That’s all there is to it.”


  “Very well, sir,” McDonald said. “The ships are ready.”


  “Fine. You’ve done good work. Tell the flight captains to report to me here immediately.”


  THERE were four flight captains assigned to the Astro Star II to pilot the fighter ships she carried and these men were in Storm’s office within five minutes. Boyd, a stocky tow-head; Miller, a gangling, sleepy looking man with lightning reflexes; Carney, a grinning Irishman; and Larry Masterson, looking like a sullen angel—stood before Storm, who was seated at his desk.


  The captains were tired now, their clothes dusty, their eyes bloodshot, and they needed shaves, baths and sleep.


  Storm’s first words caused an almost imperceptible sigh from all four men.


  “Regular patrols will start tonight. Two ships will cruise this area continuously. During a change of relief, one ship will remain out, well away from the planet* and continue to reconnoiter, while the two ships of the next shift get away.”


  “What are we supposed to be looking for?” Larry Masterson said, sarcastically.


  Storm ignored his tone. He turned, faced the visi-screen and pointed to a milky chain of star clusters in its upper left comer.


  “You know something about Galaxy X, I presume?”


  Three captains nodded, but Larry said, “The old bogey man, eh?” Storm looked at him and said, “Men a damn sight smarter than you, Captain, think otherwise.” He turned to the screen again. “Fifteen years ago we knew there was a life force in this galaxy. Commander Griffith proved to his own satisfaction that sections of this vast universe were at war with other sections of it. He theorized that one section might win a decisive victory and then turn its war-like attentions toward Earth.


  “Commander Griffith was called a crackpot, of course. But time has proven him right. There is one section of the galaxy in the ascendancy now. That section has been massing its life units along a chain of stars on the earth-side of the galaxy. Our mission is to patrol the area between Jupiter and the galaxy, to watch what happens to that star-chain on this side of the galaxy, and to relay our information to Earth.”


  “You say this starts tonight?” Larry said.


  “Yes,” Storm said, standing. “Why?”


  LARRY looked at the other three captains, and then squared his shoulders. His curly blond hair hung over his forehead and his face was smudged with dirt. “I’ll speak for myself then,” he said. “We’re worn out with this damn work here. We need a day or two to get rested.”


  Storm laughed harshly. “You boasted to me once of loving to fly, of knowing what it was all about, of liking the Space Arm. Sure! You liked flying fat admirals and their wives on trips around the moon. You liked the idea of being a space flyer. You like the uniform. That’s all the Space Arm has been for the last fifteen years. A repository of incompetents. Well, times change. We’re going to work here and do our job. And the patrols will start tonight and continue twenty-four hours every day that were here. That’s all, gentlemen.”


  Larry stared at Storm and his face and eyes were rebellious, hot. But he shrugged finally and strode from the office.


  Storm sat at his desk for a few moments studying the visi-screen. He lifted his cup and drank a last mouthful of cold coffee and whisky, then rail a tired hand across his forehead. It was four in the afternoon. He went into his bedroom and threw himself down on the cot, an arm across hi* eyes. The fighter ships wouldn’t blast-off for two or three hours yet, he estimated. Time for him to get some sleep. He closed his burning eyes.


  But sleep wouldn’t come, He thought of Margo, of the feel of her body against his, of the smoothness of her skin, the womanly sweep of her hips and breasts . . .


  Storm clenched his big hands and tossed restlessly on the cot. She had said once to him that he had never loved! That was both right and wrong. He had loved and loved ardently, but the object of his passion was a cold abstraction. He had loved Earth. He had wanted it to be free and safe. But nothing had come from that love but bitterness and shame.


  At last without warning sleep came. His body triumphed. The swirling weary thoughts were conquered by the needs of bone and muscle. He slept deeply, dreamlessly, an arm across his eyes, one leg trailing on the floor.


  CHAPTER IV


  A SHOUT penetrated Storm’s sleep. Another brought him to full wakefulness. He swung himself up and was striding into his office when the door flew open and a cadet dashed in, his face and eyes terrified.


  “What is it?” Storm snapped.


  “They’re coming up the hill,” the cadet gasped. “Major McDonald sent me to get you. He—”


  Storm shoved past the cadet and stepped outside. Directly ahead of him, about two hundred yards away, a slope began that led down into a broad valley. Storm had gone over the valley carefully the first day they arrived and found nothing but the usual purple-tinted, flint-like soil, and occasional tufts of vegetation tougher than steel wire.


  Now Storm saw a knot of his men at the crest of the slope, and several men running back toward the compound.


  He started to run.


  Major McDonald turned as he charged up and Storm was shocked at the ghastly pallor of the engineer’s face. The man couldn’t speak. He waved to Storm and pointed toward the valley.


  Storm trotted up the sharp rise to the crest of the hill and looked out at the valley, and the sight that met his eyes brought an icy film of perspiration to his face.


  Coming toward him with the inexorability of a glacier, were hordes of great metal monsters, rank after rank of them, stretching down into the valley as far as his eye reached. The clanking, grinding noise they made carried clearly on the dank cold air, and there was something in their progress, an inevitability in their approach, that raised the hackles on his neck.


  They were moving faster than he had first judged. Within five minutes the vanguard of the weird creatures would reach the spot where the Earthmen were standing. Storm could see them clearly, now make out the details of their construction.


  They stood six feet tall, with arms and legs attached in a semblance of the human form, and above the broad flat shoulders were bucket-like heads cut in square ugly angles, with slits for mouth and eyes.


  Light from the artificial suns at the compound reflected off the rows of rivets on the machines, and as they moved forward toward Storm they winked and flashed as if charged with electricity.


  Storm drew his heat gun and took careful aim on one of the foremost robots.


  He fired a beam that hit the creature below its left knee joint. The metal dissolved and the robot fell ponderously to the ground where it lay like a broken toy.


  But the remaining horde continued its inevitable, engulfing march.


  “It won’t do any good to shoot them,” McDonald said, desperately.


  “No,” Storm said. “Not with hand weapons, at any rate.” He swung around to survey the situation. Men were coming out of their huts at the compound and staring toward the hill where Storm stood. To his right, a mile off, was the space ship field with the blast-off tubes pointing up to the sky. And beyond that was the mighty bulk of the bistro Star II. A tight grimace of satisfaction touched Storm’s face as he saw the giant atomic cannons protruding from the hull of their ship.


  “We’ll retreat to the Astro Star,” he snapped. “We can burn these robots down with one sweep of those starboard cannons.”


  “That’s right,” McDonald said. “I didn’t think of it!”


  THEY began a careful but hasty retreat. Storm trotted ahead and rounded up all crew members at the compound and told them to head for the Astro Star. The girl, Margo, came out of her hut and he sent her along with the advance section from the crew.


  Now the leading robots had topped the crest of the hill and were lumbering along toward the compound. But half-way there they changed direction and continued after Storm and his followers, who were bringing up the rear of the retreat.


  “The damn things are after us!” McDonald shouted. “They’re passing up the compound entirely.”


  “Let’s keep ahead of them, then,” Storm said grimly. He didn’t know whether the robots’ intentions were lethal; but he didn’t intend to investigate that possibility yet.


  Suddenly a shout sounded at the head of the ragged column of Earthmen.


  “Good God!” McDonald cried.


  Storm swung around and saw that another column of the massive robots had appeared on the slope below the space-ship base. This contingent swarmed in seemingly endless numbers past the blast-off tubes and surged along to meet the first group.


  Storm and his crew were caught in a pinchers movement. They were cut off from the Astro Star.


  There was only one course left to take, Storm saw. That was to make a right-angle turn and attempt to get around the first horde and back to the compound, where there were steel shelters and rifles.


  Storm heard a scream then went through him like a cold knife. Wheeling, he saw that the girl, Margo, had fallen in the pathway of the advancing robots. She tried to rise, then fell back to the ground. One crew member started back for her. The rest of the crew were rushing to get out of the closing jaws of the robot attack.


  Storm said to McDonald, “Get to the compound, and into my office as fast as you can. You’re in charge.”


  HE turned then and raced back toward Margo. The ground was uneven and treacherous beneath his feet, and he saw with horror that he and the leading robot were going to reach the girl at about the same time. The crew member who had gone to her aid was a mechanic, a husky fearless man, but his face was ashen as he tugged at the girl’s arm.


  Storm whipped out his ray gun and burned the metal legs off the charging robot. The creature fell with a metallic crash, both great arms still reaching out for the two humans.


  That gave them, ten seconds. Storm saw that Margo’s face was white and drawn. She was pushing the crew member away from her.


  “Don’t stay with me!” she gasped. “It’s my knee. They’ll get us both!” Storm scooped her up in his arms and flipped his gun to the mechanic.


  “Cover us,” he shouted to the man, and ran as fast as he could to get clear of the engulfing tide of robots, There was a pathway now about fifty yards between the two waves of metal monsters, and through this rapidly narrowing channel Storm dashed with the girl. Beside him the mechanic was picking off robots, first on one side, then the other.


  The robots, Storm saw, were slow in changing course. On a straightaway they could lumber ahead at surprising speed; but now some of them were starting to turn to follow him, and they performed this maneuver clumsily, haltingly.


  It was this delay that gave him a chance to get away. He dodged through the last of the creatures as the two waves came together with a crack. Some of the robots were bowled over by the impact, and the others milled and churned around as they attempted to get clear and follow Storm.


  By that time Storm was twenty-five yards up the side of the mountain, and from there he cut left and ran alongside the unorganized mass of robots. Some of the creatures on the fringe of the horde turned and began a clumsy ascent of the rocky hill; but Storm outdistanced them easily.


  The compound loomed ahead. Every steel door was closed tight, and from every window squat deadly atomic rifles were thrust. Nothing stirred except the slowly moving muzzles that covered Storm, the girl, and the mechanic.


  Storm trotted straight to his headquarters. His arms were aching and each breath seared his lungs painfully.


  The door swung open and they were inside. The girl was lifted from Storm’s arm and carried into his bedroom. Someone thrust a rifle into his hands.


  Questions, babbled questions, beat at his ears. He held up a hand and called for silence in his harsh voice.


  “I don’t know what they are, how they operate, or who sent them,” he said. “So don’t worry about that now. By God, we’re in for a fight! Don’t waste a round. Shoot them in bunches if you can. Maybe we can build a wall of disabled robots that the rest can’t climb.”


  He told McDonald to call him when the first robots appeared in the compound. Then he went into his bedroom. The girl lay on his cot. She was pale and her mouth was twisted with pain.


  “You said I’d cause trouble,” she said weakly.


  “Never mind that.” He straightened her leg and then felt her knee gently. “Nothing broken,” he said. “A bad wrench.”


  “It doesn’t matter. What in the name of God are they?”


  “I don’t know. I’m going now. Are you afraid.”


  “Yes,” she said quietly, “But it’s all right.”


  “Good girl,” he said. He felt sorry for her. This was bad enough for a man. He put his hand awkwardly on her forehead in a gesture of comfort then got to his feet.


  He was turning to the door when McDonald’s voice, loud and fear-laden, shouted his name.


  STORM hurried through the door into his office and pushed his way through the knots of men who were clustered there. McDonald was at a window, staring out into the compound, his jaw slack with astonishment.


  Storm edged him aside. In the compound robots were drawn up in ranks on both sides of the encampment. Advancing through their center was the weirdest sight Storm had encountered in his life.


  Reading a squad of robots was a tall, voluptuously proportioned girl, a magnificent Amazon with flaming; red hair and ice-green eyes. She wore-, a brief, tight-fitting garment, and a long purple cape that swirled back and away from her powerful shoulders. Her bare legs were slender and: graceful; but the fine muscles that rippled in her calves as she advanced was an indication of steel-spun strength.


  From a jeweled belt at her waist hung a gleaming tubular object from which poured a stream of light. In one gauntleted hand she carried a ray gun of ancient make, and the other was raised above her head in a defiant gesture as she stopped spread-legged before Storm’s quarters.


  “Come out, you crawling cowards!” she shouted in a brassy, full-lunged voice. “There is nothing here but a helpless girl and a few clumsy figures of steel.”


  Storm had hardly dared believe his eyes when he saw the girl. Now he jerked open the door and strode into the compound. He stopped a dozen feet from the girl, a hard smile on his face.


  The girl watched him and the expression of belligerence on her face changed slowly to one of bewilderment.


  “Yes,” Storm said. “We know each other, Karen. You were eleven when I last saw you.”


  “You’re Storm,” the girl said slowly. “You came here with my father on that trip.”


  Storm nodded. He could hardly believe he wasn’t living some strangely vivid dream. This was Karen Griffith, daughter of Commander Griffith, who had been left on Jupiter eleven years ago. Karen had not only survived; she had thrived.


  “Your father?” Storm said, quietly. “Dead,” the girl said. “He and Ben Thatcher, and my mother have been gone a long while now. That pleases you, doesn’t it?” she said, in a savage voice. “You and all the rest of Earth cowards. You deserted him, left him here to die.”


  “I did not desert your father,” Storm said in an even voice. “I was dragged aboard the ship in irons and taken back to Earth by force.”


  “Lies, lies, lies!” the girl cried imperiously. She stepped back a pace, her hand dropping to the tube at her waist as members of Storm’s crew crowded out behind him,


  “Hold it!” Storm said sharply. He didn’t know what she intended to do; but he surmised the tube controlled the robots in some manner. “We’re not your enemies, Karen. We are here to continue your father’s work. Earth is in danger Karen, grave danger. The danger your father foresaw and attempted to prepare Earth to face, is at hand—so close at hand that days may mean the difference of life and death to the entire planet.”


  “You expect me to care about the fate of Earth?” the girl cried scornfully. “I would cheerfully hasten Earth’s destruction with every means at my command.”


  “Your father didn’t teach you that attitude,” Storm said.


  “My father was a poor, idealistic fool,” Karen said, laughing. “He held no malice against Earth. He talked to me of tolerance of forgiveness. I listened and when he finished I spat at his feet. I saw what they had done to him, I saw the reward he received for his service, his dedication, his very life! There is no forgiveness, no charity in me, Storm—for you or your kind!”


  “We face each other as enemies then?” Storm said heavily.


  KAREN laughed, a ringing defiant laugh. “Yes, by Heaven, we do!” She turned a significant glance at the column of silent robots lined up on both sides of her, and stretching back for what seemed miles. Then she faced Storm again. “You’ve seen my pets at work. I warn you, Storm, I do not intend to make war. My life is my own, clean, alone, and unfettered, I will keep it that way with every weapon I control!


  “I will not interfere with you. But if you seek me out or attempt to disrupt my life, I will not rest until every man of yours is ground to powder beneath the feet of my army. Do you understand?”


  Storm nodded. His face was dark, bitter, as he struggled against a mighty anger. He would have liked to get his hands on this imperious, defiant woman for ten seconds. But the thing that enraged him most was that she had every right in the world to her opinion and feeling. Why should she help Earth?


  There was no reason. The girl had seen the gratitude of Earth, knew its pettiness. Who could blame her for the way she felt?


  “Very well, Karen,” he said. “We have our work to do, and you have a right to your own life. They won’t come in conflict.”


  “They had better not,” Karen said, with an ominous smile.


  Still smiling she fingered the tube at her waist and the army of silent automatons began to rearrange themselves in formation, Karen backed away from the compound, her cool, ice-green eyes flicking contemptuously across the groups of silent men who watched her, and when she reached the crest of the slope, she wheeled and disappeared.


  The last they saw was the flash of her purple cape, elusive and mysterious as smoke on the horizon.


  CHAPTER V


  STORM turned and nodded to the crew members clustered at the entrance of his office. “Carry on with your regular work, men.” He hesitated a moment, then added grimly. “You know as much about this thing as I do.”


  Entering his office. Storm found McDonald standing by his desk. The engineer was grave.


  “Two men were killed at the blast-off chute,” he said. “They didn’t get started fast enough.”


  “I see,” Storm sat down at his desk and rubbed his forehead tiredly. He had been known in the service as a steel-hard, void-cold commander; but no one knew the effort it cost him to preserve that front of impersonality.


  McDonald filled a cup with coffee, poured whisky into it and brought it to Storm.


  “You need this,” he said. “You can’t last much longer at this pace, you know. Why don’t you rest tonight?”


  Storm took the coffee and sipped it. He was touched by McDonald’s concern, and he didn’t know quite what to say. “There’s too much to do,” he said finally. “But thanks just the same.”


  McDonald nodded and left the office. Storm finished the coffee and stood up and walked into his bedroom. Margo still lay on the bed. She was staring at the ceiling. He saw that she had been crying.


  “Knee hurt?” he said.


  “No, it’s stiff, that’s all.”


  “Will you let me tape it for you?”


  “Yes. Maybe I can walk then.” Storm got out a first-aid kit and pulled a chair beside the cot. He sat down and applied a tape cast to the injured knee.


  “That may hurt a little,” he said. “No, it’s all right.”


  He fought down a feeling of annoyance. “Well, something’s hurting you. You’re crying.”


  “She had a pretty loud voice. I heard about Thatcher.”


  “Oh,” Storm said. He felt clumsy. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry. It was the end of a dream. All dreams do end, don’t they?”


  “I don’t know,” Storm said, standing. “I think you can walk now.”


  She stood and tested the leg by walking haltingly to the door. “It’s all right, I guess. Thanks, Storm.” Turning, she limped across his office and he heard the door slam behind her.”


  Storm threw himself on the cot and pressed both hands against his aching eyes. There was faint, delicate fragrance in the room, a subtle essence as elusive as a smile.


  He lay there, staring at the ceiling, stony-faced, wondering what had happened to him . . .


  HALF an hour later he pushed up on one elbow, frowning. Something was wrong. It took him a moment to decide what it was. There was no sound of activity from the compound. The normal, everyday bustle of work was lacking.


  Storm walked out of his office and saw half a dozen men talking in a small group. Other groups were clustered in the compounds. No one was working.


  The talk faded as he glanced from group to group, his jaw hardening grimly.


  “I told you men to carry on your regular work,” he said harshly. “Didn’t you understand that?”


  Larry Masterson, the young flight captain, moved out from a group and sauntered over to Storm. He stopped and lit a cigarette and blew smoke in the air. His blond hair hung over his forehead and there was a sardonic smile at his lips.


  “We don’t see much reason to get back to work, Commander Storm,” he said mildly. “We’re tired of being driven like dogs to satisfy your ego. We don’t believe the fairy stories about Galaxy X, and we don’t intend to invite more attacks from those murderous robots.”


  “You’ve said enough to hang yourself, Captain,” Storm said grimly. He raked his eyes over the crew members clustered in the compound. “I’ll give you exactly ten seconds to get on with your work!”


  He swung his arm up and watched the second hand on his watch move inexorably across the dial, Larry Masterson yawned elaborately.


  Storm put his arm down and squared his big shoulders. “So it’s mutiny, is it?” he said quietly.


  “Oh, no, not at all,” Larry Masterson said. “We think you’re unfit to command this squadron, Commander. When we return to Earth it is you who will stand trial, not us. Now, we are relieving you of command.”


  “You don’t know what you’re doing!” Storm shouted.


  “Yes, we do,” Larry said, his voice hard. “We heard the pact you made with that murderous girl, and we intend to change it. We’ll take her robots and put them to work for us, and we’ll see that she causes no trouble.”


  Storm spun suddenly and dove for the door of his office, but half a dozen crew members sprang after him and caught him before he got inside. Struggling furiously he was borne to the ground.


  The crew must have prepared for the attack, Storm realized, for steel hoops were produced, slipped about his arms and tightened until he was pinioned helplessly. Then he was jerked to his feet “You will be kept a prisoner until we return to Earth,” Larry Masterson said. “Your treatment will depend on how you behave yourself.”


  “You’ll die for this!” Storm raged. “No. I’m merely trying to save all of our lives.”


  McDonald, the tall, graying engineer, came forward slowly from the ranks and stood beside Storm. “I’m too old for mutiny,” he said in a cold precise voice. “Commander Storm is my superior officer. I recognize no other.”


  “Very well,” Larry said drily. “You may accompany your commander into honorable imprisonment.”


  He was turning away when a clear but firm voice said, “If you move I will blast you to hell.”


  Storm looked up and saw the girl, Margo, her face ashen, clenching a heavy gun in both hands and pointing it unwaveringly at Larry.


  “Don’t be a fool,” he called to her.


  She stood at the edge of the compound, a slight, determined figure. “Release him,” she said.


  She didn’t see the man slipping up behind her, nor did she see his hand until it came down suddenly and sharply, knocking the gun from her grasp. By then it was too late. She sank to the ground, weeping.


  Larry shrugged. “Take these three down to the: blast-off field and lock them up there. We’ve got work to do . . .”


  CHAPTER VI


  THE place they were taken to was a steel building used to house tools and supplies. It was & one-storied unit about twelve by fourteen feet, with glass windows that were strong; as chrome steel.


  Storm stood at one window staring across the mile-long sweep leading to the compound. He could see men moving about even at that distance for the atmosphere was burned clear by the powerful sun lamps.


  He stood there unmoving, his face black with rage, his eyes hot. He wanted nothing else in life but to get his hands on Larry’s throat.


  McDonald joined him. “They may change their minds, you know,” he said. “Some of those men have sense. When they start thinking this over they may snap out of it.”


  “I didn’t ask for a recapitulation,” Storm said harshly.


  McDonald cleared his throat. “Very well, sir,” he said, and sat down with his back to the wall.


  “Bite and snarl, that’s all you know,” Margo said hotly. “He stuck with you, didn’t he, while the rest of your men mutinied?”


  “Do you think he deserves some special credit for doing what he swore he would do when he was commissioned in the service?” Storm said.


  “He wouldn’t get it from you, at least,” Margo said. “You think people should be made of steel, knowing nothing but duty, having no doubts, or problems, or anything but their dedicated service to Earth.”


  “Am l a monster because I want Earth to be safe?” Storm said.


  “No,” Margo said in a weary voice. “But you’ve never learned that two people can want: the same thing in different ways. You treat disagreement with scorn instead of respect. Your men want what you want, Storm, but you drove them away.”


  “Shut up!” Storm said angrily.


  “That’s how you settle all issues. Very well, I’ll shut up.”


  Storm watched; the compound, his face stony; Soon, he saw a figure leave there and head toward them, toward the blast-off field. When the man neared Storm recognized him as Boyd, the fighter pilot.


  “Where are you going, Boyd?” he shouted.


  Boyd grinned. “Just for a pleasure jaunt, my friend,” he said, and continued on. A little later Storm heard a ship take off under auxiliary power. He peered upward and saw the slim fighter streaking upward and then bank toward the mountains.


  He frowned and rubbed his jaw trying to guess what the men were planning.


  HALF an hour later twelve men left the compound. They carried packs. The man in the lead talked like Larry, but at that distance, Storm couldn’t be sure.


  For another hour he watched the compound, looking for more indications that might help him decide what was happening; but nothing of significance occurred. Men strolled across the compound to the hall, or moved in and out of their dwelling units, in normal, casual fashion.


  He lit one of his stubby black cigars and glanced up at the thick, green sky. High and almost directly above the compound he saw a small black globe settling toward the ground. He watched it for a moment without expression; and then his hands tightened instinctively.


  “McDonald,” he said. “Come here.”


  Storm pointed to the descending globe. He didn’t speak. McDonald moved closer to the window and peered upward, a slight frown on his face.


  They could see the object more clearly now. It was circular, saucer-shaped, and was spinning slowly as it descended. From ports on its narrow sides bright lights flashed.


  “Well?” Storm said. He kept his voice quiet, even.


  “I don’t know,” McDonald said slowly. “Look at the compound.”


  The men at the compound had come out of their steel huts, were gazing upward at the settling globe. Some of them were waving.


  “Fools!” Storm raged. He beat a fist into his palm. “The hopeless, damned fools! Don’t they realize—”


  The door behind them opened and a corporal came in, plainly worried. He looked at Storm awkwardly. “Sir,” he said, “There’s a—You’ve seen it, I guess.”


  Storm didn’t answer. “Let me have your binoculars.”


  “Yes, sir,” the corporal said, with relief in his voice. It was obvious he was willing, even anxious, for Storm to resume responsibility and command.


  Storm studied the globe with the glasses. It was several hundred yards above the ground now, and moving slowly. He saw nothing revealing at close range. The ship was made of black metal, and the lights flashing from discs on its side were bright and dazzling.


  As he watched the discs revolved and beams of light struck down toward the compound.


  McDonald shouted involuntarily. “Watch out!”


  Storm swung the glasses to the compound and saw that his men had been scattered to the ground like broken dolls. The light from the still-settling ship played over them, flashed into the buildings, over the whole area, bathing it brilliant radiance.


  The men under the light didn’t move; they lay still in the undignified sprawl of death.


  “Oh God!” Margo cried. “What happened to them, Storm?”


  STORM failed to answer. He watched the ship as it stopped fifty yards above the ground, then, after a wait of several minutes, dropped gently to rest in the compound.


  A powerful tension grew in Storm. It wasn’t fear! It was anticipation! He knew with calm strong certainty that he was about to meet the thing he had fought against all his life. He had never known the enemy; he had battled shadows. Now the curtain was lifted, the antagonists could face each other, measuringly, appraisingly, finally.


  Apertures appeared in the sides of the ship and things moved out of it and onto the rocky ground of Jupiter.


  Storm centered his glasses on the first of the creatures, and hot anger coursed through him as he made out details: fat, toad-like bodies, gray, scabrous skins, pendulous heads, and great round stumps of feet.


  “It’s incredible!” McDonald whispered. “They’re—they’re old, older than hell.”


  “The last crawling filth of a dead universe,” Storm said. “They want the plains and flowers of Earth now. They need its sun and air and young vigor.”


  They counted five of the creatures. They watched in fascinated silence as the invaders moved sluggishly about the compound, in and out of the buildings. Then, after this examination, the creatures came together for several minutes near their ship. Finally four of them left the compound and traveled in the direction of the slope where the robots had first appeared—and where the twelve crewmen had gone.


  Once started they moved with greater speed, and in a matter of seconds they had disappeared over the crest of the hill.


  For several minutes no one spoke. Storm glanced at Margo and saw that her cheeks were wet but her eyes were flashing defiance.


  “Good,” he said gently. “Maybe if you thought about them all of your life you might turn into the kind of person I am. It’s not a nice thing to turn into, of course. Nobody likes you very much.” He turned to the corporal, who snapped to painful attention. “Let me have your rifle,” he said.


  Holding the rifle in readiness, Storm stepped carefully through the door and dropped to his stomach. He wriggled ahead for perhaps a hundred yards until he reached a slight rise, from where he could clearly see the creature who had remained behind in the compound.


  He settled himself on his stomach and put the stock of the rifle into his shoulder, enjoying the feel of cool metal against his cheek. He sighted on the toad-like creature and began to squeeze the trigger gently.


  The creature moved back and forth restlessly, as if sensing that something was wrong. From its waist hung a small disc which glowed brightly. The beam from the disc flashed about in a wide questing circle as the creature moved in an aimless circle.


  Suddenly the ray of light flashed to a greater length and leaped across the plain toward the blast-off field, toward Storm.


  Storm fired a blast of heat at the creature, as light from the disc struck him full force. For an instant a terrible, unendurable pain swept over him. Then it was gone, and he clambered to his feet, shaking his head like an injured animal.


  The creature was lying on the ground, and attempting to move, to crawl. Storm fired two more blasts and the movement stopped.


  McDonald came hurrying up, caught Storm’s arm. “That light—what was it?” he gasped.


  “I don’t know. But another tenth of a second and I’d have been gone. My first shot got him just in time. Let’s get going.”


  THE compound was a nightmarish scene of death. Men lay sprawled on the ground, slumped at workbenches, or collapsed in their cots. No one was alive.


  Storm made directly for his headquarters. Inside he snapped on the visi-screen above his desk. McDonald was at his heels.


  They stood looking at the void, at the mightily jeweled star-chin on the Earth side of Galaxy X. Beneath it, several inches on the screen, but billions of miles in the void, was a shadowy cluster of black dots, thousands of them, poised in space.


  Storm spoke matter-of-factly, bitterly. “You are looking at the space fleet of Galaxy X. They’re ready. Are we, McDonald?”


  He turned without cutting off the machine and went outside. There were no clear thoughts in his mind. He didn’t know what they could do.


  He heard a ship overhead and instinctively he ducked; but the whine of the auxiliaries was familiar, and when it flashed into sight he recognized it as one of their own fighters, the one Boyd had left in an hour or so before.


  Storm watched the ship circle for a mooring at the blast-off field, and then he trotted in that direction, the heat rifle still in his hands.


  CHAPTER VII


  WHEN Storm, McDonald and the girl had first been led away, Larry had outlined his plans quickly to Boyd, the squarely-built towhead, and Carney, the Irishman. They were in Storm’s office.


  “For better or worse we’re in charge,” he said crisply. “Our necks depend on what we do with our authority. If we do a sensible job, it will prove we were right. If not, we’ll hang as mutineers.”


  “Hell, everybody is back of us,”


  Carney said, his voice shaking.


  “Okay, fine. First we have to find the girl, the one Storm called Karen. We’ve got to find out how she controls those robots, and make sure she doesn’t use them against us. Here’s my idea: Those robots must return to some central area and they’re probably still on the way there. Boyd, you take a fighter ship and cruise around this area until you pick up the trail. Meanwhile Carney and I will take a party in the same general direction the robots took. When you establish contact, radio us the directions and we’ll close in on the girl. Okay?”


  There were a few questions, a few details to iron out, then Boyd left on the double for the blast-off tubes. Larry told Carney to select a party of twelve men and pack enough supplies to last them a week.


  When both men had gone, Larry lit a cigarette and sat down in Storm’s chair. He frowned at the tip of his cigarette for a few minutes. He had been trained in the best ideals of the service. Mutineer in his eyes was a mad dog. Yet he had taken that step, confident he was right. The babbling about Galaxy X had never impressed him. It was an old scare story of those who wanted Earth to build bigger armies, bigger space ships. It was one of those semi-sacrosanct fables that everyone discussed gravely, but no one believed. At least none of the cadets in his class had believed it, and they were a well-informed, sophisticated group.


  Suddenly he realized it was Commander Storm’s desk he was sitting at and he got up hastily, with the uncomfortable certainty that he didn’t belong there.


  But that was foolish. Storm would have killed them all with his fanatic’s ideas; and if Storm hadn’t, then the girl with the robots might well have.


  Larry lit another cigarette and pushed the hair from his eyes. He had had but one quick glimpse of this girl, but something about her, some quality of defiance and arrogance in her attitude, made him eager to see her again, eager to test that steel.


  IT was an hour later that he received the first radio message from Boyd. His party was halted near the narrow mouth of a valley. They were about ten Earth miles from the compound, and the air was stingingly cold, while the flakes of flint like dust hurled by the wind made their progress slow and difficult.


  Larry raised a jubilant hand as Boyd’s deep sure voice came over the portable unit:


  “It’s the valley ahead of you, Captain. Bear right, into an opening in the mountain. That’s where every robot has disappeared.”


  “Check,” Larry snapped with satisfaction.


  The men with him had heard the message and they pressed forward with renewed enthusiasm as Larry led the slender column through the narrow opening of the valley. His eyes swept along the right side of the vast purple mountain that soared above their heads to the green-colored sky.


  He found the opening Boyd had spotted about a quarter of a mile from the valley entrance, and its appearance immediately suggested Herculean labor combined with intelligence. The aperture was fifty yards square and led to a shaft that seemingly stretched into the heart of the mountain, a tunnel with silk-smooth walls and gracefully arched ceiling high above the stone flooring.


  They followed the shaft for nearly half a mile before it turned to the right. As they followed this new route they heard a swelling, murmuring sound that seemed to emanate from the heart of the mountain.


  An iridescent glow from the sheer, glass-smooth walls provided illumination as they proceeded cautiously down the gleaming corridor. The sound was becoming more intense now; it was a gigantic humming that echoed from the walls and set up a throbbing in their ears.


  Larry glanced at Carney uneasily, then shrugged. There was nothing to do but keep going.


  A quarter of a mile ahead they saw that the corridor fanned out on both sides before ending abruptly—leading to nothing but bright and empty space.


  They hurried along this last stretch and the swelling sound now filled their heads with an almost intolerable clamor.


  Reaching the widening section of* the shaft, Larry moved forward more cautiously to the very lip of the floor—until he could look down into the pit where the roaring sounds seemed to originate.


  Carney crowded alongside him with the other members of the party as Larry heard a somebody say, “Good God!” in a hushed voice.


  HALF a mile below them, and extending as far as. they could see, was a mighty vault cut into the granite heart of the mountain. Working deep in that immense pit were thousands and thousands of the ponderous, carefully moving; robots.


  The sight of that incredible metal army spreading for miles in all directions was enough to catch at their throats with a nameless horror.


  Carney touched Larry’s arm and said in an awed voice: “Do you see what they’re doing? They’re making more robots! Look! There on your left! They’re coming off that line, getting up and walking ahead under their own power!”


  Larry rubbed a hand over his forehead. He saw squads of the creatures carrying loads of metal, others working with ringing sledges, and that other groups were working at long tables supporting fabulously intricate machines.


  “Let’s keep going,” Larry said to Carney. “We’ve got to find that girl. You can imagine what would happen if she ever turned this loose on us!” They stood indecisively for a moment at the cross-corridor, above the great pit. Larry finally sent half the party to the left while he, Carney, and four others, proceeded to the right.


  At the next cross-corridor Larry selected two men and told them to follow it for half an hour, then return to the main corridor. Again, a quarter of a mile on, he sent two more men down a cross-corridor, while he and Carney continued on alone. For a mile they went ahead; then they came to a third cross-corridor and Larry looked helplessly at Carney.


  Carney shouted an answer to the unspoken question on Larry’s face. “We might as well follow it. If we find nothing we might as well collect the men and get out of here.”


  The new corridor did not run straight. Instead it curved back and forth, and was considerably narrower than the one they had just left. As they followed its undulations the noise from the robot factory faded away to a gentle, distant murmur*


  Then, as they founded a corner, Larry caught Carney’s arm. Ahead was a wide arched door on the right side of the corridor.


  They approached it cautiously. There was no knob or handle but it swung inward slowly, silently, as Larry put his shoulder against it.


  Beyond the door was a short, narrow hall that turned to the right and led them to a pair of closed doors.


  Larry stopped before them, his heart beating almost audibly.


  HE put his hand against the panel of one and pushed. Through the aperture formed by the opening door he saw a large, high-ceilinged room with gleaming walls and a metal floor that shone like aluminum.


  He eased the door open another few inches; and his breath caught as he saw the red-haired girl.


  She was lying on a low oval bed in the center of the room and her full, sharply pointed breasts rose and fell with her even breathing. Her eyes were closed, and she was apparently asleep.


  Larry glanced at Carney and put a cautioning finger to his lips; and then stepped through the arched doorway into the room. Carney moved quietly at his heels.


  The girl who had called herself Karen turned restlessly as they moved toward her. She wore a light silken garment open at the throat and extending halfway to her bare knees. The pale silver light from the walls glinted on her fiery red hair and glazed the milky smoothness of her slender, exquisite legs.


  On a table beside the bed Larry saw the belt she had worn the first time he had seen her, and the tube with which she had seemed to control the robots. Also, close to her hand, was the ancient ray gun.


  Carney moved up beside Larry and as he did so his foot slipped on the silk-smooth floor. He lost his balance and fell to one knee with a thud.


  The girl sat upright with the instinctive, light-swift reaction of an animal in danger, her icy green eyes flicking across the faces of the two men.


  For a second they stared at one another in a tense, breathless silence, and Larry saw the muscles in the girl’s arms and legs beginning to coil.


  “Calm down, beautiful,” he said softly. “We’re not going to hurt you.”


  “I told you not to follow me,” the girl said, a slow ominous anger in her voice. “I want nothing from you but to be let alone.”


  “Cut it out,” Larry said curtly. “You’re an Earth girl, and you can’t live here like this.”


  “You fool!” the girl cried, and with a flashing movement that caught them both by surprise, she flung herself from the bed and lunged for the ray gun.


  Larry dove after her, catching her about the waist as she wheeled, gun in hand, to face them. A bolt of dazzling silent heat shot past his shoulder, as his attack deflected her arm.


  Carney closed in on the girl as she struggled with Larry.


  “I’ve got her!” he yelled, lunging for her arm.


  But the girl swung Larry about with savage, incredible strength, and Carney’s hands closed on empty air. As he stumbled forward she slugged him across the side of the head with the gun barrel. He went down in an inert heap.


  LARRY suddenly stepped back from the girl and chopped his hand down on her forearm. The gun clattered to the floor and she lunged at him with a cry of anger and pain.


  “Stop it, you hellcat!” Larry panted.


  “Never!”


  “Okay, you asked for it,” Larry said. He caught her arm and pulled her close, then snapped a short hard right to the point of her jaw. She slumped against him, her eyes glazing, and he caught her before she could fall to the floor.


  Lifting her in his arms he carried her to the bed, then stripped off his belt, and Carney’s, and bound the girl’s elbows and ankles.


  Breathing hard, he bent over Carney and looked at the ugly lump on his head. The fallen man was breathing, but showed no signs of regaining consciousness.


  Larry sat down beside the girl on the bed and waited until her eyes flickered open. For an instant she stared at him without comprehension; then she attempted to move, only to become aware of the bonds at her arms and ankles. A spasm of defiant fury contorted her face and she began to writhe and twist on the bed.


  “You’ll die for this!” she panted.


  Larry held her by both shoulders to keep her from rolling onto the floor. He said, “You’re a spoiled and unpleasant brat, Karen. The thing you need is a thorough spanking and a short lecture on the fact that you’re not the most important and wonderful person in the universe. Possibly then you might start behaving like a human being.”


  “I hope I never behave like the humans I’ve known,” the girl cried. “The humans who left my father to die; humans like you and that clod on the floor who know no rule but strength, no rules but the ones you make. I’d die before I molded myself after you.”


  Larry felt almost helpless before the blazing fury and conviction in the girl’s eyes. In a way, he could see that she had reason behind her attitude.


  “Now listen to me just a minute, please,” he said, in a calmer voice. “We probably seem like savages to you in one sense. But try to understand our attitude. We’re a small group of Earthmen who have been driven to the point of collapse by a neurotic commander. We—”


  “You mean Storm?” the girl said. She had ceased struggling, and interest showed in her face.


  “That’s right. The man is a maniac. So we put him in irons—and took a hell of a chance in doing it! Now we want to get safely back to Earth and present our story to the Earth Federation. Frankly those robots of yours scared us and we intend to make sure they don’t attack us again. That’s why you find yourself in the spot you’re in.”


  LARRY’S last words were colored with faint sarcasm, but the girl appeared not to notice.


  “What is it Storm feared?” she said. “Why did he come here?” Larry shrugged. “The old familiar bedtime story about Galaxy X. You know, the one they use to frighten children on Earth. Storm, being slightly cracked, eats it up. He’d kill himself and everyone of us to fight this non-existent menace.”


  “My father often talked of Galaxy X,” the girl said. “When—” A troubled frown appeared on her face. “I’m not sure of time anymore. But once he told me he built the robots to fight for Earth against the galaxy.”


  Larry saw that her mood had changed, that her attention was arrested by his story. He decided to take advantage of that to get information.


  “We saw the robot pit on the way here,” he said. “Do those creatures actually make themselves, or was I drunk?”


  “They make themselves, of course. Father worked for years to make them self-perpetuating. They’ve gone on since he died, reproducing themselves to the last rivet and coil.”


  “How are they controlled?”


  That question broke the girl’s oddly submissive mood. She stared at him as if she had suddenly awakened. Suddenly she strained against her bonds, and cried, “I’ll tell you nothing more. Release me at once!”


  Larry smiled at her and folded his arms. “You have to learn humility, Karen. I’m not going to release until you tell me what I want to know, and give me your promise you’ll behave. Think that over, young lady, while I take a look at my friend.”


  He bent over Carney, his back to the girl and the tall doorway, and began shaking the man’s shoulder gently. Carney stirred and his lids fluttered.


  “That’s the boy,” Larry said.


  A sound from the girl caused him to turn quickly. She was staring past him, toward the doorway, and the expression on her face sent a cold tremor of alarm down his spine.


  Her face was ashen, her breath laboring in gasps. Her teeth were closed on her lower lip, and a thin trickle of blood stained her chin. But it was her eyes that sent horror into Larry’s soul. They were wide, staring, agonized.


  Her lips moved, and she whimpered, “No!” in complete terror.


  LARRY wheeled, still on his knees, and the sight that met his eyes contracted his throat with nauseating horror.


  Standing silently in the doorway were four creatures that could have been spawned only in the nightmares of a diseased and ravaged mind.


  Leprous gray in color, squat and thick as great toads, they stood on clumsy round feet, while their heads, huge and pendulous, swung slowly back and forth.


  They were old, hideously old and evil, and the folds of flesh that hung in putrefying folds and loops over their bodies, looked as if it had been created from slime and filth.


  About their waists were belts which supported pale, gleaming discs. The discs glowed with gelid light, their beams playing downward on the floor at their feet.


  Larry swallowed dry terror and rose instinctively to his feet. He took a step backward—and then a beam of light flashed upward and caught him in its glare.


  Instantly pain, numbing, incredible, maddening pain, flamed through every muscle, tendon and nerve of his body. He was transfixed, held motionless in its grip. He tried to fight, tried to throw himself to the floor, to scream. But the light was binding as a mold of steel. He stood rooted and paralyzed in the dreadful beam until his limbs were on the point of cracking and his skull felt as if it were ready to split like a rotten melon.


  From the corner of his straining eyes he saw Carney move suddenly, lunging toward the ray gun on the floor, but as he did a beam of light from another of the creatures flashed out and Carney screamed—a scream torn from the depths of his soul* Blood streamed from his nose and mouth and he dropped to the floor like an animal crushed by some monstrous weight.


  The light receded from the limp, huddled body, and Larry knew he was dead, the life driven from him forever by one touch of the creature’s light.


  The creatures hadn’t yet moved except for the swinging swaying motion of their great heads; but now they advanced slowly into the room, and fixed sunken eyes on the girl.


  The light that held Larry in a grip of agony left him suddenly, and he fell to the floor, drained and helpless. From where he lay he could see the girl, see the creatures advancing slowly toward her, their eyes moving over her body as restlessly as ants.


  “They’re asking me about the robots,” she cried brokenly, “Their minds are in mine—like fingers, probing and twisting.”


  “Good God!” Larry gasped.


  “No!” the girl screamed suddenly, drawing back. “No! No! No! I’ll tell you nothing, you rotting fiends!”


  The intruders were motionless for a moment, but Larry sensed they were communicating with one another.


  Then a whimpering cry broke from his lips as one of the creatures moved closer to the bed, and light from the disc at his waist flashed over the girl’s slim figure.


  CHAPTER VIII


  THE two bodies lay sprawled at a cross-corridor beside the vast robot pit in the heart of the mountain.


  Storm dropped to his knees beside them, saw instantly that both men were dead. He said to McDonald, “We’re on the right track.”


  They stood, Boyd, McDonald, and Storm, staring ahead along the gleaming corridor. Boyd had told Storm of Larry’s plans, and they had set out after the twelve-man party, leaving Margo and the corporal behind at the compound.


  “These were two of the men Larry took with him, I’m sure,” Boyd said.


  “Okay, let’s keep going. And keep your guns ready,” Storm said. “If we find those damn things we’ll only get one chance.”


  They went on, heat guns drawn and held in readiness, until they reached a corridor that ran off in a long curve. In that respect it was different from the other halls they had passed; and for that reason Storm decided to follow it. They were looking for a needle in a haystack, he knew, and their chances of success were slim. But they had to keep on.


  As they followed the new course they became aware that the sounds from the pit were fading behind them; and half a mile on they came to a door in the right side of the wall.


  Storm glanced at McDonald, a look that told him to be ready for anything, and pushed the door open, slowly. They stepped through the door into another corridor and followed that to a pair of high doors that were standing slightly ajar.


  Storm looked into the room, then grabbed Boyd by the arm and jerked him against the wall. McDonald had seen also, and he had ducked down on the opposite side of the corridor.


  Ahead, through the door, they saw the four gray monsters from the galaxy standing near a long bed, on which the red-haired girl lay helplessly bound.


  Light from the discs at the waists of the creatures played across her slender straining figure, transforming her hair into a halo of foaming gold and coating the alabaster whiteness of her flesh with shimmering radiance.


  Her body was bent in a straining tortured arc. Her bare feet pressed flat against the hard matting of the bed, her head was thrown back in agony.


  She was held in the vise-strong grip of the light, helpless as a victim on a rack, and every muscle and tendon of her body quivered and trembled against the incredible agony she was undergoing.


  Storm whispered, “Boyd, take the one on the right, McDonald, the left. Now!”


  HE snapped up his gun and sent a searing blast of destructive heat through the head of one creature. Every nerve in his body knew a macabre satisfaction as the leprous, putrefying flesh disintegrated into streams of obscene slime.


  McDonald and Boyd fired with the same deadly accuracy, and Boyd leaped into the room and dashed toward the remaining creature.


  “Get down!” Storm shouted,


  Boyd’s impetuous charge brought him in the line of fire. McDonald cursed and tried to find an opening to blast at the slowly turning creature. But he was too late.


  And so was Boyd. He had waited too long to fire, and a lashing, vengeful beam of light from the creature’s disc cut him down in a crumpled heap.


  Storm fired twice, deliberately, coldly, and the fourth and last of the galaxy raiders crashed to the floor in a mass of putrescent ooze.


  McDonald hurried to the side of the girl, removed the bonds and helped her to a sitting position. She was conscious, but her face was ashen and drawn and she was trembling violently. McDonald put an arm about her shoulder and held her close.


  Storm’s face tightened as he saw Larry Masterson getting to his feet. The young captain’s face was strained and gray. He looked unseeingly at Storm, then turned to the girl and stumbled to her.


  “I know what it was,” he said, in a choked voice. “They—did it to me. I know what you stood—for us.”


  “Captain Masterson,” Storm said in a cold precise voice. “You will consider yourself under arrest.”


  Larry turned to him slowly, a hand moving uncertainly to his face. He sighed and there was a bare trace, a ghost of a weary smile on his lips.


  “You were right, of course,” he said. “Hanging’s too good for me.” Storm turned to McDonald and suddenly the helplessness of their position was plain to him. Out in the void a great fleet of ships from Galaxy X was poised to strike at Earth. And here they were, three men and a girl, a helpless, futile unit.


  McDonald’s thin, whipcord body looked tired, and a strand of graying hair hung over his forehead. But his hard soldierly face was still firm, knife-sharp.


  “Your orders, sir?” he said.


  Storm hesitated, then shrugged. He said drily, “There’s nothing to say, is there?”


  “Perhaps not,” McDonald agreed. “But we still have our brains and a source of power that has probably never been equalled in the history of the universe. I mean the robots, of course.”


  “You’re right!” Storm said, and suddenly new excitement, new hope kindled in him. He turned and strode over to the girl. He looked directly into her ice-green eyes. “Will you help us?” he said. “Will you tell us how the robots are controlled?”


  “Of course,” the girl said. Her eyes were listless, her face dispirited; but slowly as Storm held her gaze, her expression began to change. Her eyes came alive, color touched her cheeks. “I’ll do anything to drive creatures like these into the slime where they belong.” She shook her head suddenly, and moved her shoulders. “Whatever they did to me doesn’t seem to have a permanent effect. I’m all right—but I’ll remember. One second under that light gives you a sensation to take to your grave.”


  She swung her legs off the bed and got to her feet. “Come with me,” she said.


  SHE led them out of her quarters and along the edge of the vast robot pit to a stairway cut in the solid, granite-hard walls of the vault. Ascending this stairway for a nearly a quarter of a mile, they entered a great dome-shaped chamber fitted out as a laboratory. In the center of the room a great machine rested, a machine fully fifty yards tall and a hundred yards in diameter at the base, with sides of curving metal that gleamed like silver.


  “This was my father’s workshop,” Karen said.


  McDonald stared about, his eyes finally stopping on the machine. From its depths they could hear a gentle murmur. “This is what motivates the robots I suppose,” he said, in a musing voice. Data is fed in here and transmitted into electrical impulses that affect radio cells in the robot’s heads or bodies. Is that it?”


  “Yes,” Karen said. “The blueprint of what you want has to be made with care, and takes time. After the blueprint is made it is fed into the machine, which does everything then, even to correcting small errors.”


  “Where are your father’s records?” McDonald said, his voice sharp. “We can’t waste a minute.”


  Karen indicated a long desk at one side of the chamber and soon McDonald was surrounded by charts, graphs and records. He studied them for several minutes, then shrugged helplessly.


  Storm said, “Fabulously complicated, eh? It’s as I feared.”


  “I can help,” the girl said.


  “Thank you,” McDonald said. He tapped a pencil thoughtfully on the desk. “It’s complicated, of course, but not fabulously so. The principle, the basic idea is simple enough, and is used by every office on Earth today. It’s a question of extension. But to extend it as far as this machine indicates your father did is rather staggering. The machine has a million choices at a million separate points in even the simplest diagram. To attempt to make something complicated—that is, to make the robots make something—well, that gets one into mathematics of an extraordinary nature.”


  “And we need something complicated,” Storm said grimly.


  “Exactly! Battering rams, projectiles, something of that sort.” He rubbed his forehead and then squared his shoulders stubbornly. “We’ll give it a try—Karen and I. Won’t we Karen?”


  “Why, certainly,” the girl said, and laughed. “And we’ll do it, too.”


  She looked at Larry as she laughed; but he avoided her eyes. “What’s the matter with you?” she said.


  “Nothing,” he muttered.


  She put her hand on his arm. “I’m not angry with you. I think you used your best judgment. Don’t brood about it now.”


  “That’s not possible,” he said.


  Storm cleared his throat. “We, the captain and I, will return to the compound, McDonald. Carry on here, and we’ll keep in touch.”


  “Right, sir.”


  Storm and Larry left the great vaulted room together, and the girl stood silent by McDonald, staring after them, a curious expression on her face . . .


  STORM watched the visi-screen in his office every hour of the day. Margo and the corporal made his meals, and twice in the next forty-eight hours Karen came down to report on their progress. She said that McDonald was becoming more optimistic.


  “Fine,” Storm growled, and returned to the visi-screen.


  The spreading space fleet of Galaxy X was still in position. He had noticed some motion among ships on the outer edge of the formation, and for several hours he was sure the attack on Earth was commencing.


  During that time he paced to and fro before the huge visi-screen, his mood black. Margo brought him coffee and stayed with him. He was learning he could talk to her.


  “You see,” he said, jerking a thumb at the screen, “they’re restless. That could be because the ship they sent here hasn’t returned, and they’re getting ready to come after it. Or maybe they’re getting ready to make for Earth.”


  “Well, it won’t help to prowl around like a tiger. Sit down and have some coffee.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” He sat on the edge of his chair and hammered a fist into his palm. “If McDonald can just get a model ready in time! Karen said he seems optimistic.”


  “She’s pretty cheerful herself;” Margo said.


  Storm shot a look at her. “What do you mean?”


  “Naturally you wouldn’t notice,” Margo said drily. “But she’s in love with Larry.”


  “That’s fine!” Storm said. “She can have the satisfaction of loving a traitor who will die on our return to Earth.”


  “Storm, you can’t do it.”


  “That’s all I want to hear about it,” Storm said coldly. “You can leave now. I’ve got work to do.”


  AFTER that day Storm snapped on the telescreen they had connected with McDonald. The connection was made at the opposite end and the engineer’s lean face appeared. He was smiling.


  “Glad you got in touch with us, sir,” he said. “We’ve got the model.” He held up a slim metal tube, the size of a cigar, for Storm to see. In the background Karen, too, was smiling.


  “It’s very much like the V-2’s used after World War II, except of course it is made for space, and is about a hundred times as fast. I’m making a blueprint of this now to feed into the machine. Work should get underway here by tonight.”


  “Great, great,” Storm said. He was grinning, he knew; but he couldn’t help it. To have a weapon once more, to be able to strike! “I’ll be in touch with you again a few hours from now.”


  “Right, sir.”


  Storm snapped the switch and McDonald’s face disappeared. He walked back and forth for several minutes, making plans, seeing already in his mind’s eye the fight that would develop between their robot-built missies, and the fleet from Galaxy X. The tactics, strategy, and deployments, of such an attack crowded everything else from his consideration.


  For half an hour he was oblivious to everything else. Then, having done as much as he could to explore all contingencies, he put the matter from his mind and turned back to the visi-screen.


  He saw instantly that all his plans were pointless—the fleet from Galaxy was moving, slowly but inevitably, away from Jupiter.


  They were reassembling, forming in a wedge-shaped cluster that had its spear-end aimed at Earth.


  Storm stared at the screen for a full thirty seconds; then wheeled and, with a mighty oath, snapped on the contact with McDonald.


  “The attack is starting,” he said, harshly, when McDonald appeared. “They’re forming to blast-off for Earth. What chance have we got?”


  “I need hours yet,” McDonald said, his voice strained. “The blast-off pits are being made now, thousands of them. God, it’s immense, it’s staggering, what we can do—could do in just a few more hours.”


  “How about the projectiles?”


  “The blueprint is in the machine. Within a few hours the first will be ready. The directional apparatus—everything will be set.”


  Storm glanced at the visi-screen. The movement of the great Galaxy X fleet was proceeding at a smoother, faster rate.


  “Do what you can, McDonald. We won’t quit; but we need a miracle now. They’ll be out of range in half an hour.”


  “There’s no chance then,” McDonald said, his voice dull and empty.


  “Keep at it!” Storm said harshly. “By God, I’ll take excuses, but not failure!”


  He walked to the visi-screen and stood glaring at the shadowy clusters of ships—ships, he knew to be moving at incredible speed beyond his reach. He felt almost like smashing his fist into the screen to destroy a sight he hated to watch.


  A knock on the door sounded, and he said, “Come in.”


  IT was Larry Masterson. The young captain stood at attention, his eyes level.


  “Well?” Storm snapped.


  Larry glanced at the visi-screen. He said, “They’re leaving, aren’t they, sir? They’re leaving for Earth.”


  “What of it?” Storm said coldly. Larry flushed. “I know what you think of me, sir. You have good reason to, of course. But Earth is my home, my country. You can’t believe I love it, I know. But I do. I want to help now.” He pointed suddenly to the visi-screen. “I want to stop them, sir.”


  “Yes?” Storm said. “A laudable ambition. How would you go about it?”


  “Let me take the Astro Star after them,” Larry said eagerly* “She’s faster and bigger by far than their units. All they have is numbers. I could disrupt their formations, burn hundreds of them from the void before they—well, before it was over. Don’t you see, sir, it’s our only hope. Earth’s only hope. I can delay them an hour, maybe two, and by then McDonald may have the self-propelled missies ready to shoot after them.” Storm stood stock still a moment, then wheeled and snapped on telescreen. When McDonald appeared Storm said, “You may get those extra hours you need, after all. Listen:


  I’m going after that fleet in the Astro Star. You’re in command here. If you get your missies up in time, and all goes well, you can return to Earth in one of the fighters.”


  “You’re committing suicide, sir,” McDonald said.


  “Possibly. But that’s beside the point. You understand your orders? Get that fleet from Galaxy X, then return to Earth in one of the fighters. And, McDonald, for God’s sake, make them believe you when you get there. Stay at their throats until they build a Space Arm. That’s all.”


  “Very well, sir,” McDonald said. He suddenly straightened and raised his arm in a crisp salute. “Goodby, sir.”


  Storm chuckled as he returned the salute, then snapped off the switch.


  When he turned he saw that Margo had entered and was standing by the door. Larry was staring at him with hot flushed eyes.


  “You can’t leave me out of it,” he cried. “It was my idea. You can’t deprive me of a chance to clear myself.”


  “You’ll have your chance for that on Earth, after due process of court-martial,” Storm said. “I wouldn’t trust you to take the Astro Star. You’d probably by-pass that fleet out there and scuttle for home.”


  “Take me with you. I’m a gunnery officer. A good one. I can help.”


  “No!” Storm cried, and the word fell like a bar of iron in the room. “I go alone.”


  MARGO clapped her hands together in applause; but her expression mocked him.


  “Now you finally have what you want,” she said. “You can die alone for Earth. You can prove conclusively that no one else really cared for Earth, that everyone else was stupid, cowardly and indifferent. They’ll put up statues of you!”


  Storm said, “I want none of those things. Why do you deliberately misunderstand me?”


  “Because you’re such a bitter, twisted, wonderful person,” Margo cried out. She ran to him and pounded her fists against his chest. “There was never a man like you, Storm! You’re strong and fine and good in some ways, but a brooding freak in others. You see no viewpoint but your own. Here on this compound more than one hundred and fifty men died for Earth; here a man named Thatcher died for Earth; here Boyd and Carney died for Earth, and Karen and Larry suffered for Earth.


  “Some of those people thought you a madman; but they gave you the credit for loving Earth, for wanting to do the right thing, even though it was opposed to what they wanted.


  “You can’t do that. For you, there’s only one way! Storm’s way. The other ways are wrong, criminal, traitorous. I said once you never loved anyone. I was wrong! You love yourself with an all-consuming passion. There is no room for anyone else.”


  Storm turned from her and sat down slowly, heavily at his desk. He put a shaking hand to his face.


  “You are wrong,” he whispered. “I loved someone.” He looked up at Margo then, and his eyes devoured the fine lines of her face, the flaring wings of black hair that swept back above her ears, the slim, vital, quick-moving strength of her body.


  She met his gaze for a long, tense moment, and then a touch of color came to her cheeks and she turned away, sobbing. “Then take us with you,” she said, brokenly. “Let us love something and die for it, too. Don’t be selfish, Storm. Give us that much.” For a moment, too, the silence was thick and oppressive in the small room. Dust motes danced in the still air, and tiny shadowy ships moved on the visi-screen.


  Storm put his head down and rubbed his eyes; and then he got slowly to his feet. He spoke and his voice was strong and sure, but there was a softness in it no one had ever heard there before.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  CHAPTER IX


  A HEAD of them the fleet from Galaxy X loomed and spread across the forward visi-screen of the Astro Star II.


  Storm was at the controls, Margo beside him. Larry was in the waist of the ship, at the batteries of atomic cannons.


  “It’s incredible,” Margo whispered. “There must be hundreds of thousands of them. . .”


  “They’ve seen us too,” Storm said. He pointed. “See that formation at the rear. They’re dropping back.”


  “How long now?”


  “Minutes.”


  Margo’s hand tightened on his arm. “I don’t care. I know what you feel toward me. I was afraid I’d never know for sure.”


  Storm touched her hand. “It’s not much, really,” he said. “I mean, it’s so damn little to have, actually. We had nothing. We just knew about it, that’s all. You don’t mind that too much?”


  “No, not too much,” Margo said.


  Storm smiled at her and said, “That’s all the talking we have time for. I’m throwing on the boosters now.”


  “Okay.” She smiled. “Are you a good pilot fighter?”


  “Very good,” he said. He was glad in a small way that he was, and that she was going to see him working. “Yes, I’m damn good,” he said, and flipped the booster switches and flung the Astro Star in a mighty arching dive across the top of the rear echelon of the fleet from Galaxy X.


  They flashed through the void, a streaking, silver flash of speed, and from their waist a solid wall of flame suddenly lashed out and struck against the ships of the galaxy.


  Storm made two more looping passes that brought Larry’s batteries into position, and then they were streaking on toward the main body of the fleet. The rear echelons had joined the black nothingness of the void.


  “Larry, much as I hate to give the young pup credit, is damn good,” Storm said. “But now the fun is over.”


  Ahead, the main section of the fleet had changed course swiftly and was deploying its units across the path of the Astro Star II.


  Storm hurled his ship into combat with a cluster of ships in the dead center of the formation* Lights flashed out from the enemy ships and he felt the Astro Star lurch and shudder under their impact. He knew a fin was gone by the sudden slipping list he went into, but he corrected that by stepping up the blast from the rockets on that side.


  From the side of the Astro Star the atomic cannons flashed solid walls of light, and the ships from Galaxy X were burned out of existence by the hundreds.


  But their numbers were inexhaustible, and they flung themselves at the Astro Star in increasingly confident waves, as the mighty ship began to slow down and lose its maneuverability.


  Like a crippled shark attacked by thousands of tiny parasites, the Astro


  Star was gradually weakened, crippled.


  Storm swore as it failed to answer his hand. He flung it out in a screaming dive that should have brought him clear of danger, but only made his position worse.


  THE fight ranged across thousands of miles of space and in spite of the destruction brought by the powerful cannons of the Astro Star, the inevitable end came closer with each blazing, flame-filled moment.


  Soon the Astro Star would lose its speed, its ability to maneuver; and then the attacking ships could draw back and blast away until its mighty hull weakened, its sections collapsed, and it died in the void.


  Storm caught Margo’s hand.


  The ship was sluggish now, almost as if it were bound by thick heavy atmosphere. It was becoming nothing more than a huge target, Margo’s fingers tightened convulsively on his hand.


  “Look, Storm!” she cried.


  Storm swung his eyes to the visi-screen, and a grin split his weary face, light danced in his eyes.


  “Thank God!” he shouted.


  Streaming across the screen toward the Galaxy fleet were eight flashing columns of projectiles, slim, deadly* inevitable.


  Tiny flames glowed from exhaust blasts at their rear as they arced through the void to close with their targets—to close inevitably, implacably, irresistibly.


  Storm gave the Astro Star every last ounce of power, throwing on all the rockets and the auxiliary, and like a spirited horse answering the demand of its master, the ship lurched ahead and cleared the galaxy fleet in a mighty soaring arc.


  They were not a second too soon, for the area they left was transformed in a matter of seconds to a scene of violent destruction.


  The slim missies flashed into the heart of the Galaxy fleet. Hundreds of them were burned down, but thousands more poured into the catyclysmic fight. Storm, watching, saw thousands more breaking away from the pull of Jupiter and flashing up to fulfil their mission.


  Storm cut his auxiliary power and headed for their base . . .


  Margo was laughing and crying and Storm knew how she felt as he put his arms about her and held her close.


  CHAPTER X


  STORM stood up as the door of his office opened and Larry came in. It was four hours later, and they knew by then that the threat to Earth was gone. The fleet from Galaxy was debris.


  “There’s nothing much to say,” Storm said. “Maybe we’ve both learned something out here, Captain. I know I have.”


  “Didn’t you forget something when you called me ‘Captain’ ?” Larry said.


  “No, it wasn’t a slip of the tongue, if that’s what you mean,” Storm said, a trace of a smile on his lips. “You’re a captain of the Earth Federation, and a damn good one.”


  Larry grinned and put out his hand. “All I want, now or ever, is to stay in your command, sir.”


  “I appreciate the sentiment,” Storm said drily, “although I realize you don’t mean it.” He glanced through the window, saw Karen passing, and released Larry’s hand. “There, for instance,” he said, “is something you want, too.”


  Larry smiled, saluted, and left. Storm stood in the doorway of his office, smoking a cigar, and studying the atmosphere of the planet. It was clear and clean. Soon they would leave here, cleaving through that atmosphere to the silent void that lay between the planets of his universe. A void that was now free.


  He saw Margo come from her hut at the end of the compound. She saw him and waved.


  Smiling, he waited for her.


  THE RELUCTANT GENJII


  First published in the July 1950 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  A genii is bound by certain laws to obey its master. But this particular genii was reluctant to cooperate—and justly so . . .


  REGINALD VAN SCHUYLER was a lean but lissom young man with blond hair and a perpetually startled expression on his narrow and not unlikable face. He was the final genealogical product of two famous and intricately interwoven strains, the van Schuylers and the du Berrys, and as such provided a rather shocking example of the ill effects of centuries of inbreeding.


  Reggie was no moron, of course. His best friends wouldn’t go that far in his defense. On the other hand he was no cretin in spite of what his enemies and creditors had to say on the subject.


  Reggie was in essence a simple-minded, scatter-brained, moderately harmless fellow, who believed anything he read or was told, and who had never to anyone’s sure knowledge performed a single productive act in his life.


  Considering all this it was no wonder that Deborah Ardleigh behaved in a peculiar manner when she opened the door of her home and found him standing on the porch.


  She put a finger to her lips imperatively and grabbed him by the arm.


  “Come inside but be quiet,” she whispered. “Father’s in the study.”


  “What ho!” Reggie said, as he was dragged through the door and into a spacious foyer.


  “Do be still,” Deborah said. “You know how father feels about you.”


  “Rather cool, eh? Cool is the word, eh?” Reggie shrugged. He couldn’t understand the old boy. Loud, trumpeting ass, always yelling about people getting jobs, working, toeing the mark, hitting the ball.


  “We’ll go onto the sun porch,” Deborah said. “He won’t find us there.”


  The sun porch faced the Western side of the Ardleigh estate and the view of gardens, trees and tennis courts that could be enjoyed from there was extremely pleasant. Now the sun was setting and the flowers and shrubs were glowing in its last pale light.


  Reggie sat down and reclined in a lounge that was conveniently near a wicker table on which there were bottles, ice, a siphon and glasses. He made himself a drink and let the beauty of the approaching night enter his soul.


  Deborah sat on a straight chair and smiled at him with maternal fondness.


  “Okay, tell me all about it,” she said.


  She was very attractive as she waited expectantly for him to answer. The sun picked up lights in her shining brown hair, and the casual suit she wore emphasized the slim exciting lines of her body.


  “Well?”


  Reggie was frowning. “All about what?”


  “Your new job, silly. The one you started today.”


  “Oh that.” Reggie beamed as his memory shot back to a time that seemed incredibly long ago. It was incredibly long ago, he reflected, pleased with his retentiveness. It was all the way back to this morning, a full ten hours.


  “Do go on, Reggie. This job means a lot to us, you know.”


  “Oh, you’re still talking about the job.” Reggie frowned. It seemed to him they had hashed the subject and dismissed it just a second ago. Well, women were odd. They liked to worry a thing around.


  “The job got away from me,” he said. “It was queer. One minute there I was, working away like a badger, and the next thing I knew I was back at the club having a drink.”


  “Oh, Reggie,” Deborah said. “What happened this time?”


  REGGIE sipped his drink reflectively, getting all the loose ends straight. “It had to do with tidying up, I think,” he said. “There were all these checks, you see, and they kept piling up on my desk in an awful mess, so I sensibly bundled them up and disposed of them in the lavatory.”


  “I suppose,” Deborah said in a dull voice, “the Bank had already given depositors credit for those checks. Oh, you wouldn’t even know what that meant,” she said suddenly and angrily. “Reggie when are you going to wake up and start making a living?”


  Reggie stared at her in astonishment. One instant they’d been talking in the friendliest possible fashion about his work, and now she was all excited about some other matter. It kept a man hopping to keep up with a woman.


  Deborah came and sat beside him and took his hand. “I didn’t mean to be upset,” she said. “You’re sweet and innocent Reggie and I love you. But don’t you see, you went ahead today in your usual witless, unthinking fashion and did something that will probably cost the bank a lot of money.”


  “Hmmm,” Reggie said. “Hadn’t looked at it that way.”


  “Father got you that job and now he’ll be that much more unsold on you when he hears what has happened.”


  “I won’t tell him,” Reggie said promptly.


  “Oh, he probably knows already. Not that that matters too much, Reggie. But I want you to prove yourself to him, just for my sake. I want to marry you at a time when we can both tell him to go to hell if we feel like it.”


  “Ha!” Reggie said. “I always feel like it.”


  Deborah walked to the windows and gazed out across the darkening lawns of the estate and sighed deeply. Finally she turned and smiled at Reggie. “I’m suddenly getting a headache,” she said. “Would you mind postponing our date until tomorrow?”


  “Not at all,” Reggie said. “Headache, eh? Too much thinking,” he said, nodding. “Trouble today. Everyone going about thinking all the time.”


  They walked through the drawing room, the library, and came to the foyer.


  “Sorry I’m such a dud tonight,” Deborah said.


  “Pish and tosh,” Reggie said. He put his hand against a vase that decorated the newel post of the bannister. He leaned his weight against it confidently and Deborah let out a sudden, warning scream.


  She was too late.


  The vase toppled and crashed to the floor and Reggie lost his balance. The vase broke into dozens of jagged pieces and Reggie landed on the seat of his pants amid its splintered fragments.


  “Oh, Reggie!” Deborah moaned,


  A door on the opposite side of the foyer opened and a loud, irritated voice cried: “What in the name of Heaven and Hell is going on around here?”


  The voice came into the foyer like a herd of bull elephants and it was followed by a huge, shaggy-haired man with a choleric face and wild eyes.


  “Now daddy,” Deborah said, “it was an accident. He—”


  “You!” Adolph Ardleigh shouted, pointing a finger the size of a banana at Reggie.


  “What ho!” Reggie said cheerily. Adolph Ardliegh stared up at the ceiling and his lips moved soundlessly. His great hands clenched and unclenched spasmodically.


  REGGIE got nimbly to his feet and dusted off the seat of his pants. He had found through long experience that it was best to ignore the old codger. Reggie secretly harbored the conviction that old Ardleigh was a bit potty. All this muttering to himself, and counting up to ten. Hardly the behavior of a man you’d care to know socially.


  Deborah’s father lowered his gaze to Reggie and while his hands had stopped their nervous clenching the color of his face was like that of a blood-shot tomato.


  “I was hoping to see you,” he said, controlling his voice with a strenuous effort. “Myers at the First National called me after dinner.”


  Reggie brightened. “Myers, eh? The noisy chap with the gray hair and monocle?”


  “He is the president of the bank,” Mr. Ardleigh shouted. “He called to tell me that never in his experience had he met anyone so incompetent, demoralizing and supercilious as you.”


  “I say! It was nice of him to call, wasn’t it?”


  “Reggie, it’s no compliment,” Deborah said wearily.


  Mr. Ardleigh rubbed his forehead and stared in glassy-eyed fascination at Reggie. “Go away,” he said hoarsely. “Don’t say anything else. I’m at the breaking point. My doctor told me I can’t afford to even think about you.”


  “You’re not very well, are you?” Reggie said with a note of hope in his voice. He grinned broadly and winked at Deborah.


  “Get out!” Mr. Ardleigh bellowed. “What ho!” Reggie said, blinking. Suddenly the old fool was blowing his top. A true-blue loon, Reggie decided.


  “Please go, Reggie’,” Deborah said. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


  “Righto! Cheers and all that,” Reggie said, and slid out the door, happy to escape.


  Outside in the dusky evening light Reggie was overcome wit if gloom. Filtering through the solid mass of his brain was the idea that he’d made a hash of things. Tonight was to have been a celebration, he realized. He and Deborah were going to tie one on in honor of his first day on the new job. And look what happened? Reggie kicked the head of a daisy in disgust. Why hadn’t he been clever enough to hold back the sour news until after the celebration. That way he’d have at least had the pleasure of hoisting a few with Deborah, and on Deborah, he realized with a pang. She had intended to stand the drinks! Oh, he was a bloody fool, he thought morosely.


  Standing at the entrance of the Ardleigh estate Reggie had the option of walking back to the station for a train to the city, or of standing where he was and doing nothing. He decided gloomily he might as well go on home, but his soul was in a mellow contemplative cast and he turned off the road and wandered down to the shore of the Ardleigh’s private bay. Here the night air sang softly and the surface of the water was shining a welcome to the rising moon.


  Reggie wandered along the beach heading in a rather indirect way toward the station. He was enjoying the somber beauty of the night free from distraction. The difficulty with Mr. Ardleigh had slipped from his mind. His soul was calm and peaceful.


  A GLEAMING object at the waterline caught his eye and he strolled closer to investigate. It was, he saw, a slender vase about six inches high, tightly stoppered by a wooden plug. It was rolling back and forth on the edge of the water as light waves lapped against it.


  Reggie picked it up and looked it over thoroughly. Its curving sides were adorned with graceful designs painted in red against the gray background of the vase. A pretty item, Reggie thought, pleased with himself. He had never before in his life found anything of interest or value.


  A pleasant picture appeared in his mind, the picture of himself exhibiting the vase casually at bars or in the homes of friends, and saying, “Just a little thing I found on the beach one night. Pays to keep the old eye peeled, you see.” He wondered if he could say then that he found lots of things in his nightly rambles. Well, why not? Make a good longish story out of it that way.


  Feeling immensely buoyed by his discovery he dropped the vase into his outside pocket and headed on toward home.


  Reggie lived in the heart of the city in a good men’s club. He was arrears in his dues and house account, and had been for so long that it seemed the normal situation by now. The dunning letters he received from the club secretary were as much a part of his life as his love for Deborah.


  The board of governor’s at the club were slightly reluctant to kick Reggie into the street because he was a van Schuyler. And there had always been van Schuylers at the club. Reggie’s great-grandfather had been a charter member; and since that time van Schuylers of various branches of the family tree had been members. They were not remembered with any fondness, but rather as disputatious bores who cluttered up the various bars and reading rooms and made civilized conversation impossible. However, in spite of the bad reputation of his ancestors, Reggie was the last of the line and so got away with murder.


  On this night he asked the room clerk if there was any mail for him and then strolled on toward the elevators without waiting for an answer. The room clerk didn’t bother looking in Reggie’s mail slot, of course. It was Reggie’s feeling, shared by the clerk, that no one would ever bother writing to him.


  Upstairs in his two-room suite Reggie put the vase on his dresser and stared at it admiringly. It did give the place tone.


  Whistling contentedly Reggie got into a robe and then took a long shower after which he opened the windows wide and prepared to settle down in bed for ten hours of solid sleep. He was plumping up the pillows with an anticipatory smile on his face when a voice, a rather small but querulous voice, said: “Let me out, dash it. I say, let me out!”


  Reggie straightened slowly and peered in confusion about the room.


  Obviously, he was the only one present. It occurred to him that he might have been talking to himself, but that didn’t hold water. He had given up that practice when he realized how boring he was to listen to. He shrugged and went back to making his bed more inviting and comfortable. “Well, did you hear me?”


  This time Reggie realized that the mysterious voice had taken on a sharper edge. He became annoyed. The chap, whoever he was, had a boorish approach.


  “Of course I heard you,” Reggie said. “There’s no point in being sullen about it, old chap.”


  “Then let me out!”


  THE VOICE emanated an over lone of controlled anger and Reggie became slightly apprehensive. He was easily bulldozed by a show of anger, since he subconsciously realized that any anger directed at him was probably justified.


  “All right, all right,” he said, placatingly. “But where in the deuce are you?”


  “I’m in the vase, you ass! Where did you think I was?”


  “Well, I’m no mind reader,” Reggie said huffily. “You might have been anywhere.”


  He went to the dresser, picked up the vase and inspected it thoughtfully.


  “You’re inside, eh?” he said, making a shrewd guess.


  “Well, I’m not outside!” the voice said sarcastically. “Remove the stopper and you’ll see.”


  “Righto,” Reggie said.


  He tugged at the stopper with his fingers but the wood had expanded in the water and he couldn’t get it out. Next he tried thumping the bottom of the vase in the hope of popping the stopper out as he had seen clever fellows do with corks in wine bottles.


  But that was equally unsuccessful. Finally he had an inspiration. Digging into his drawer he found a corkscrew and with that he attacked the wooden stopper.


  “Well!” the voice said impatiently. “What seems to be the trouble?”


  “I say, take it easy,” Reggie said, panting with the exertion of attempting to draw out the wooden plug.


  Finally it eased slightly and started to come out. Reggie pulled harder and it popped out suddenly, almost causing him to lose his balance.


  He put the vase on the bureau and then stepped back in astonishment as a thick column of thick smoke streamed up toward the ceiling. The smoke came from the mouth of the vase and formed a solid mass above the dresser.


  Reggie shook his head bewilderedly and retreated to the door from where he watched the smoke with a disturbed frown. This was getting a bit thick, he thought with a touch of anger. Here he was ready for bed and this had to happen!


  The thick cloud of smoke formed into a ball several feet in diameter and drifted down toward the floor, silently, spectrally.


  Gradually the shape of the smoke began to change. It lengthened into an oblong column about six feet tall on the top of which a circle roughly the size of a bowling ball emerged. The density of the smoke increased as its wavering motion disappeared imperceptively.


  Reggie saw with a start that the smoke had formed the shape of a human being!


  “Well, well,” he muttered.


  Suddenly, the swirling motion of the smoke stopped altogether, and the smoke itself was abruptly gone, and in its place stood a tall, aristocratic gentleman with silky white hair and skin the color of well-seasoned mahogany.


  “What ho!” Reggie said weakly.


  “I take it that those unrelated and imbecilic words constitute something of a greeting,” the brown-skinned man observed icily.


  “Hmmmm,” Reggie said. He studied the man thoughtfully, noting the handsome, acquiline features, the lean, elegant body, and the conservative dark clothes. “I say,” he blurted suddenly, “did you come out of that vase?”


  “That is correct.”


  Reggie grinned suddenly. “That’s a dashed good trick. I mean, at a cocktail party one could startle hell out one’s friends with that sort of thing.”


  “It is hardly a trick,” the man said, looking at Reggie carefully, and with just a touch of confusion in his intelligent gray eyes. “Permit me to introduce myself,” he said. “My name is Ragore, Sir Mahanda Ragore. I am a Genii.”


  “Oh,” Reggie said, disappointed. “That popping out of the vase is natural for you then. I mean, it’s nothing you could teach me, for instance. It’s probably just for Geniis.”


  The man who had introduced himself as Sir Mahanda Ragore stared at Reggie for an uncomprehending instant; and then he took a monocle from his vest pocket, screwed it into his right eye socket and studied Reggie as one might some strange but harmless insect.


  Finally he said: “What precisely do you know about Geniis, young man?”


  “Not too much, I’m afraid,” Reggie said. “But here, have a seat. And a smoke. No point in our standing about as if we were strangers at a college reunion.”


  “Ah—thank you,” Ragore said slowly. He sat down and took a cigarette from the box that Reggie offered him. “You don’t seem—ah—surprised or alarmed at my arrival,” he said, when Reggie had taken a seat and was puffing on a cigarette.


  “Gave me a turn, all right,” Reggie said, crossing his legs and settling down comfortably in his chair. “But there you were, are, for that matter, so the matter is pretty well settled. You’re here and we’ll have to make the best of it. Now—”


  Reggie suddenly slapped his forehead with his palm and leaped to his feet. Ragore straightened in alarm.


  “Well, well, well,” Reggie said, beaming down at him with a wide grin. “I am slow on the uptake tonight!”


  “I beg your pardon, but I don’t understand.”


  Reggie chuckled. “Let’s go to the kernel, shall we? You’re a Genii, right?”


  “That is correct.”


  “And you were stashed away in an old vase, eh? Probably by some wicked sorcerer, right?”


  “No, it was a sea captain, but what is your point?”


  “Ha! Righto! Get to the kernel. I rescued you, eh?” Reggie patted the Genii on the shoulder and grinned amiably. “Glad to do it, old boy. And now—” He paused and winked slyly. “And now you’ve got a little something for me, eh?”


  “I haven’t the slightest notion of what you’re talking about,” Ragore said firmly.


  Reggie frowned. “You’re not playing the game, old man. According to my information, now’s the time for you to cough up a few trays full of jewels and the like.”


  “A few traysfull of jewels!” Ragore said, with an expression of well-bred astonishment. “I don’t quite see—” He stopped and a look of understanding appeared on his face. Smiling, he said: “Forgive my ignorance. I’d forgotten for the moment the extremely odd behavior of my ancestors. Yes, you’re quite right, they frequently gave away jewels and money and gold to their rescuers. You see they were very simple, childish people, so we can’t blame them for their extravagant and ridiculous behavior. They did all sorts of silly things.”


  “Silly!” Reggie cried. “I call it dashed decent of them to show a little gratitude.”


  RAGORE, the Genii, smiled. “Times and customs change. You must keep in mind that when my ancestors were making such grand gestures that there was no income tax. Nor had the British arrived in India with their generous proposal to trade us the English bible for our oils, jewels and gold. The lot of a Genii today is hardly the rosy thing it was a few short thousands of years ago, my young friend.”


  “You mean then I get nothing for rescuing you?”


  “That is the essence of the thought I am attempting to convey,” Ragore said, smiling.


  Reggie sat down dejectedly. What a cropper! One instant he had seen the solution of all his troubles, and the next thing he was right back in the glue.


  “It’s not fair,” he muttered.


  “You have my sympathy,” Ragore said, lighting another cigarette. “But if I spent my income foolishly in grand gestures of gratitude I’d soon be digging into my capital. And I presume you know what that means. Also, I’m a younger son, which is unfortunate.”


  Reggie looked at him in alarm. “You’re not working up to ask me for a loan, are you?”


  Ragore smiled tolerantly. “No, I’m comfortably fixed at the present. You see, the original family fortune was large and productive. I was well educated, at Oxford it so happened, and always enjoyed the best things of life. My last unfortunate imprisonment occurred in the latter part of the nineteenth century while I was sailing from London to Calcutta. There was a party, you see, and we were in the captain’s quarters drinking rather heavily.” Ragore put out his cigarette and smiled embarrassedly. “I had rather of a load when someone suggested I vaporize myself and get into that vase.” He pointed sheepishly at the vase on the dresser. “Well, I did it all right, because there was a pretty girl present I was trying to impress, but then some idiot put a stopper into it and the captain, an unmannerly dog, who also liked the pretty girl, threw it into the channel. I’ve been sort of a drifter ever since,” he concluded, with a deprecating smile for his pun.


  “Well, you did have things pretty nice,” Reggie said, in an injured voice. “And you’re still in top-hole shape, I gather.”


  Ragore blew a contented stream of smoke toward the ceiling. “Yes, I have no major complaints,” he said.


  “Well, look,” Reggie said persuasively. “How about helping me out a bit?”


  Ragore pursed his lips cautiously. “As I’ve explained, I just can’t go around letting my heart rule my head.”


  Reggie found himself developing an active dislike toward Ragore, Genii or not.


  “However,” Ragore continued with an expansive smile, “I will help you any way I can. I will give you the benefit of my advice, my business acumen, and I will turn a fatherly and interested eye on your affairs.”


  “Well, that’s decent of you,” Reggie said, nodding.


  “But first, I need sleep,” Ragore said, rising and moving briskly to Reggie’s bed. He felt its resiliency with his hands and smiled cheerfully. “A capital bed,” he said.


  “I say,” Reggie said.


  “If you’ll turn the lights off in here I daresay I can make out very well,” Ragore said. “Now until tomorrow morning my young friend, I bid you au revoir.”


  Feeling all in all as if he’d made a bad mistake in bothering to open the vase, Reggie trudged into his small sitting room where he spent a miserable night on the sofa . . .


  THE NEXT morning Reggie hurried into the bedroom and frowned bewilderedly when he found it empty. Had he dreamt all that business about Ragore, the tight-fisted Genii? Hardly! The Bed had been slept in.


  Reggie was concerned because he had remembered that he did have a business proposition which Ragore might help him analyze and investigate. It was an offer from a man named Big Foot Maguire, and Reggie had been mulling it over for several days. The trouble was he had mulled it over until it slipped out of his mind altogether. Now, with Ragore’s acumen and experience, the thing might be got into operation.


  He was showering when he heard the door of his suite open. Finishing his toilet hurriedly, he popped into the bedroom and found Ragore sitting in the easy chair at the window looking at the morning paper with an absorbed expression.


  “Ah, you’ve been out,” Reggie said, making a quick deduction.


  “Yes. Fascinating city, I must say. Progress has been amazing since my time. And by the way. I arranged for a room here and a guest card. That, I presume, is satisfactory?”


  Reggie grinned weakly. “That’s fine. You’ve had breakfast?”


  “Yes, an excellent one. I found the dining room and the barber shop. I’ve also had a stroll. The place abounds with business opportunities.”


  “Oh, that reminds me,” Reggie beamed. “I have a friend who’s made me a proposition, and I thought—”


  “Capital. I like business propositions. Keeps the wits sharp. I’ll be delighted to give you my advice.”


  “Great!” Reggie felt a new surge of confidence and optimism. “Let’s be off.”


  Big Foot Maguire lived in the penthouse of a fabled hotel with a blonde chorus girl named Mimi. Reggie wasn’t exactly sure what Big Foot did for a living. It had something to do with horse racing and slot machines though. That much he knew for sure.


  He and Ragore took an elevator to the penthouse where a bored young man with very cold blue eyes met them at the doorway.


  “Yeah?” he said.


  “I wish to see Mr. Big Foot Maguire,” Reggie said. “He knows me. I’m Reginald van Schuyler.”


  The bored young man put a toothpick in his mouth and studied Reggie carefully. Finally he shrugged and closed the door.


  Ragore, the Genii, glanced at Reggie with raised eyebrows. “Rather cool reception, don’t you think? Just what sort of a business proposition are we investigating?”


  “It’s awfully complicated,” Reggie said, frowning. He was trying to find words to explain it, when the door opened and the bored young man said, “Come on in fellas. Big Foot’ll be along in a few minutes.”


  They entered the foyer which led to an immense sunken living room. The draperies and rugs were light gray and the blonde-wood furniture was modernistic in design. A picture window at the far end of the room gave them a fabulous view of the city.


  Ragore smiled happily. “I like this very much,” he murmured. “It’s so—rich.”


  BIG FOOT MAGUIRE came in a few minutes later. He was a stocky, vigorous looking man in his early forties, with a ruddy, healthy complexion, and a volatile energy that was as overwhelming as a tidal wave.


  “Reggie, you old son of a gun,” he shouted, slapping him on the back with a thick hand. “Glad to see you finally got some sense.” He turned to Ragore and punched him suddenly in the ribs with an extended thumb. “Ha!” he yelled, as Ragore jumped nervously. “Friend’s of Reggie’s are friends of mine.”


  “This is Mahanda Ragore,” Reggie said.


  Big Foot let out a delighted scream. “Mahanda Ragore! Silliest damn name I ever heard of.”


  “I beg your pardon, sir, but—”


  Big Foot broke into Ragore’s pained protest by abruptly jabbing him again with his thumb. He slapped his thigh and gasped for breath as Ragore leaped into the air like a jack rabbit.


  “Don’t do that, sir!” Ragore cried.


  Mimi, Big Foot’s girl friend, walked into the room and said petulantly, “Why don’t you stop screaming, Big Foot? Can’t get a minute’s rest around here without you jabbing people in the ribs and bellowing like a moose.”


  “Ha!” Big Foot yelled good naturedly. “Quite a sense of humor she’s got, eh?”


  That was not all Mimi had, Reggie reflected pleasantly. She was a statuesque, gorgeously molded creature with long exciting legs, and hair the color of a brandy milk punch.


  Ragore cleared his throat noisily and Reggie saw that he was staring at Mimi like a starving man at a Smorgasbord.


  She nodded perfunctorily at Reggie whom she’d met before, but stopped when she noticed Ragore. “Well, I’ll be darned,” she said, grinning. “He looks like a Man of Distinction sort of, don’t he?”


  She patted him on the cheek and then strolled on to a divan where she nestled down with an amiable purr. Ragore’s eyes swiveled around in their sockets as she crossed her slim bare legs.


  Big Foot looked at him and then jabbed him in the ribs with his thumb. “Wake up, wake up,” he cried, purple with mirth. “Get your eyes off the merchandise. That’s a sample and it ain’t for sale.”


  “I assure you,” Ragore sputtered, “that—”


  “I know, I know,” Big Foot said, chortling. “When guys stop collapsing when they see her I’ll throw her out. Until then she’ll get you nothing but a cement overcoat. Now, let’s get down to some shop talk. You thought about my idea, eh Reggie?”


  “Well, er, yes. So I told Ragore—”


  “Now where does he come in?”


  “I am his financial adviser,” Ragore said, stiffly.


  “Okay, okay. Now here’s the pitch. I got books, handbooks, you know, all over the east. We got service for anybody who wants to put down a bet—but there’s a hitch. We got no representatives in them snooty clubs. There’s lots of money around there and those blue-blooded schmoes got just as much right as the next guy to put down a bet when they want to. Am I signifying, chums?”


  “I’m not sure I follow you.” Ragore said, and Reggie saw his eye slide involuntarily toward Mimi. It slid only so far and then whipped back to Big Foot. “I mean, what kind of bets do you handle?”


  “Horse bets, horse bets,” Big Foot said, irritably: “Where you been all your life? Get awake! We ain’t running no church social. We got protection, right up to the super of police. And I want Reggie to be my boy. I want him to line up these chumps in his club and give ’em good honest service.”


  “That’s the kernel of the matter,” Reggie said excitedly to Ragore. “There’s a frightful amount of money to be made.”


  “Money, money, that’s it,” Big Foot yelled cheerfully, and jabbed Ragore in the ribs.


  “We’ll have to think about it,” Ragore said, backing away nervously.


  “Sure think it over, take all the time you want, but lemme know by tonight, right?”


  “Er—right,” Ragore said.


  His left eye slid over to Mimi again and Big Foot let out a squeal of laughter and jabbed him again in the ribs. “Ripe, eh?” he bellowed.


  Downstairs they stopped for a cup of coffee. Ragore wiped his forehead and gazed at Reggie despairingly. “That man is a gangster,” he said. “You can’t get mixed up with him. You’ll end your days in jail.”


  “I was afraid there’d be a hitch,” Reggie said, moodily. “You see no hope for the deal, eh?”


  “None whatsoever,” Ragore said. “The man is a beast, and that girl—”


  “A bit of all right, eh?” Reggie grinned.


  Ragore cleared his throat. “Gentlemen don’t discuss such things, old boy. However, I think I might go so far as to say she has an unusually large amount of—er—animal appeal.”


  THAT NIGHT Reggie took the Genii out to the Ardleighs’. There was no other course. He had a date with Deborah and Ragore insisted on coming along.


  However, to his total surprise, Ragore and old man Ardleigh struck it off famously. They talked of business, and of finance, and licked their lips as the powerful, mighty words of the trade marts rolled from their mouths.


  In the library after dinner the three men sat over brandy while Deborah was freshening her makeup.


  “You know, an idea occurred to me today,” Ragore said, ruminatively. He sipped brandy and took a long pull on his cigar. “The parking problem in the center of your city is acute. However, I wondered if anyone has thought of utilizing the space atop office buildings.”


  Mr. Ardleigh frowned and rubbed his chin. “You may have something there.”


  “A hydraulic lift could be built at the rear of the buildings, perhaps,” Ragore said.


  Ardleigh hunched forward, elbows on his knees, and looked into the fire with a thoughtful frown. “Perhaps. Rampways zigzagging all the way up would be more expensive, but it would allow faster handling.”


  Reggie had listened proudly to Ragore’s proposal. This might show Ardleigh that he had some clever friends.


  “I say, I think the idea is capital,” he cried.


  Ragore and Mr. Ardleigh exchanged a significant look before turning to Reggie. “I’m glad you approve,” Ardleigh said, and turned back to Ragore.


  “Two men with sufficient means might investigate this problem,” Ragore said.


  “My thought, exactly. Reggie.”


  “Yes.”


  “Supposing you wait in the foyer for Deborah. Mr. Ragore and I are going to talk this matter over and you might find it boring.”


  “Oh, I won’t be bored,” Reggie said, cheerfully. “It sounds like pots of money are going to be made and I’d like to hear about it.”


  “Reggie, we wish to discuss this in private, if you please,” Ragore said.”


  Reggie sighed and went and stood in the foyer. When Deborah came down the steps he grinned and blew her a kiss.


  “My, you look pretty,” he said.


  “Thanks. Where’s father and Mr. Ragore?”


  “Oh. Oh they’re talking business. Very dull sort of stuff,” Reggie said. He had decided to put on a brave front. “I left them to it.”


  When he brought Deborah back later that night he found the two men standing at a large table on which were scattered sheets of paper covered with figures and diagrams of a weird nature. He discovered then that Ragore had made plans to move into the Ardleigh home to facilitate closer contact with Mr. Ardleigh on his business venture.


  Reggie realized sadly that he had lost his Genii. Not that Ragore had been any good to him, but Reggie had found him and he felt a sense of loss now that old man Ardleigh was taking over.


  He said goodnight listlessly to Deborah and wended his way homeward.


  As he was crossing the street to his club a strange thing happened—a thing that made him pause and reflect.


  A car driven at high speed roared out from nowhere and nearly ran him down. Only Reggie’s startled agility saved him and even then he would have knocked into eternity if the driver hadn’t swerved at the last second to avoid striking a fire plug.


  The car went down the empty street and Reggie staggered on toward the club, his heart thumping madly.


  It wasn’t the narrowness of the escape that unnerved him.


  It was the fact that the driver of the car was a young man with a bored face—the same young man he had seen earlier in the day in Big Foot Maguire’s apartment.


  What did that mean?


  It was this question that Reggie carried uneasily to his bed.


  THE NEXT morning he dressed hurriedly and went downstairs still unnerved by what had happened the night before. He had the gloomy conviction that everything in his life was going to the dogs.


  Preparing to leave the club for a reviving stroll he saw something that made him start like a neurotic rabbit. Standing across the street with a cigarette in his thin lips was the bored young man from Big Foot’s apartment.


  Reggie pursed his lips thoughtfully and tried to control the nervous trembling of his fingers. Somehow, deep in his subconscious, Reggie knew that if this bored young man had attempted to kill him the night before that his present attitude was not one of chummy good cheer.


  For a moment or two Reggie watched the bored looking man across the street. The man was sucking on a toothpick and seemed totally uninterested in anything in the world. But his eyes never left the club entrance.


  Reggie turned and went hastily to his room. The phone was ringing as he entered. He scooped it up and said hello.


  “Reggie, this is Mimi! Kid, I didn’t think you had it in you.”


  Mimi! Big Foot’s girl! Reggie loosened his collar nervously. “What didn’t you think I had in me?” he asked suspiciously.


  “Why the guts to turn the heat on rat! Kid you gave Big Foot a hot foot with a blow torch! And I love you for it.”


  “I say,” Reggie said feebly. “I—I don’t know what you mean.”


  Mimi laughed gaily. “You know, all right. You’ll probably get ventilated in about sixty-eight places for what you did, but I say it’s worth it! I’ve taken that big ox’s guff for so long that it’s a pleasure to see him on the receiving end.”


  “Now just a minute,” Reggie cried.


  “Look, kid, I can’t talk anymore. I’ll probably never see you again—nobody will after a while, I suppose—but you’re a dead game character and we could have made sweet music together, if you dig me.”


  Reggie peered at the receiver as if he expected to find there some explanation for all this nonsense. “Now listen to me,” he said, taking a firm stand. “What’s all this business about nobody seeing me anymore?”


  “Oh, you sweet cluck,” Mimi said softly. “You’re trying to play dumb. Big Foot’ll get you if he has to spend a lifetime at it. G’bye, baby, I can’t talk anymore.”


  The connection was broken with a dry and final click. Reggie shrugged in bewilderment. Who could make any sense from that hysterical creature?


  The door opened while he was pondering the matter and Ragore strolled in. The Genii was wearing a new suit, a dark worsted with a narrow pin stripe, and carrying a walking stick. He was impeccably groomed, freshly shaved, and looked as if he might begin purring any minute from sheer blank contentment.


  “Well,” Reggie said.


  Ragore raised an eyebrow and surveyed him calmly. “You sound out of sorts, old chap. I just dropped in to say goodby. Mr. Ardleigh and I are in business now, you know, so I won’t be seeing you any more, I fear. We signed the papers this morning and arranged for the necessary financial backing to inaugurate our enterprise, and so—” Ragore smiled contentedly, not bothering to finish the sentence.


  “You’re all set, eh?” Reggie said moodily. “Money, friends, all the best, eh? No need for me anymore.”


  “Actually, I never needed you, old man,” Ragore said.


  “Well, who let you out of the vase?”


  RAGORE shrugged. “A temporary inconvenience. Not that I’m not grateful, understand, but I have been rescued on other occasions by more intelligent and socially acceptable people.”


  “Wait a minute,” Reggie said, suddenly, as the Genii turned to the door. “I just had a call from Mimi, Big Foot Maguire’s girl?”


  “Yes?” Ragore turned back eagerly and while he didn’t actually drool, he created the impression that he would at the slightest provocation.


  “She jabbered away about some trouble I’m supposed to be in with Big Foot. And last night one of Big Foot’s men—the bored chap—tried to run me down in his automobile.” Reggie regarded the Genii with a new and awful suspicion. “Do you know anything about that?”


  “Why, of course,” Ragore said, pulling on his gloves. “I called the police as a matter of public duty after our interview with him yesterday. I explained to them the nature of his proposal to you, and mentioned his other operations in this area. They were quite grateful, I must say.”


  “Oh!” Reggie smiled in understanding. “Well that explains that.” And then another thought struck him squarely. “But, I say. If you called the police, then why is Big Foot after me?”


  “Well, naturally, I didn’t give them my name,” Ragore said. “I called and used your name, of course. I had no intention of getting mixed up with that gang of thugs. Au revoir!”


  Reggie sank into a chair and stared at the door that closed on Ragore’s erect and smartly tailored back. Now it was all hideously clear. Ragore, that prince of rats, had informed on Big Foot, using his, Reggie’s name. And Big Foot would not rest until he had run Reggie through a wringer and thrown what was left of him into the river.


  Reggie stared disconsolately at his shoes. Everywhere he turned the future was black. Rising he tottered out of the room and down to the bar.


  Three drinks failed to rally his shriveled spirits. He leaned limply against the bar, staring somberly at his long bony face, and wondered how much time he had left. That made him very sad and since he couldn’t break hours down into minutes anyway, he gave it up and went on with his drinking. By that afternoon Reggie had reached a state of heroic inebriation. He had forgotten in the mists of alcohol the exact nature of his problems. But while the details escaped him he still was aware that he was in a nasty pickle, and that it was all Ragore’s fault.


  And so, sometime around dinner, as he was tossing off his fifteenth sidecar, it occurred to him that as a gentleman he was bound to settle things with the Genii. For several moments he turned that thought over and around. It was a pleasant one. And from some unknown depth in his subconscious the sidecars chased forth a streak of bold cunning and a series of wonderful ideas.


  Giggling with pleasure he weaved his way to the telephones and put through a call to Big Foot Maguire’s apartment. The phone was answered by Mimi, the person he wanted to talk with, and congratulated himself on the success of his first move.


  “Old girl,” he mumbled.


  “Who’s this?”


  “Ish Reggie. Old Reggie.”


  “Oh.” Mimi’s voice softened. “What is it, kid?”


  “Remember all that about sweet noise, making sweet noise together?”


  “Well, yes—”


  “Gotta see you, gotta see you right away,” Reggie said, hiccupping gently.


  “Gosh, it’s an awful chance, Reggie.” She was silent a moment, then spoke hurriedly. “Okay, kid. I’ll meet you at the Drake. I have a room there, 609. Got that?”


  “Check and check,” Reggie said happily.


  Next he called the Ardleigh home and asked for Ragore.


  “Well, old Genii,” he said, when Ragore answered. “How’re things?”


  “What is it you wish?” Ragore said coldly.


  “Look, chum,” Reggie said, tittering. “You know Mimi? Well, she goes for you. And I’m fixing things up for you tonight. Oke?”


  Ragore cleared his throat. “Well, this is most sudden. Mimi, eh? Well—”


  TWO HOURS later Reggie and Ragore presented themselves at the door of apartment 609 at the Drake. Mimi answered their knock and seemed surprised to see Ragore.


  “Had to bring him along,” Reggie Muttered, winking broadly at her.


  “Had to slip out the back of the club, too.”


  “What is he, your bodyguard?”


  Reggie laughed happily in lieu of an answer and then called room service. He ordered liquor, of all types, vintages, and potencies.


  Mimi was dressed for an intimate occasion and she seemed slightly nettled at Ragore’s presence. She pulled the folds of her silk-mesh robe about her and sat down on a chaise lounge. There was very little under the robe, Reggie noted with approval. His interest was not personal. He was merely surveying the area with the detachment of a good general.


  Ragore’s brown skin was tinted with an undertone of pink and he was breathing like a beached bass. His eyes bulged like a country bumpkins’ on a first visit to the Streets of Paris.


  The liquor came and Reggie made drinks for all.


  “Well, well,” he said. “This is a bit of it, eh?”


  “Clubby,” Mimi said sourly.


  The strained atmosphere loosened after a few drinks. Ragore did card tricks for Mimi and got her in a better mood, and Reggie pushed fresh drinks at them whenever the need arose.


  Mimi sang a song from her days in show business and then danced about the room to music from the radio. The dance was very interesting, since it proved that by clever manipulation six square inches of silk could be made to seem to be in two places at once.


  Eventually Mimi lay on the chaise lounge with her legs across Ragore’s lap, and he was fondling her hand and saying foolish things to her about undying affection.


  Reggie giggled to himself and had another drink. Finally with a smothered laugh he took an object from his pocket—the slender vase in which he had found Ragore,


  He sat down beside the chaise lounge and tugged at Mimi’s sleeve. “Look, old girl,” he said, brightly. “This chap here can do tricks that’ll knock the old eye out. Right, Ragore?”


  Ragore blushed modestly. “Not really,” he said.


  “He can get into this vase,” Reggie said, impressively.


  “Aw, g’wan,” Mimi said.


  “Well, he can.”


  “You’re nuts! Get into that vase?” Mimi lay back and let out a peal of laughter. “What’re you giving me? This old character do that?”


  Ragore said stiffly, “Age is not the important factor.”


  “Yes, he can really do it,” Reggie said.


  “G’wan.” Mimi swung her legs from Ragore’s Jap and got to her feet. “You’re not out with the girl scouts, kids.”


  “Mimi, old girl, I wouldn’t lie to you. This chap is clever.”


  “Well, let’s see him do it then.”


  “Really,” Ragore said, grinning and looking modestly at the floor. “I don’t like to make a spectacle of myself.”


  “Aw, you’re a faker,” Mimi muttered, making herself a drink. “If you can get in the vase, get in.” She stood in the middle of the room, swaying slightly, and staring at Ragore with sudden belligerence. “Yeah. Do it or don’t. I like people who stick to their word.”


  “Very well,” Ragore said, standing. He patted her coyly on the cheek, and said, “I’ll do it, and I’ll do other things you’ll like later.”


  “Fresh,” Mimi giggled.


  Ragore straightened and closed his eyes and gradually his body began to shimmer and tremble. It wavered and lost its shape and Reggie saw with pleased surprise that the Genii had become transparent.


  MIMI, HOWEVER, had turned to the bar at the start of the performance, and now she felt other compulsions, for she excused herself drunkenly and staggered out of the room.


  Reggie took the stopper from the vase as the ectoplasmic smoke began billowing up in a thin stream, to curve finally into the mouth of the vase. Eventually the smoke disappeared and Reggie stoppered the vase with a lopsided grin.


  “All shipshape?” he said.


  Ragore’s voice, in answer, was tiny but smug. “Oh, quite. Is Mimi impressed?”


  Reggie glanced around and saw that Mimi was gone. He giggled and shook his head with mirth.


  “She went to the bathroom,” he said.


  “Oh, I say,” Ragore said, in an injured voice. “Let me out of here then.”


  Reggie sat down comfortably and lit a cigarette. He watched the smoke with a speculative smile.


  Ragore spoke again: “Well, can you hear me? Let me out, I say.”


  “Hardly, old boy,” Reggie said. “You made a mess of things for me, so I’m going to toss you back in the lake.”


  “You cad!” Ragore screamed shrilly. “You can’t do that.”


  “Well, I’ll have a try at it, anyway. Maybe I’ll weigh you down with a few pounds of lead this time to keep you from bobbing around.”


  “No!” Ragore yelled.


  “Oh, be a man about it,” Reggie said sharply. “Bite the bullet, stiff upper lip and all that. Don’t funk it. Sets a bad examples for the natives.”


  “Stop babbling,” Ragore said hoarsely. “I’ll do anything you say, but let me out.”


  “Hmmm.” Reggie said. He thought a moment. “This car-parking scheme of yours and old Ardleigh’s. Goodish deal?”


  “Oh, the best. Do you want my interest? I’ll sign it over gladly. I have the papers with me.”


  “Word of honor?”


  “On my honor as a Genii.”


  Reggie unstoppered the bottle and while the smoke was issuing from it and forming back into Ragore’s shape, he got a fountain pen from the desk and tested it with a cheerful smile. When he turned around Reggie was standing in the room, a film of perspiration on his forehead.


  The Genii took a document from his inner pocket and grabbed the pen from Reggie’s hand. He signed his name with trembling fingers and thrust the paper at Reggie.


  “Now we’re even,” he said.


  “Yes, I suppose so,” Reggie said reluctantly. “I’m still up to my neck in the old glue because of the trick you pulled on Big Foot. He thinks I informed on him when it was really you.” Reggie shrugged. “Well, I’ll have to take my chances on that. Right now I’m going out to talk things over with my partner. That should be fun, eh?” He dashed for the door . . .


  Mimi came in as the door banged. She stared at Ragore with a puzzled frown. “What got into him?”


  “I—I don’t know,” Ragore said, wiping his forehead. He stared at Mimi’s smooth and practically unveiled loveliness and gradually he began to smile. “We’re all alone it seems,” he murmured.


  “Sure enough,” Mimi said, after considering the matter for a moment.


  With languid grace she stretched out on the lounge. She pulled the folds of the robe across her slim bare legs with grace.


  Ragore sat beside her with a lump in his throat like a soccer ball.


  “Hey!” Mimi said suddenly. “What about the trick?”


  “Trick?”


  “Yeah.” Mimi put her drink down. “You were going to get into that vase.”


  “Well, I did.”


  “Ha, likely story,” Mimi said.


  “No, I did it,” Ragore insisted desperately.


  “Well, do it again.”


  “No—no I don’t want to.”


  “Well, that’s a fine note. Do it for anybody who comes along but not for me, eh? Well, I can be mean, too.”


  RAGORE obviously got her point because he stood and with a resigned expression, said, “Very well, I’ll do it one more time.”


  When his body began to shimmer and become transparent, Mimi clapped her hands excitedly. “Wonderful,” she said.


  The form of Ragore faded away slowly into shimmering drifting smoke, and while Mimi watched with a delighted smile, the smoke streamed into the mouth of the vase and disappeared.


  “Well, that’s a good one,” she said, impressed.


  Suddenly a closet door in the room swung open and Big Foot Maguire tip-toed swiftly across the floor to the vase. He put his banana-thick finger across his lips as Mimi started to scream, and then grabbed the wooden stopper and plunged in into the neck of the vase.


  “There, you rat!” he shouted.


  “Big Foot!” Mimi sobbed.


  Big Foot cuffed her kindly across the mouth, and said, “Okay, okay, you’re forgiven this time.” He pointed dramatically at the vase. “That’s the creep who tipped off the cops. It wasn’t Reggie at all.”


  “Why the dirty bum,” Mimi said. From within the vase, a plaintive voice cried: “Let me out of here.”


  Big Foot laughed gleefully.


  He put his arm around Mimi and she began to laugh. They pointed at the vase and laughed harder, doubling over in their mirth.


  “He wants to get out!” Big Foot bellowed.


  “Character!”


  They quieted down after a while and Big Foot dropped the vase into his topcoat pocket, “The boys’ll take care of this,” he said, casually. “You see, baby, I heard you make that date with Reggie, so I came over ahead of you. And I found out he was on the square.”


  “Well, everything turned out for the best,” Mimi said, philosophically.


  Reggie banged on the Ardleigh door with enthusiasm and when it was opened he strode into the foyer with a swagger that all three of the three Musketeers working in unison couldn’t have equaled.


  Deborah saw him from the second-floor landing and hurried down the curving staircase with a worried frown on her otherwise delightful face.


  “Ha!” cried Reggie, jubilantly. “Ho!”


  “Do stop bellowing like you’re driving a mule train,” Deborah said. “What’s wrong with you?”


  The door of the study opened with a crash and old man Ardleigh stamped into the foyer.


  “Can’t you come in like a human being?” he roared. “Every time you enter this house it sounds like we’re being sacked by an armored division.”


  Reggie took the document he’d gotten from Ragore from his pocket and with an elaborately casual gesture, handed it to old man Ardleigh. Then he chuckled and put his arm about Deborah’s waist.


  “Reggie, what is it?” she whispered.


  Old man Ardleigh read the document with bulging eyes and a steadily reddening flush. Finally he gazed at Reggie with a horrible look.


  “We’re partners!” he gasped.


  “Yes, and I control fifty one per cent of the stock,” Reggie said grandly.


  “Oh, Reggie,” Deborah cried.


  “Now,” Reggie said, fixing a sternish eye on Mr. Ardleigh. “What have you to say?”


  Mr. Ardleigh studied Reggie for several seconds and then he beamed and slapped him heartily on the back.


  “I say let’s have a drink,” he said cheerfully.


  Together they walked into the study and Ardleigh got out the brandy while Reggie embraced Deborah and mused on the mysteries of the capitalistic system. Why, he was thinking to himself, all a chap needed was a few million of the old ready, and everybody treated him like a king.


  He kissed Deborah and decided it was a wonderful country.


  SURVIVAL


  First published in the July 1950 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Kirkstar knew that drastic measures had to be effected to save mankind when the Comet struck—but his plan was too perfect!


  NO ONE accepted the news at first; except of course the scientists who discovered the comet and a handful of cynical people who regarded the whole idea—the destruction of earth, that is—as a choice and fitting joke.


  The rest of the world literally would not believe the awesome truth. They read the first report in screaming headlines, and heard it confirmed sorrowfully by the leaders of all nations; yet the rank-and-file, the man-in-the-street, rejected the news as being preposterous and delirious.


  It was treated as a somewhat dubious joke for perhaps forty-eight hours. People waited to be told that it was just a vast hoax; and while waiting smiled nervously at the funny things the radio comedians were saying about the comet.


  That was the first stage.


  Then the truth was accepted. It could no longer be denied or ignored. The fact was that a saucer-shaped comet, larger than Venus and swinging in an orbit so vast that it would not reappear again for a trillion light years, was going to collide with earth before the year was out. And this was late Spring.


  Newspaper artists presented their readers with a picture of the comet that looked like a giant whirling disc. One paper in the interests of pure grue portrayed it as a spinning buzzsaw—but the unadorned truth was so frightening that any man-made embellishments seemed silly.


  When the people finally realized that the world was going to be destroyed they reacted characteristically, that is. to the extent that their usual predilections, prejudices, pressures, convictions and needs were intensified. The religious people rushed to church, debauchees plunged into even more riotous living, the degenerates sought new variations on the theme of sensation, and the weak committed suicide.


  There were a great many suicides the first several weeks. The newspapers printed daily tables of the suicides, breaking them down into various categories. Pregnant women were the most greivously affected by the news according to these box scores, for they led the list day after day. Following them were editors, advertising men, used car dealers, and, oddly enough, television performers.


  The tempo of living throughout the world was stepped up tremendously by the realization that the earth and all its people had just about six months left to live.


  Marriages reached an all-time high that month; and thousands of businesses were started, shut-up, expanded, or curtailed; partnerships were made and dissolved, as people tried desperately to do the things they’d always wanted to do, to fulfill their dreams.


  Monthly magazines switched to weekly production, and the weeklies to dailies, in an attempt to use up their inventories of articles and fiction; and this caused so much confusion that one could occasionally find features on the end of the world running alongside articles on pension plans.


  The normal commerce of the world broke down completely, however. Goods rotted on wharves, or lay stacked in warehouses. Trains and busses ran erratically. No one wanted to spend his last six months working, of course, so nothing got done. People lived frenziedly, frantically, trying to squeeze the last drop of juice from life before it was torn from their hands.


  Then, in this nightmare of fear and confusion, a slender ray of hope dawned.


  ONE OF the scientists who discovered the onrushing comet made the cautious comment that the impact would not necessarily destroy the earth, and that it was not beyond the bounds of probability to assume that both parts of earth might exist and sustain life after the comet had gone on its way.


  Interpreted this seemed to mean that there was a chance after all; that while the earth was going to be cut in half, the two parts would still travel about the sun just as before.


  Scientists in all parts of the world began figuring away on the backs of envelopes and after a while added a cautious confirmation to their colleague’s theory.


  Yes, they seemed to agree, given any luck the human race had a fair chance of surviving the collision. The comet would slice through earth on an East-West line, cutting it into two sections. The top, or North section was going to be considerably larger than the bottom, or South section, but people could live on both parts without any trouble.


  This news caused great rejoicing.


  The cloud of despair lifted and people danced in the streets and hugged their neighbors in spontaneous outbursts of relief and happiness.


  However, when the first giddy excitement faded, it became obvious that the new state of things was going to raise a variety of ticklish problems.


  Economically, of course, the world was in for trouble. The splitting of the earth would ruin many airlines, steamship companies, export-import firms and, in short, any business which depended on the flow of commerce between nations. Also, there were knotty social considerations in the new order. Previously one lived on earth because there was no alternative—but now there was a choice. One could plan to live on the North or South half and this caused a lot of worry because no one knew yet which was going to be the smart and sophisticated place to live.


  As in any crisis the heads of governments met to mull the issues and increase the tension. The council of nations convened at London and each delegate was armed with the extraordinary power to commit his country to the policy decreed by the majority. This authority was obviously imperative for it is axiomatic in meetings of nations that the graver the issues the less time there is for deliberation.


  After two weeks of parliamentary procedure to establish chairmen and committees, the gathering was addressed by a man named Kirkstar—a stocky person with a bullet-shaped head and piercing black eyes. Kirkstar was permanent chairman of the council and hailed from a mid-European country.


  Kirkstar said: “The impending catastrophe is a challenge to our courage and integrity. Never in history has such an epochal event occurred; and therefore our decisions must be made without help from the past. I say to you now, bluntly and unequivocally, that the prime concern of this council must be the preservation of the best things of the earth, and that applies to human beings as well as everything else.”


  This caused a buzz of puzzled comment. What was Kirkstar getting at? Kirkstar didn’t keep them in suspense. He silenced the whisperings with an imperiously raised hand.


  “We must face this brute fact,” Kirkstar said, as his magnetic eyes swept burningly over the great hall. “There are degrees of desirability in men and women. There are inferior people. And in courage and strength we must select the most desirable people to inhabit one half of the earth and relegate the remaining undesirable people to—”


  The last of his words were drowned in a swelling roar of protest from some sections of the auditorium; but the noise died as Kirkstar’s gavel rang commandingly.


  “I will call upon the chairman of the Analysis sub-committee at this time,” Kirkstar said blandly. “Mr. Anthony Margate.”


  Mr. Margate was a thin blond Englishman with the stooped shoulders and myopic stare of the scholar. He peered closely at his notes for several moments and then lifted his head like a startled crane and began to speak in a dry precise voice.


  HE TALKED at great length of industrial potentials, financial ratios, population percentages, and when he eventually sat down one fact emerged in startling clarity from his welter of statistics. The Northern half of Earth was going to be infinitely richer, more abundant, and larger than the Southern section.


  Some of the delegates now found


  Kirkstar’s point of view quite interesting in the light of Mr. Margate’s findings. Kirkstar seemed to be saying that the best people should live on the best section of the planet and that was, all in all, a fairly sound idea.


  The delegate from the United States, however, didn’t like the proposal at all. He was a tall man in his early forties and his name was Cooper. Addressing the chair after Mr. Margate sat down, he said: “I stand unalterably opposed to any plan which will discriminate against people for such misty reasons as the chairman has set forth.”


  Kirkstar smiled and said, “We of the council are well aware of the leading position your country has always taken in the race for human rights and equality. However, the present situation cannot be solved with the techniques and attitudes of the past. Individual rights are absurd when the safety of the group is at stake. The group must act for the best interests of the best people in this situation, regardless of the fate of any single individual.”


  The meeting was adjourned amid stormy argument; but at a later session Kirkstar’s position was put forward in a motion and carried by an overwhelming majority.


  Cooper stormed impotently from the hall for despite his personal feelings America was committed with the rest of the council.


  Kirkstar became head of the twelve-man commission which was given the authority to classify all people as either desirable or undesirable and, further, to transport the undesirable ones to the South section of earth. This process, so clean and logical in theory, however, met a thousand difficulties in execution, chiefly because there was no precise, inclusive definition of the term, “undesirable person”. Everyone knew vaguely what it meant—that is they felt it applied to someone else. But in particular cases the label often refused to stick.


  Two of the things that made a person desirable, according to the definition of the term in the original enactment, were money and property. This was too obvious a point to need explaining, for in an economic society the person without money was obviously lacking in the skills and techniques that were respected in his group. And he was, therefore, undesirable.


  This rationale worked excellently with the population in India and Africa and Russia where the poverty was obvious; but the screening teams ran into trouble when they began examining such people as writers, clergymen, musicians, and so forth, most of whom had no property at all and miniscule incomes.


  Obviously they were undesirable people financially and whether or not their cultural contribution to the group was enough to counter-balance their lack of money was a moot point. The solution to the problem was made additionally difficult by the fact that such people had the most enormous opinion of their own worth. Kirkstar finally sent down a directive ordering his teams to cease dallying and procrastinating and arguing, and to send low-income types South regardless of their backgrounds or professions. This simplified everything, and hordes of professors, musicians and writers joined the tired streams of humanity that were being herded down into the Southern section of Earth.


  The people didn’t object to being shoved around like chess pieces, oddly enough, because they were aware that a time of crisis was at hand and that their very lives and freedom were in danger. They worried about the comet; they didn’t worry about Kirkstar.


  The undertaking was so complex that it would have collapsed into utter confusion if hadn’t been for the dedicated zeal of Kirkstar and twelve-man commission.


  KIRKSTAR was the prime mover.


  He worked furiously, fanatically, issuing directives, establishing codes of operation, and, chiefly, ferreting out cells of undesirable people. Kirkstar was driven by a cold and beautiful dream that had haunted his sleep since he was a young man. In his dream Kirkstar saw a clean orderly world populated by superior human beings, all living in mindless harmony and enjoying the best fruits of the earth in methodical contentment. Now that dream was becoming a reality. Kirkstar was forging it with his steel-hard soul, breathing life into it with his indomitable will.


  Each morning Kirkstar faced deskfuls of charts and graphs, mountains of orders, requests, forms. Standing, he would glare down upon them ferocious ecstacy. There was never enough time, never enough time.


  Grabbing up lists of suspected undesirables he would hurl them at an assistant.


  “Send them South,” he would cry. “And these and these,” he would add, shoving additional lists into his assistant’s arms.


  The world was so full of inferior and undesirable people that Kirkstar occasionally groaned aloud at the magnitude of his task. He could have used an entire lifetime to do the job right, but he had only five months. When this thought came to him he would re-double his efforts in frenzied panic. There just wasn’t time! The numbers of people who were undesirable because of pigmentation, for instance, were so great that he might have spent five years on that classification alone. And he had to do it in months! And then there were those who were undesirable because of their attitudes, their convictions, their religions, their illnesses, their appearance—the list was endless.


  Kirkstar slept at his desk, worked around the clock, and gradually he began to see improvement here and there. Europe was pretty well cleaned up, and England was in fair shape. India and Africa were fine, of course—all he’d had to do there was move the best people up North, and that had been rather simple.


  Kirkstar didn’t know it, however, but certain of his twelve-man board did not share his pure enthusiasm for their work.


  In fact, they were not above accepting bribes from people who wanted their enemies or business competitors sent South. There was a lot of that sort of thing going on right under Kirkstar’s nose but he was too busy looking for undesirable people to notice it. Husbands had their wives sent South in some cases to make room for mistresses; and a Distillery paid a sum of money to have all the prohibitionists shipped away. Certain churchmen were sent off by the racket elements who didn’t like religious busybodies stirring up trouble, and, all in all, it was a fine way to eliminate human obstacles.


  When Kirkstar found out what was going on he did the only possible thing—he shipped his entire twelve-man board South. He then took over their work in addition to his own—a load which might have killed an ordinary man, but Kirkstar was sustained by his dream of a clean orderly world, un fouled by undersirable and inferior people.


  There was a noticeable tic in his left cheek now as the final days approached. He had made some trying decisions in the last month and that, plus the burden of his work, was taking its toll. There was a bright gleam in his eyes and the muscle in his cheek worked spasmodically as he strode up and down his great office shouting orders at his assistants.


  “Send all the Navies South,” he shouted. “The Navy is a foolish institution. The Armies as well. They are both neo-Fascist, Autocratic, and Communist by definition. And the Smiths. Send all Smiths South. Why are they hiding under that pale meaningless name? What have they been «p to? Send them South.”


  ASSISTANTS hurried away with these orders and new ones took their places to await Kirkstar’s new commands. The process of disposal had become so automatic now that there was only the slightest time-lag between Kirkstar’s orders and the accomplished fact. The people who were left in the Northern half of Earth were becoming increasingly jittery. No one could guess who was going next so people kept a bag packed and a satchel of food close by at all times. Some of them went South voluntarily to end the suspense. But not too many. The term “Southie” had become a bitter slur by this time and It was the exceptional person who would deliberately lay himself open to that insult.


  Meanwhile, as the time of impact drew near, Kirkstar reached new heights of zeal and industry. He sent away all people with warts, wens, carbuncles, birthmarks, scars, or acne. He dispatched boatloads of atheists, priests, philosophers, free-thinkers, free-lovers, heretics, apostates, agnostics, trancendentalists, and Darwinians.


  He ordered South all neurotics, schizophrenics, all mother-lovers and father-lovers, all the mal-adjusted and adjusted, everyone with quick tempers or placid dispositions, and all dark-haired chemists.


  The cold bright dream was almost reality, and Kirkstar laughed aloud now as he saw in his mind the calm beautiful earth and the superior desirable people who, with him, would enjoy its benefits.


  He laughed louder and ordered all his assistants, all his office staff, and all his acquaintances Southward. That done, Kirkstar checked his reports and saw that the hour of impact was approaching. He sighed with relief. The job was done, and without an extra second to spare.


  Kirkstar couldn’t think of a single undesirable person left in the Northern half of Earth.


  And so he hurried out onto the broad steps of his administration building and peered into the Southern sky. There he could see it now, a splinter of spinning light no larger than his hand, rushing toward Earth.


  Kirkstar laughed and bobbed his bullet-shaped head. The light in his black eyes gleamed as brightly as the light from the comet. Standing on the steps of the mighty building, Kirkstar glanced about, smiling, looking for the super-creatures he had sifted from the chaff of humanity.


  There was no one in sight. The streets stretched away in empty silence. The buildings and homes were deserted.


  “Where are my people?” Kirkstar cried out in astonishment.


  Above the comet entered the atmosphere of Earth with the sound of roaring fire.


  Kirkstar stared up in sudden terror. He knew then what he had done but the implications were too vast to


  understand. There was a mighty sound as the comet struck the earth and Kirkstar was thrown to his knees. The world was cut cleanly in half and Kirkstar put his forehead on the cold cement and cried out in anguish. For he knew that he was alone. . .


  TINK TAKES OVER


  First published in the February 1951 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Terrence wanted a job badly, and it seemed that the leprechaun was going to get him one—even if it killed him!


  TERRENCE O’REILLY put his arm about the girl’s waist as they strolled along the edge of the park.


  “Ah, the night is glorious,” he said. “I wish—”


  The girl stopped abruptly and pushed his arm down.


  “Now there you go again, Terrence!” she said.


  Terrence sighed arid ran a hand through his thick black hair.


  “It’s just a manner of speaking,” he said. “A habit, as you well know.” The girl whose name was Carol Lee, and who was slim, red-haired and lovely, stamped a neatly shod foot in annoyance.


  “A grown man shouldn’t be in the habit of wishing for everything like a mooning child. My father says you should get your head out of the clouds.”


  Terrence sighed. “Wouldn’t it be pleasant to get through an evening without once quoting your father on the subject of my unworthiness and general, debility?”


  “Father’s right,” Carol said, heatedly. “Everything about you is just too vague. You wish you had a million dollars, and you wish we could get married, and wish you had a job—”


  She faced him with storm signals flying in her deep blue eyes. “You’re always wishing for something to happen, but you never try to make it happen.”


  “Well, there are enough practical people in, the world,” Terrence said defensively. “I have imagination and vision, and what’s the harm in that?”


  “The harm is that you’re an idler and a wisher. We’ve been engaged two years now during which time you’ve done nothing to help us get married. Professionally you’re travelling nowhere at amazing speed.”


  “You’re going too far,” Terrence said ominously. “I realize you’ve inherited your father’s petty and unfortunate temper, but you can’t use it on me with impunity.”


  “Oh, is that so! Well let me tell you . . .”


  After two or three more heated exchanges the young man and the young woman strode angrily off in opposite directions.


  * * *


  “What a pity! They seem like nice people.”


  “Bah! A pair of dopes.”


  Tink and Nastee, city-dwelling Leprechauns, were seated on the arm of a park bench, enjoying the early evening breezes. Tink looked after the swiftly retreating figure of Terrence O’Reilly with a sympathetic gleam in his eye.


  “You’re wrong as usual, Nastee,” he said. “All that young man needs is a push in the right direction.”


  “You’ll drown in the milk of human kindness one of these days,” Nastee said, and his expression made it clear that such a development would delight him. immensely.


  Tink looked thoughtful. “I think I’ll give him a push,” he said.


  “He’ll fall on his face.”


  “We’ll see about that.”


  “I’ll see about that,” Nastee said.


  “Oh!” Tink glanced at Nastee with a challenging smile. “You’re going to undo my good work, eh?”


  “Why, naturally.”


  Tink’s laugh bubbled up merrily and caused a passing policeman to raise his eyebrows in astonishment. The policeman, whose name was Clancy, hadn’t heard a sound like that since he’d left Donnegal as a boy fifty years ago. He listened hopefully for a. moment or so, and then walked on, shaking his graying head,-, and dreaming of games he’d played on a green lawn beside his father’s cottage . . .


  “You’ll never learn, Nastee,” Tink said, leaping to the ground. “Good always wins out over bad, you know.”


  “Horsefeathers,” Nastee said rudely . . .”


  THE NEXT morning Terrence O’Reilly awoke with the elusive feeling that he’d had a bad dream whose details he couldn’t remember. Then, he recalled his fight with Carol and realized gloomily, that it was no bad dream that accounted for his depression.


  He climbed out of bed, went through his rather strenuous morning exercises listlessly, then showered, shaved and went downstairs for breakfast.


  His landlady, Nora McGlinchley, met him at the door of the dining room.


  “You’re recalling that matter we discussed last week?” she said pointedly.


  Terrence gave her his broadest smile. “I’ve thought of very little else, Nora, except the wonders of your cooking and the cuteness of your dimples.”


  Miss Nora, who was on the; unfortunate side of forty, stiffened herself against this broadside of Irish charm.


  “Well, have you reached a decision? You know this isn’t a Red Cross Shelter I’m running here. I must pay my bills like everyone else, and if my roomers don’t pay me, then what am I to do?”


  “To be truthful with you, Nora, I’ve got a little deal in the fire that’s going to solve all my problems. If you could just exercise a wee bit of your saintly patience—”


  “I’ve heard that before. But I don’t want to be harsh with you. I’ll wait another week. Now get your breakfast before it gets cold.”


  “Ah, that’s my girl.”


  Terrence consumed his usual modest breakfast of grapefruit, ham and eggs, toast, jam, and muffins, and then settled back with his cup of coffee to peruse the morning paper. But an odd thing happened then. His hand trembled mysteriously and coffee sloshed into, the saucer.


  “Well, I’m damned!” he cried.


  Normally his nerves were like rock; but he felt as if something had pushed his hand. That was an idiotic idea of course.


  He put the paper down and set the cup on it while he dabbed at his spattered tie with his napkin. Then he picked up the cup and prepared again to read his paper.


  He found himself staring at the Help-Wan ted columns, which was hardly his choice of pleasant reading. And he noticed that the damp bottom of the cup had neatly ringed one particular ad.


  “Well,” he said. His curiosity was caught by this coincidence so he read the ad.


  It said:


  Wanted: young, intelligent, resourceful man for interesting, remunerative. managerial position. Excellent future prospects for right man. Apply in person to Mr. Carruthers, Savoy Hotel.


  “Glory be, Mr. Carruthers is practically begging for me,” Terrence, said aloud.


  He was caught by the curious chain of circumstances that had brought this Heaven-sent opportunity to his attention. If his hand hadn’t wavered so inexplicably, and if he hadn’t put the cup down in exactly the spot he had—why he might never have seen the ad at all!


  A powerful believer in all sorts of astral intervention in the affairs of men, Terrence felt certain that some Power had decided to do him the favor of managing his affairs.


  And so, with a confident cheery smile, he grabbed his hat, and with the morning paper under his arm, went out to hail a cab.


  “OH, VERY clever of you, I’m sure.”


  “Well, it worked.”


  Tink was seated on the radiator cap of Terrence’s speeding cab. He was smiling and swinging his legs contentedly.


  “Pretty old stuff,” Nastee said derisively. “Jiggling his hand like that and steering the cup onto the right ad.”


  “I repeat, it worked.”


  Nastee laughed suddenly. “There’s many a slip twixt you-know-what and you-know-what hat. Don’t be so cocky . . .”


  * * *


  Mr. Carruthers was a tall, powerfully built man, with graying hair and keen eyes. He took Terrence’s measure with a swift appraising glance and decided he liked what he saw. Terrence was even bigger than he was, and his handshake was impressive and his countenance was frank and honest.


  After Terrence had told him about his schooling, and his war, record, Mr. Carruthers said: “That all sounds excellent, Mr. O’Reilly. Now here’s what I have in mind. I represent the. Tidal Rubber Company, of which you may have heard. We need a manager for our branch in Malaya. The technical requirements for the job aren’t too important. They can be learned. What we need and must have though, is a fearless man, a man without nerves. Do you understand?”


  Terrence thrust out his chin. “Indeed I do, sir.”


  “Fine. You see, we’ve had trouble with the natives down there, and trouble with the government. Our last manager couldn’t take it. Went to pieces. Pressure got him.”


  Terrence permitted himself a sympathetic shake of the head for this example of lesser clay.


  “Are you married?” Carruthers asked irrelevantly.


  “No—although I’ve plans.”


  “Good. It’s a lonely life, you know. And a good woman—”


  Carruthers rubbed his nose and said. “You see my point.”


  “Oh, perfectly,” Terrence said. “You’ll have to be an absolute tower of strength, believe me. A rock. You’ll have to bear yourself with dignity and courage at all times. You’ll—”


  Mr. Carruthers broke off as Terrence suddenly slapped himself on the cheek.


  “Must be a fly,” Terrence said. He looked about the air above him with a puzzled expression.


  “Perhaps,” Mr. “Carruthers said, after a significant pause. “However, to come back to the matter at hand. I feel—”


  Terrence slapped his other cheek. “Something kicked my ear,” he said in an angry voice.


  “Something—er—kicked your ear?”


  “Yes!”


  “The fly, perhaps?” Mr. Carruthers asked the question. Gently.


  “No, it must have been bigger than a fly,” Terrence said.


  “I see.” Mr. Carruthers cleared his throat and looked earnestly at Terrence. Suddenly he squinted and leaned forward slightly in his chair. “I say, your cheek is twitching.”


  “I know it is,” Terrence said plaintively. He slapped at his cheek, several times. “Nothing there,” he said, with a hollow laugh.


  “Perhaps, if you’d leave us your phone number,” Mr. Carruthers said, rising.


  He took Terrence by the elbow and led him to the door.


  Outside in the corridor Terrence heard the door click behind him with finality, and with a desolate but puzzled expression, he walked heavily to the elevators. . .


  * * *


  Nastee’s laugh was a yodel of glee.


  “You’d better give up, Tink,” he said.


  “I will not. I’ll help him out now if it’s the last thing I do.”


  They were at their accustomed park, bench, and. Nastee was performing ecstatic pirouettes on the iron filigree.


  “Did you see him slapping his, cheek?” he cried out in delight.


  “Yes, I saw him,” Tink said.


  “All I did was kick him with my heel.”


  Tink suddenly swung down to the ground.


  “Hey, where you going?”


  “Remember, there are three points to a triangle,” Tink said mysteriously and flashed away down the path.


  “YOU HAD another quarrel with that loafer, Terrence O’Reilly, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, Daddy,” Carol said. “Is it as obvious as all that?”


  Carol’s father put his paper down with a deliberate gesture. “No, it required very astute deduction. I noticed first that you’ve apparently been crying most of the night. Secondly, your behavior during breakfast would make that of a Trappist monk seem mad and uncontrolled by comparison. Thirdly, you’ve been sighing like a leaky calliope every time you glance at his stupid picture on the mantel, and so, with brilliant logic, I decided you had a quarrel.”


  “You’re right, of course.”


  Mr. Lee removed his glasses, which gave his face the appearance of a denuded persimmon, and pointed a stern forefinger at his daughter.


  “Terrence O’Reilly is a lazy, idling romantic,” he said in-precise accents.


  “But I love him.”


  “Bah! Of all the ridiculous, insane comments I’ve ever—”


  “He’s right. He said you had a petty temper.”


  Mr. Lee put his-glasses back on and peered closely at his daughter. “Nonsense!” he shouted.


  “You see? Now you’re shouting at me.”


  Carol suddenly rose and ran around the table and put her arms about her father’s neck. “Don’t be angry with me,” she said. “I do love him, and I can’t help it.”


  Mr. Lee looked sour for a moment, but finally he sighed and said, “Oh, all right. What do you want me to do?”


  “Couldn’t you find a place for him in the bank?”


  “My dear, you say the most preposterous things!”


  “Why? He’s honest and he’s strong.”


  “We are not hiring dray horses.”


  “Oh, daddy!”


  Carol rubbed her cheek against her father’s and he sighed and shook his head after a moment. “Very well, my dear. Call him and ask him to do me the honor of stopping by at his convenience. I’ll talk with him . . .”


  A tinkling sunny laugh sounded surprisingly. Carol looked at her father with a puzzled smile. “Did you hear that?”


  “Yes. It was probably wind against the window panes,” said Mr. Lee, who was never at a loss for an answer.


  MR. LEE and Terrence met that afternoon in the board room of the Exchange National Bank.


  “My daughter tells me you are still looking for a job,” Mr. Lee said. He stressed the word “still” faintly, and got across the impression that Terrence had been unemployed since at least the start of the Punic Wars.


  “I’ve had miserable luck,” Terrence said. He was still unnerved by his experience of the morning with Mr. Carruthers.


  “Yes, I’m sure,” Mr. Lee said, with total disbelief in his tone. “What kind of a job do you want?”


  “Anything at all. Anything that’s fitting, you understand.”


  “Oh, I see. Do you think we might persuade you to start off as, say, a vice-president?”


  Terrence laughed good-naturedly. He lit a cigarette with an expansive gesture. “That would be an excellent place to start, I’m sure.”


  “Yes, you’d have room for advancement,” Mr. Lee said. He paused a moment, studying the shining mahogany surface of the board table. Then he said: “I am a vice president of this Bank. I’ve held my present title thirteen years, before which I was respectively, a cashier, a secretary, a teller, and office boy. With great deal of hard work, plus certain intellectual endowments, I’ve got as far as I have in my profession. Are you willing to take the same chance, put in the same hard work over the years?”


  “Well, now,” Terrance said, uneasily.


  “I thought so. For some reason which escapes me completely, my daughter finds herself in love with you, Mr. O’Reilly. You know of this—er—aberration, I presume.”


  “Oh, certainly.” Terrence smiled with the grace of an Irish King. “I love her too, you know.”


  “That’s going to make it nice for both of you,” Mr. Lee said. “You will need this mutual affection to take your minds off your stomachs.”


  “I don’t get you,” Terrence said. He smiled, then decided there was nothing to smile about. He stopped smiling.


  “Get this then, Mr. O’Reilly. If my daughter persists in her tasteless and mysterious affection for you, I’m going to pack her bag and set it on the doorstep this evening. You can take care of her from now on. And with your present financial prospects I think she’ll have to get used to a series of eighteen day diets.”


  “You’re not going to give me a job?” Terrence said, still puzzled by the nature of developments.


  “No, I’m not going to give you a job,” Mr. Lee said. “I wouldn’t give you a job—”


  Mr. Lee was saved the trouble of finishing his sentence by an urgent knock on the door.


  “Come in,” he said.


  A well-dressed worried-looking man entered. He glanced, from Mr. Lee to Terrence, then back to Mr. Lee again. “There’s been some trouble, sir. A fifty-thousand dollar bearer bond has disappeared.”


  “Nonsense!” Mr. Lee said. “Nothing ‘disappears’ in this bank.”


  “Well, we haven’t been able to find it sir. Mr. Zembelli asked for a check of his bonds, and when we went through his envelope the fifty-thousand dollar bond was gone.”


  “Is Mr. Zembelli here now?”


  “Yes, sir. Very much so, if you. know what I mean.”


  “I understand.” Mr. Lee turned to Terrence. “You’ll have to excuse me now. We were through with our talk, at any rate.”


  “I’m pretty good at finding things,” Terrence said unexpectedly. “Why don’t you let me help you?”


  Mr. Lee smiled. Then he laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant laugh. “Come along with me,” he said.


  * * *


  “I don’t figure this move,” Nastee said.


  He and Tink were reclining on Terrence’s shoulder, as that young man hurried after Mr. Lee’s spare figure.


  “You’ll see,” Tink said. His tone was cheerful.


  “Don’t gloat,” Nastee said petulantly.


  “I can’t help it,” Tink said, laughing.


  TERRENCE followed Mr. Lee to a paneled room on the second floor. Present were several bank officials, and a round little man with red cheeks and mournful brown eyes.


  “Ah, Mr. Zembelli,” Mr. Lee said.


  “My bond, where is my bond?” Mr. Zembelli said dolefully.


  “Well, that’s what we’re going to find out,” Mr. Lee said.


  “That’s nice of you, Mr. Zembelli said, and went and looked out a window.


  Mr. Lee picked up a thick brown, folder from a desk. He; removed a sheaf of bonds and went through them, carefully, noting their numbers against a typewritten list on the cover of the folder.


  “It’s not here,” he said.


  “We know that,” Mr. Zembelli said in a mournful voice.


  Mr. Lee went into an open vault and Terrence, followed him. Mr. Lee looked on a shelf where the Zembelli folder had been kept, and then got down, on his knees and crawled about the floor. When he stood, his face was flushed and there was a worried line about his eyes. He glanced at another of the officials, shrugged his shoulders and went outside.


  “We’re still looking,” he said to Mr. Zembelli’s sadly hunched shoulders.


  “I don’t like to be putting you to all this trouble,” Mr. Zembelli said, sighing. “I shouldn’t have bothered you with my bonds, maybe, in the first place. But everybody knows it isn’t safe to keep them in the home. Your bank says so on its radio program. So I brought them down here where I could have them always safe.”


  There was an embarrassed silence.


  Terrence suddenly felt a tug at his finger. Glancing down he saw nothing; but the tug was unmistakably repeated. He moved willy-nilly in the direction of the pull.


  “Where are you going?” Mr. Lee asked waspishly.


  “I—I don’t quite know.”


  Terrence was led across the room, and the pressure on his finger caused him to hold his arm out before him, so that he looked like a water-diviner as he moved hesitantly along. He stopped at a bookcase and his hand was moved up and placed against a large dictionary. He removed it from the shelf under the same invisible compulsion that had led him to it; and then, because he didn’t know what else to do, opened it and flipped through its pages.


  Everyone in the room was watching this strange behavior, so he turned, and smiled weakly at them. Then he put the dictionary back in place.


  Again there was the tugging on his finger and he was taken back to the desk where Mr. Zembelli’s folder rested.


  “What kind of nonsense is this?” Mr. Lee-snapped.


  “Let him alone, please,” Mr. Zembelli said in a soft despairing voice. “He is maybe more efficient than even this so-efficient bank.”


  Terrence picked up the folder, put it down again; and then he saw a tiny edge of paper extending from beneath the desk blotter. He pulled at it, and almost simultaneously a delighted shriek sounded from Mr. Zembelli.


  “My bond, my bond!” he cried.


  * * *


  “What a lot of corny nonsense!” Nastee snapped. “Leading him to the dictionary first!”


  “Well, it made a good act,” Tink chortled.


  “Now I’m mad!” Nastee muttered.


  “FRANKLY, you saved us from an extremely awkward situation,” Mr. Lee said to Terrence with reluctant grace. “I think perhaps we might resume our previous conversation—”


  An officer of the bank touched his arm, whispered in his ear. Mr. Lee glanced at Terrence, who was smiling cheerfully. Mr. Lee’s gaze slid down to Terrence’s outside suit pocket.


  Mr. Lee coughed. “What is that in your pocket, please?” he said in a gentle voice.


  “In my pocket?” Terrence reached down, pulled out an impressively embossed bond. “Well, well,” he said.


  “Ah—precisely,” Mr. Lee said, taking the bond from his hand.


  “It must have got in there while I was—er—looking for the other one,” Terrence muttered in confusion.


  “Ah—yes,” Mr. Lee said. “Well, may I escort you to the door?”


  “What a dirty trick,” Tink said, with feeling,


  “You see, I win!”


  “Yes, but you had to make him look like a thief.”


  “Ah, so what? I told you he was a dope.”


  The two Leprechauns rode downstairs on Terrence’s slumping shoulders.


  The lobby of the bank was crowded with mid-afternoon depositors. Mr. Lee, along with several officers of the bank, led Terrence rather pointedly toward the revolving doors.


  “I can’t understand how that bond got in my pocket,” Terrence said. “It’s been a funny day. Things keep happening to me in the darndest way.”


  Suddenly the revolving doors spun harder than usual and three stocky men pushed their way into the lobby. They were masked, and carried guns in their hands.


  “Stick ’em up!” they shouted.


  “My God!” cried Mr. Lee.


  Silence—deep tense silence—settled like a pall over the large room.


  Terrence heard a faint tinkling laugh, and then something like red-hot darning needle jabbed him in the rear.


  “Ouch!” he bellowed and leaped forward, clasping both hands to his offended region.


  “Smart guy,” one of the bandits said, and his finger closed on the trigger of his gun.


  But nothing happened.


  And Terrence, forced into action, so to speak, promptly slugged the man on the jaw. Terrence had his shortcomings but they were not in the area of physical effectiveness. The man went down in an untidy heap.


  The other two men tried to fire their guns, but before they could get them working, Terrence was on them like an enraged, lion, laying about with savage enthusiasm.


  It was all over in a twinkling.


  * * *


  “Aw, I quit,” Nastee said disgustedly.


  “You’d, better!”


  “You’re acting like a Leprechaun in a B movie,” Nastee said witheringly. “Hold-up men! Heroics! It’s enough to make me sick . . .”


  MR. LEE SAT at his desk, a rare smile on his face. With him were Terrence and Carol, arm-in-arm, and the president of the bank.


  “We need a new detective, it so happens,” Mr. Lee was saying.


  “We couldn’t find a better one,” the president of the bank said, beaming at Terrence.


  “Oh, darling,” Carol said happily.


  From the edge of an inkwell on Mr. Lee’s desk, Tink and Nastee surveyed the scene with varying reactions.


  “Gosh, isn’t she pretty,” Tink said, sighing.


  “Ah, they’re still a pair of dopes. And I got an idea—”


  “No, that’s not fair. You said you quit.”


  “Yeah, but I changed my mind. I—”


  Tink turned and pushed Nastee very hard. There was a barely audible plunk as Nastee fell into the inkwell.


  “What “was that?” the president of the bank inquired, peering at the inkwell.


  “Air bubble,” Mr. Lee said crisply.


  He picked up a pen and began jabbing it into the inkwell and the noise it made drowned out Nastee’s impotent protests and Tink’s delighted laughter . . .


  VANGUARD OF THE DOOMED


  First published in the February 1951 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Was it chance alone that sent this meteor streaking earthward—or did an alien power direct it as an opening bid for conquest?


  CHAPTER I


  “WF18 CALLING WC33M . . . WF18W calling WC33M . . . WF18W calling WC33M . . .”


  He repeated the call over and over into the microphone, a pleading note in his voice. But the loudspeaker remained silent. It had been silent all evening. He had repeated his call at half-hour intervals, but there had been no answer.


  There had been no answer for a week.


  Frowning at the silent loudspeaker, Bradley Dunn lighted a cigarette. He thought back over the nightmare events of the past week, and he wondered if they formed the reason for her silence. He had learned little about the girl in the brief month of their short-wave radio acquaintance. He knew that her name was Faye Manning, that she seemed to be a radio ham like himself—but that was about all.


  Faye Manning . . . A voice from a short-wave radio loudspeaker. A voice belonging to a girl he had never seen.


  Yet that voice had formed a picture of her in his mind. It had told him things about her that she had never put into words. It was soft, cultured, breaking frequently into clear, silvery laughter. It held no affectation, no coyness or pretense. It contained warmth and sincerity, a quick intelligence that carried her easily over a wide range of knowledge.


  Her voice further told him that she was an attractive girl, even though it seemed unlikely that an attractive girl would indulge in a hobby as sedentary as short-wave radio. She had the youth and vitality, the self-confidence and zest for life that went with good looks.


  In three years of short-wave radio broadcasting Dunn had learned a lot about voices. But in those three years he had never encountered a voice quite like Faye Manning’s. It held an inexplicable magnetism, a challenge. It was a voice that both revealed and concealed. For there was also an odd yet persistent quality of mystery about her. She avoided speaking of herself or her surroundings, somehow always managing to keep their conversations on an impersonal basis.


  There were times when she had seemed downright furtive—conspiratorial. Her radio contacts with him had been brief, hurried, made in a low-pitched tone as though she wished to avoid being overheard.


  THE LAST TIME he had spoken to her—almost exactly a week ago—there had been a restrained excitement in her words, a hidden tension . . . a hint of dread.


  “Something has happened, Brad,” she had said. It was one of the few occasions she had used his first name, both having begun addressing each other by their first names only a short while before. “I can’t explain, but it’s very important. This set is going to see a lot of use, and so I may not be able to keep in touch with you for a while. Please try to understand.”


  He had pressed for an explanation, trying desperately to prevent losing contact with her, even temporarily. His existence had come to center about his talks with her, and the thought of having them interrupted had been as unpleasant to face as that of giving up such a vitally necessary function as sight.


  “What is it, Faye?” he had asked, “Is there something I can do?”


  “I’m afraid not. In fact, I don’t know if I’d want anything done. This thing that’s happened . . . well, it’s important, Brad. In a lot of ways. I’ll have to sign off now. I’ll get in touch with you later, if I can.”


  “Faye, wait! Please. If there’s something seriously wrong—”


  “I’m sorry, Brad,” she had hurriedly broken in. “I really must sign off.” He had not heard from her since. He crushed out the cigarette with sudden violence and ran a hand through his thick brown hair. Loneliness and discontent showed in the pucker between his hazel eyes, in the downward curve of his wide mouth. His features were mobile and sensitive, clashing with the rugged strength that lay in his wide cheekbones and the angularity of his jaw.


  He turned away from the radio set in a surge of restlessness, and abruptly he was aware of the silence that filled the bungalow, a silence that seemed to settle most heavily in this particular room. He ran a bitter gaze over the littered workbench near the short-wave apparatus, over the tool cabinet and the tier of laden shelves beside it, over the studio couch and the large, overflowing bookcase against the opposite wall. The familiarity of the room mocked him. It was a reminder, a symbol of the emptiness of his life. He was twenty-eight, an electronics engineer, considered a valuable employee by his superiors, but for him existence had not yet taken on real meaning.


  She had brought a needed brightness into his surroundings. Her soft voice and silvery laughter had been a bridge to a more vivid and interesting world. An immaterial bridge, yet one he might have crossed. He told himself again that he should have asked for her address, should have made an attempt to see her. Certain things she had said indicated that she lived in the same city, or at least sufficiently close to it to do something about meeting her personally.


  But he had hesitated to suggest a meeting at too early a stage. It had seemed wiser to wait until they knew more of each other, until they knew what to expect when they met face to face.


  HER CONTINUED silence weakened his resolution now. He was growing seriously worried. He had the vague yet persistent impression that she was in trouble of some sort, and he wanted to know if she was all right, if there was something he could possibly do. He had been unable to locate her in any of the ordinary directories, but she could be traced through her radio call letters.


  “Something has happened, Brad . . . Her words rose in his mind again, and he wondered if the planetoid that had entered the Solar System to menace Earth had anything to do with the crisis she faced. The Celestial Hammer, as the weirdly behaved object had come to be called, had brought fear and confusion into millions of lives, and its terrible threat may easily have brought disorder into Faye Manning’s. Thousands of persons had already fled the city in the past week. She may have been one of them.


  But recalling something else she had said, he doubted that. “This set is going to see a lot of use.The words held no suggestion of intended flight. They held instead a hint of mystery. What sort of use could she have meant, if not that for which an amateur broadcasting outfit was intended and for which it was licensed? And if she were using her set for the proper purpose, why wasn’t it possible for her to keep in touch with him?


  Slumped in his chair, Dunn shook his head wearily. Mystery, questions, uncertainty, dread . . . He’d had enough of that during the past several months. Everyone had had enough. First the war, with the Slav-Asian Powers threatening to engulf the world—if atomic weapons did not destroy it first. Then the strangely erratic planetoid that had wandered into Earth’s path, an even greater threat since it was beyond human control. Dunn corrected himself. No, not beyond human control, if a madman named Everett Stonecrest was to be taken seriously. Stonecrest claimed to be able to direct the movements of the planetoid at will. It was he who had dubbed the object the Celestial Hammer.


  With an odd clarity, Dunn remembered a Bible quotation from the man’s first broadcast: “Is not my word as a fire? saith the Lord; and like a hammer that breaketh the rock in pieces?”


  It had been a clever association of ideas—incredibly clever. Few utterances in history had caught more powerfully at human imagination, human beliefs. People were tired of war, tired of the destruction, the brutality and fear that went with it. They had been seeking some hope, some reassurance . . . some Sign. In the Celestial Hammer it had finally appeared. And Everett Stonecrest had emerged as an oracle, a prophet.


  Dunn straightened with sudden impatience and glanced at his watch. The shadow of Everett Stonecrest’s much-publicized yet little-known figure touched only remotely at the fringes of his own life. All that mattered to him was a soft voice that had been inexplicably silent.


  HE TURNED back to the radio set and reached for the microphone. He’d make one last attempt to reach her this way. After that he’d have to try a more direct approach.


  “WF18W calling WC33M . . . WF18W calling WC33M . . . WF18W calling WC33M.”


  He lighted a cigarette and waited. The slow minutes passed, mockingly soundless.


  No answer.


  He sighed finally and crushed out the remains of the cigarette. He rose slowly to his feet. He stood looking down at the radio set for a brooding moment, then reached out to switch it off.


  “Hello, WF18W! This is WC33M. Am I coming through?”


  The familiar soft voice—but somehow changed. There was an unusual haste in it, a frantic urgency.


  “Faye!” he said. He dropped back into the chair, groped for the microphone. “Faye!” he said again. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you all week.”


  “I know, Brad,” she returned swiftly. “I wasn’t able to answer. Now please listen carefully. I have very little time, and what I’m going to say is important. . . Brad, I have reason to believe that you’re in real danger. It’s because of your calls to me on the radio. Watch yourself, Brad. Don’t trust strangers who approach you for any reason.”


  The complete unexpectedness of the warning shocked him. He drew a slow breath and said through stiff lips, “What’s going on at your end, Faye? I don’t understand this.”


  “It’s my fault. I should have told you more about myself than I did. I’ve been a fool . . . Brad, you’ve heard of Everett Stonecrest and the Celestial Hammer?”


  “Yes, but what—”


  “Please listen. Someone might come in at any moment, now. I work for Everett Stonecrest. I’m his secretary. This is his radio set I’m using.”


  “Good Lord!” Dunn breathed.


  “I know what a surprise that must be,” Faye went on. “It should give you an idea why I haven’t been able to answer your calls. I knew about them, of course, but—I haven’t enough time to explain the situation any further, Brad. What I really wanted to tell you—” Her voice ended on a gasp.


  There was a silence. Dunn stared at the loudspeaker, his brows drawn together over pinched eyes.


  “What is it, Faye?” he demanded tensely. “Are you all right?”


  It was a moment before her answer came.


  “Why, yes . . . yes, Brad. As I was saying, I’m sorry I haven’t been able to answer your calls. I . . . I’ve been very busy.”


  Again her voice had changed. The difference was unmistakable. Her words were flat, deliberate—evasive.


  Dunn sat numbly, conscious of a strange new atmosphere, almost as if an invisible menace peered at him out of nothingness. Was some other person listening in? Was Faye now under a . . . a restraint? He searched carefully for his next words.


  “Faye, this Celestial Hammer situation . . . I hope it doesn’t change things too much for you. You’re not planning to leave, or anything like that?”


  “No, I’ll stay with Mr. Stonecrest as long as he wants me to.”


  Her voice held a lilt of eagerness. He was on the right track.


  DUNN GRIPPED the edge of the table on which the short-wave apparatus stood. His face held a tight, strained fixedness.


  He went on, “I’ve been wanting to see you, Faye. Couldn’t you get away from your work for a while?”


  “I’m afraid not. I’m really very busy, Brad. I wouldn’t be able to leave the house even for ten minutes. The situation may last indefinitely.” She seemed to pause. “I won’t be able to use this radio set again, so it would be best if you didn’t try to call me again. I hope you’ll write, though. You’ll remember I’m at Mr. Stonecrest’s Lake Grove house.” Another pause. “I’ve already taken up too much valuable time, Brad. I’ll have to sign off. Hope your worries about me are ended. ’Bye.”


  “Yes,” Dunn said. “Yes. I understand. Thanks for calling, Faye. I’ll drop you a line as soon as I can. Don’t work too hard—and good luck.” Silence closed down over the room once more. Dunn sat staring at the loudspeaker, still gripping the table edge.


  Faye Manning—and Everett Stonecrest. Everett Stonecrest—and the Celestial Hammer. The relationship stunned him. He would never have guessed that a relationship could possibly exist. Faye Manning was a voice belonging to a girl he had never seen, about whom he knew almost nothing. Everett Stonecrest was a mysterious figure, who in the past several days had assumed legendary proportions. He had prophesied a miracle—and the miracle had taken place.


  It was Stonecrest’s radio set that Faye had been using. It was in Stonecrest’s Lake Grove mansion that Faye was staying.


  Or was being kept by force. Dunn thought of the queer change in her voice, the clever way she had responded to his cues, giving him information under the very nose of whoever it was that had evidently been listening. If he had interpreted that information correctly, Faye was in trouble of some bizarre sort. She was asking for help. That appeared to be what she had meant by saying she hoped he would write.


  He knew it would be useless to take those suspicions to the police. They would require more substantial evidence before they took any action against a man of Stonecrest’s importance. Stonecrest was the man who in some miraculous, inexplicable way had saved a large part of the Earth from destruction, the man whose very word kept at bay a tremendous bludgeon in the sky.


  Dunn shook his head. If anything at all was going to be done to help Faye, he would have to do it. Alone. In the face of whatever danger it was she had warned him against. This danger, it seemed, had arisen because of his radio calls to her. It could become an immediate thing if he tried to reach her in person. But there were impulses that made a man willing to face danger.


  THE SUDDEN ringing of the door-bell made Dunn straighten tensely in his chair. The sound seemed to have come in answer to his thoughts. Was this the threat of which Faye had warned him? It was too late in the evening for a visit by anyone he knew.


  He rose slowly to his feet, listening to the doorbell ring again. He looked at the radio, hesitated, his mind racing. Then his lips flattened against his teeth, and he left the room, hurrying through the dimly lighted interior of the bungalow. He lived alone, having kept up the house after the last of his parents had gone. The bungalow had advantages an apartment lacked, providing the space he needed for tools, experiments and hobbies.


  In his bedroom Dunn reached under the night table beside the bed, where he kept hidden a .45 Army automatic in a spring clip holder. He went to the front door, flicked on the porch light and peered through the door’s small glass window.


  There was no one on the porch. The walk that led to the street was empty of life.


  A messenger, Dunn thought abruptly. Perhaps Faye hadn’t been certain of reaching him by radio and had sent a telegram, or a special delivery letter. Deciding from the dark front windows that nobody was at home, the messenger had just left.


  Dunn hastily unlocked the door and started down the steps toward the sidewalk. If he hurried, he could catch the messenger before—


  The sudden scrape and rustle of motion came as he was leaving the steps. Senses flaring in alarm, he whirled. In the split-second before the blow fell, he saw the looming dark shape of the man who had been hiding in the shadows at the side of the porch. He saw the upraised arm, saw the glinting object gripped in the hand.


  Then—a burst of light and pain and a rushing descent into darkness . . .


  WHEN DUNN regained consciousness in the shadows at the side of the house, where his attacker evidently had dragged him, he found that the porch light had been turned off and the door closed. Gingerly touching the blood-encrusted bruise on his head, he went heavily up the steps and let himself in with his key. In the bathroom he ran cold water over his face and scalp and sent his foggy thoughts back over what had happened.


  The attack didn’t seem to make sense. Someone had gone through a lot of trouble just to hit him over the head. If this was the peril Faye had mentioned, then those behind it appeared to be laying down on the job.


  It was a short time later that he thought of the radio set, which he now recalled had been left turned on. He went to switch it off—and halted in angry dismay as he came in sight of the table on which it stood.


  Someone had taken a hammer from the tool cabinet, had very thoroughly and deliberately beaten the set into complete ruin.


  CHAPTER II


  LAKE GROVE was an exclusive residential suburb within less than an hour’s drive of the city. Dunn reached it in the early afternoon, driving his coupe.


  He stopped at a service station on the edge of the downtown district. While the gas tank was being filled, he left the car to stretch his legs. He noticed the station attendant covertly studying him as the latter replaced the tank cap. The attendant was a lean, shrewd-faced man, around Dunn’s own age. His eyes might have been curious, but they were friendly. They seemed to invite the question Dunn had been planning to ask.


  “I’m looking for the place where Everett Stonecrest lives,” Dunn said, as he paid for the gas. “Can you tell me how to reach it from here?”


  The attendant’s interest sharpened. “Sure. The house is easy to find.” He deftly sketched directions. “You know Stonecrest?” he asked finally.


  “I’ve never met him, but I’m hoping to.”


  “We’ll, you’re in for plenty of competition.”


  Dunn was faintly startled “How do you mean?”


  “All kinds of people have been passing through town, on their way to see this Stonecrest guy,” the attendant said. “There’s been loads of them every day, mostly coming in by train and bus. Newspaper reporters, scientists, religious organizations, and just plain nosey Parkers. There’s a regular mob in front of Stonecrest’s place, from what I hear. Police had to be sent out to keep order.”


  The attendant paused, shaking his head. “Beats me, the way this Stonecrest got so popular all of a sudden. Everybody talking about him, crowds of people trying to get in to see him, radio and newspapers full of stuff about him and that hunk of rock in the sky he calls the Celestial Hammer. You’d hardly know there was a war going on any more. But a week ago you wouldn’t know Stonecrest was alive. Nobody knew anything about him—and as far as that goes, they still don’t. Take me. I’ve lived here a long time, and Stonecrest’s lived here even longer than that, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard his name mentioned before that Celestial Hammer pitch of his. I don’t know anybody in town who’s ever seen him—and I know most of the people in town, too.”


  Dunn nodded his understanding. He had spent the morning looking up information on Stonecrest, and the results had been disappointingly meager.


  Among the few facts he had gleaned were that Stonecrest was wealthy, past middle age, and lived alone with a handful of servants. He seemed to have no living relatives, no immediate friends. He belonged to no clubs or organizations, never attended social functions of any kind. He was rumored to have a strong interest in science and to maintain a laboratory in his home. There were numerous blank spots in Stonecrest’s life that apparently were explained by exploration trips to remote and little-known regions of the earth.


  THE ATTENDANT went on, “Wish I knew what to make of this Celestial Hammer deal Stonecrest is putting over. Most of the people I’ve talked to really think he can control the thing. They think he’s a messiah, like they say in the newspapers, that he was given a heavenly power to keep the world from being wiped out by atomic bombs. But me, I don’t know. Scientists say the Celestial Hammer’s a planetoid, something like the moon, only a lot smaller, and made out of common, ordinary rock, just like we got here on Earth. Sure, there’s been talk about the thing being too smooth and round to be an ordinary planetoid, but that doesn’t get away from the fact it’s made out of rock. How can anybody control a rock? Especially a rock as big as they say the planetoid is?”


  “Stonecrest did it,” Dunn returned. “Not that I’m plugging for him. But Stonecrest said the planetoid wouldn’t hit Earth—and it didn’t. That was after most scientists said there was no hope that the Earth would escape getting hit. The only question was where.”


  “I know,” the attendant said, shrugging. “It was luck, that’s all. One of those things called a coincidence. Stonecrest took a gamble, with all the odds against him—and he just happened to be right. That doesn’t mean he’s been chosen by God, like a lot of people claim.”


  “I hope so,” Dunn said grimly. “If he actually can control the planetoid . . . well, that’s too much power for any man to have.” He climbed back into the coupe.


  As though on a sudden impulse, the attendant leaned detainingly in the window opening. “Look. You were in the last war, weren’t you?”


  “Three years,” Dunn said, “European theatre.”


  “I was in Europe myself, and I usually know an ex-G.I. when I see one. It’s something about the way they look and talk. And any time I can help an ex-G.I.—”


  “Anyhow, if you really got to see Stonecrest, I can give you a tip. I learned a few things about his place lately. There’s a side road that leads to a service drive at the back of the estate. It isn’t hard to find. You just have to know where to turn off the highway.”


  The attendant took a pencil and a business card from one of the pockets of his uniform shirt. He sketched rapidly on the back of the card, explaining as he did so.


  “Here,” he said at last. “You’ll have a better chance of getting in that way than at the front. You’d need a tank to get through the mob out there. The rest is up to you. Good luck. And by the way, my name’s Jerry Camp.”


  Dunn gave his own name and extended his hand. “Thanks, Jerry. I’ll let you know how I make out.”


  JOE STARTED the coupe and continued along the highway that led through Lake Grove. Watching for the landmarks Camp, had described, he presently found the side road that would take him to the rear of the Stonecrest estate.’


  He did not turn into it at once. A considerable distance down the highway he saw signs of a crowd. Long lines of cars were parked on both sides of the highway, and numerous groups of people were visible around them. Even at that, Dunn knew he was seeing only part of the crowd. From what Camp had told him of the locality, it was clear that the throng overflowed the road that ran past the front of the Stonecrest mansion. This road lay parallel to the one at whose mouth Dunn had halted.


  Dunn put the coupe back into motion, swinging into the gravel-paved side road. His encounter with Jerry Camp had been a stroke of luck. He hadn’t guessed that a crowd would be among the obstacles he faced in attempting to learn what had happened to Faye Manning. He would have been lost in the throng as completely as a drop of water in a lake.


  His sense of foreboding grew. Sight of the crowd had given him perspective on the incredible situation in which—equally incredible—he had become involved. The whole thing had seemed unreal before, unreal and distant, like a drama taking place on another world. The Celestial Hammer had seemed a fantastic, if not wholly imaginary, threat. And Stonecrest himself had been little more than a vague shadow behind the sensations of the printed page.


  Even the attack of the previous night had seemed an unrelated happening. An attack, Dunn realized, that had been made principally to destroy his short-wave broadcasting equipment. The evident motive had been to silence his calls to Faye. For those calls could prove dangerous, if authorities were led to investigate the reason why they were going unanswered.


  The situation was no longer unreal, no longer distant. He was caught up in it, being swept along by its living current.


  The crowd had given him a fresh view of something else—the vast importance of the Celestial Hammer in human affairs and the sinister power latent in Stonecrest’s apparent control of it. The crowd, Dunn realized, had not gathered to mock or to show disbelief. It had gathered to seek guidance—to be led. And History showed repeatedly that it was upon the backs of their sycophantic followers that men with even less impressive claims to leadership had climbed to dominance.


  A terrible weapon in itself, the Celestial Hammer was even more potent when regarded as an answer to human hopes and beliefs. It was an embodiment of might greater than any man had ever known. A strange role, Dunn thought, for an object which in the beginning had been considered a mere tramp from space, a harmless wanderer expected to do no more than pass Earth’s back fence on its return to obscurity.


  ASTRONOMERS had discovered the planetoid several months before. The news of its arrival had diverted little attention from the progress of the war with the Slav-Asian Powers, a war which at the time had produced new reverses for the Western Allies. Calculations based on a study of its motion through the Solar System had indicated that it would pass Earth by a comfortably safe margin. The object itself had not been regarded as large enough to cause serious disturbances on Earth’s surface while in passage.


  The planetoid was described as being approximately four-hundred miles in diameter, perfectly spherical in shape, with a smooth rock surface of high albedo. Its unusual roundness and smoothness had been considered puzzling at the very start. There were theories that it was of artificial rather than natural origin. One even went so far as to suggest that the planetoid was a space ship, its hollow interior containing passengers in a state of suspended animation.


  Then, as though to discredit the astronomers who had predicted with cold mathematical certainty that it would do otherwise, the planetoid changed course. Incredibly, inexplicably, it swung directly toward Earth.


  The phenomenon was in utter defiance of all laws governing the motions of celestial bodies. Science was unable to account for it. Some powerful force obviously had acted upon the tremendous mass of the planetoid to cause its change in direction, but the identity of this force remained unknown.


  The space ship faction among the planetoid theorists was briefly triumphant. The shift proved, so they insisted, that the planetoid contained intelligent passengers. Earth was about to be visited by members of an alien race.


  Panic swept Earth’s millions as a collision with the planetoid now seemed inevitable. Scientists pointed out that the object was too small to cause world-wide destruction. Earth might reel slightly under the blow, but would continue on its way more or less intact. However, if the planetoid struck a thickly inhabited part of a continent, such as the Eastern United States, devastation would result for hundreds of miles around the point of impact. The scene would be ravaged by fire and molten rock. There would be terrific storms and earthquakes, or, depending on the region, volcanic eruptions and vast tidal waves. The area immediately under the planetoid—an area some four-hundred miles in diameter—would be ground into complete oblivion.


  The all-important question was, where would the planetoid strike?


  Closer, the huge projectile drew—ever closer. It became clearly visible in the sky, a second moon. And with its approach a paralysis of fear gripped Earth. The bitter struggle between the Western Allies and the Slav-Asian Powers slowed to a stop. Of what use to seek victory, when in all likelihood only extinction might reward the victor? Frightened mobs fled great cities everywhere. Other mobs abandoned themselves to alcoholic or religious frenzy.


  It was upon this chaotic stage setting that Everett Stonecrest had entered to make his epic declaration.


  Careful preparations evidently had been made in advance. At the cost of what was reported to be a small fortune, Stonecrest had negotiated with two major radio networks to have his broadcast relayed on a nation-wide hook-up from his home in Lake Grove. This was the first hint given that Stonecrest possessed transmitting equipment of his own. Subsequently arrangements were made between the net-works and certain eager sponsors whereby any and all of Stonecrest’s future broadcasts would be relayed without expense on his part.


  Framed in solemn Biblical terms, the announcement had been short. Stonecrest claimed to have been given the power to save the Earth, or important parts of it, from destruction. He would prove this, he said, by halting the planetoid—which he named the Celestial Hammer—in its tracks. The proof would appear in a matter of hours.


  And before the ensuing storm of skepticism and derision had time to reach its full proportions, Stonecrest’s proof had made its appearance. The Celestial Hammer, which had been plunging toward Earth beyond the power of any mere words to halt, again changed course. It had swung into a stable orbit—where it now remained.


  And as if to top the absolutely untoppable, Dunn thought, he himself was now speeding toward what was in effect Stonecrest’s back door. What sort of a welcome would he receive?


  A soft voice had brought him this far. There was still a long way to go . . .


  PEERING down the road, he saw a large sprawling house of gray stone taking shape through intervening trees. And parked at one side of the road, in line with the house, were several cars. A group of men were visible nearby. It appeared that others also had thought of Stonecrest’s back door.


  Dunn slowed the coupe. He thumbed open the glove compartment and lifted out his .45 automatic. The weapon had not been taken from him by his assailant of the previous night, perhaps having been overlooked in the darkness. He shoved the gun into a hip pocket.


  He covered the remaining distance seated quietly behind the wheel. He felt the eyes of the group on him, searching and curious, as he added the coupe to the queue of cars and climbed out. An argument of some sort seemed to have been in progress, but now there was momentary silence.


  Two of the watching men stood with their backs to a gate in a new-looking woven steel fence topped with barbed wire. They wore outdoor-type clothing, jackets and khaki sport hats, in contrast to the others, who wore business suits. Both were large, heavy men with hard, muscular features, a similarity in spirit rather than one of actual relationship. They had the look of men who guard the doors of bookie establishments. This was no bookie parlor, but Dunn knew they were on guard here.


  Beyond the fence were spacious, green-carpeted grounds, rolling smoothly to break in a wave of carefully-kept shrubbery at the base of the gray stone house Dunn had already seen. A number of smaller buildings, among them a garage and a greenhouse, stood at a respectful distance from the main structure. The scene had the aloofness and detachment of a scene on a picture postcard.


  “Another reporter, huh?” one of the hard-featured men said. He glanced sidewise at his companion and grinned without mirth. “The way these guys keep popping up, eh, Harry?”


  “You said it,” Harry returned. He • shook his head grimly at Dunn. “No luck, Mac. Nice idea you and the rest of these boys had, but nobody gets in this way. I been trying to sell them the fact. They won’t buy.”


  “It isn’t reasonable,” one of the reporters complained. “Stonecrest is the most important guy in the world today. He’s news. People want to know what he thinks, what he’s going to do. We can give him free publicity. But what do we get here? The Fort Knox routine, that’s what we get.”


  Harry shrugged. “Me and Vic got our orders. Mr. Stonecrest’s got all the publicity he can handle, I figure.”


  A plumpish man with a pencil tucked behind his ear turned questioningly to Dunn. “Haven’t seen you around before. What paper you with?”


  “I’m not a reporter,” Dunn said.


  The other seemed disconcerted. “Oh. Well, I suppose you want to see Stonecrest, too.”


  “Everybody wants to see Stonecrest,” another reporter put in sourly-


  Dunn shook his head. “I don’t.”


  THE GROUP stared at him with fresh interest. “That’s a new one on me!” Harry exclaimed. “What’re you after, Mac?”


  “I want to see a girl who’s staying here,” Dunn said. “Faye Manning.”


  Harry and Vic exchanged swift glances. The expressions of both underwent an odd change, became guarded.


  Harry said slowly, “Me and Vic got orders to let nobody in. And nobody gets in unless they’re expected at the house and we get told about it. We didn’t get told anything about you.”


  “I think you will—now,” Dunn returned. “Tell Mr. Stonecrest I want to see Faye Manning. Tell him I’m worried about her health, that it’s very important I see her at once.” Scenting news where none had seemed forthcoming, the reporters crowded about Dunn with eager questions.


  “Who’s this Faye Manning. She related to Stonecrest?”


  “What do you mean you’re worried about her health?”


  “You engaged to the girl?”


  The two guards, Harry and Vic, watched the reporters with troubled eyes. Abruptly, with a gesture almost of pleading, Harry swung back to Dunn.


  “Look, Mac. We get our orders from the house. You call up there and tell them what you want. Mr. Stonecrest says to pass you in, then we pass you in. Okay?”


  Dunn shook his head. “It would take too long to get him on the phone—if I could get him, to start with. I’ve got to see Miss Manning as soon as possible. Tell Mr. Stonecrest that. Tell him if I can’t talk to her, I’ll talk to these reporters.” Scowling at Dunn, Harry chewed at his lip and ran a palm along the side of his leg. A dim fury seemed to struggle in his eyes. “All right,” he said finally. “All right, Mac.”


  He whirled to the gate, fumbled a key into the lock and swung one of the two gate sections open. Then he glanced back at the avid faces of the reporters.


  “Come on,” he said to Dunn. “You go with me. If Mr. Stonecrest says to give you the heave-ho, I’ll have plenty of room to do it in.”


  He stood with angry watchfulness in the gate opening, allowing Dunn barely enough room to brush past.


  Then he pushed the gate shut and swiftly set off down a gravel driveway that ran past the greenhouse and the garage beyond it. Dunn followed, lengthening his strides to keep up.


  Abreast of the garage, Harry darted a look back and then turned sharply toward the concrete strip that ran along the front of the wide structure. He came to a sudden stop as Dunn, puzzled by the maneuver, turned after him. The garage was set back a few yards from the driveway. On one side the greenhouse cut off the view of those at the gate, and on the other a building beyond the garage partly blocked off the main house. No other persons were present. This part of the estate was screened and private, and awareness of that fact brought a cold alertness to Dunn.


  Harry’s hand came up from behind his back, holding a snub-nosed revolver. His lips were thinned against his teeth.


  “You got a rod in your kick, Mac,” he said in a low, flat voice. “I felt it when you went past me, at the gate.”


  CHAPTER III


  DUNN stood utterly motionless, feeling a queer inner sinking. Harry gestured with the revolver.


  “Get the rod out, Mac. Let it drop. And no tricks, if you don’t want a hole in the head.”


  “You wouldn’t shoot,” Dunn said. “Not with the reporters, back there.”


  “You think I wouldn’t, Mac? I could tell the newsies you were a nut, gunning for Stonecrest.”


  “That wouldn’t explain why I wanted to see Faye Manning.”


  Harry’s eyes seemed to retreat in baffled thought. Then his face became bleakly set. “I can still fade you, Mac,” he said softly.


  As he spoke he moved. He lunged at Dunn. The revolver rose club-like in his hand, swept viciously down.


  Dunn had been poised for action, muscles bunched and quivering, like a runner awaiting the starting gun. He moved explosively. He ducked under the blow, swung his body directly into Harry’s path. The other’s momentum sent both men sprawling to the concrete strip.


  Dunn heaved and twisted free. As he came erect he saw Harry, on hands and knees, reaching for the fallen revolver. He lashed out with a foot, sent the gun skittering across the concrete and into the grass beyond.


  Snarling, Harry shot to his feet and drove in at Dunn with a barrage of wide-swinging punches. A fist glanced off the side of his head, brought a ringing giddiness. Another blow caught him solidly in the chest, drove the wind out of him and sent him staggering back against the front of the garage.


  Harry closed in, eager to finish off his victim. He was a big man, heavy-fleshed, whose muscular face showed the scars of past encounters. Dunn was the taller of the two, but younger and lighter. Harry evidently felt that his weight and experience gave him an overwhelming advantage. He pressed that advantage with reckless confidence.


  Dunn felt the garage against his back as Harry’s bulk loomed up before him. Desperate awareness of his danger cleared his head. Bracing himself, he kicked out with his foot. It was no time for sporting ethics. Crippling brutality was Harry’s own clearly evident purpose.


  Harry gasped and bent almost double, pain wiping the eagerness from his heavy features. Dunn pushed away from the garage, swung his fist in a chopping blow to the side of Harry’s face. He followed through with an uppercut that half straightened the man, and then, as Harry seemed momentarily to hang in the air, knees sagging and features blank, Dunn threw his Sunday punch. Harry went down like a bag of wet sand, lay without moving.


  UNGLANCED around quickly, breathing hard. There were no figures in sight, no sounds of alarm. The swift and almost silent struggle had escaped attention. But Dunn knew someone might appear on the scene at any moment. He had to act swiftly if he were to reach the house without further interference.


  He caught Harry under the armpits, dragged him to the greenhouse side of the garage, and from there around to the back. Harry would thus remain out of sight and out of circulation until he awoke.


  Dunn ran a handkerchief over his face and brushed at his clothes. Except for a few bruises on cheek and jaw and some skinned and bleeding knuckles, he had come through the fight in good shape. His appearance was only slightly less presentable than it had been. That was important to him where Faye Manning was concerned.


  Making certain that no one had as yet appeared, he returned to the front of the garage. He retrieved his hat from where it had fallen, slapped at his pocket to see if the automatic was still in place, then set off toward the main house. He avoided the driveway, walking on the grass well to one side and keeping the greenhouse between himself and the men at the rear gate.


  He passed the remaining smaller buildings and strode along the side of the residence structure. There was a porte cochere entrance here, with stone steps leading up to a brass-bound oak door set between long, narrow leaded glass windows. Beyond the porte cochere the driveway swept in a gentle curve across a broad expanse of lawn and ended at a double gate in the tall iron fence that enclosed the front portion of the grounds. Several men stood in a group just within the gate—more guards, apparently.


  On the other side of the fence was a spectacle that touched Dunn with awe, even though he had been expecting it from the sounds that had reached him. A huge crowd stood peering in at the house, the buzz and murmur of voices filling the air like the growl of distant thunder. In the road beyond, all but choking off traffic, were long ranks of parked cars. Horns shrilled querulously as a thin stream of vehicles crept along the narrow lane that remained.


  Abruptly his wonder sharpened. If something wrong were going on at the mansion, it was going on in the very presence of this crowd. It suggested an incredible audacity—too incredible, perhaps, to be real. Briefly he considered the dismaying likelihood that he had misunderstood Faye and was making a fool of himself in his melodramatic attempt to rescue her.


  But her warning of his danger had been definite enough. A warning that almost immediately had been climaxed by the attack on him, the destruction of his radio set. And there had been Harry’s unmistakable fear of the reporters, a fear that had made him act with swift ruthlessness. These things were signs pointing out a situation that was anything but normal or harmless. What could there be, in the circumstances surrounding Stonecrest and the Celestial Hammer, that could possibly explain it?


  DUNN HAD by now reached the steps. He hesitated a moment, gazing up at the door, awareness sharp-in him of the mystery and the threat that lay beyond it. But beyond that door as well was the owner of the soft voice that had drawn him here. There could be no thought of turning back.


  The lines of his face tightened. He went up the steps.


  He found the doorbell, pressed it. He waited. As though from a vast distance he heard the deep mutter of the crowd, the drone and screech of passing cars. But he was alone, here. He was an island, withdrawn, set apart, a solitary, lonely entity that existed only for the opening of a door.


  That door opened. It opened slowly, portentously, revealing a stocky man in a plain dark suit. His intelligent features had the hardness that seemed characteristic of Stonecrest’s employees, but in this man the hardness somehow had a cultured quality.


  The newcomer stared at Dunn. He had the expression of a person who sees the impossible and refuses to believe it.


  “How did you get here?” he demanded after a moment. The question seemed the most immediate and important thing in his mind.


  “Harry let me in,” Dunn said, “at the rear gate.”


  “Harry let you in,” the stocky man echoed, spacing the words. He peered past Dunn, as though seeking Harry. His eyes were bleak. “This . . . well, this is irregular,” he said, evidently explaining his pause. “Just who are you? What do you want?”


  “My name’s Bradley Dunn. I’m a friend of Faye Manning, and I’d like to see her. I’ve been worried that she might not be well.”


  “And Harry let you in on the strength of that?”


  Dunn shrugged. “I happened to mention that if I didn’t get to talk to Miss Manning I’d talk to the reporters at the gate. They seemed very interested in anything I could tell them.”


  The other nodded thoughtfully. Then he leaned closer, his whole manner undergoing a change. He was suddenly friendly and confiding, with every appearance of being sincere.


  “Mr. Dunn, I can understand that you should be worried about Miss Manning. All of us here have been caught up in events, and as a result we’ve lost touch with families and friends. Naturally that would lead to concern about us. But we’re all safe and sound—Miss Manning included. It’s just that we have a big job on our hands, a lot of problems to face.” The stocky man waved a hand toward the crowd beyond the fence. “There you see part of those problems.”


  “Miss Manning,” he went on in his confiding tone, “has her own job to do. As Mr. Stonecrest’s secretary, she’s had to handle thousands of letters that have poured in here. Frankly, I don’t think she’d want to have her work interrupted and lose the time it would take to assure you she was quite all right.


  “Don’t misunderstand me, Mr. Dunn. We haven’t become anti-social, or anything of the sort. We’re just a dedicated group of people. A tremendous thing has happened—a thing that can change the world. We consider this thing more important than ourselves, more important than our own personal affairs.”


  The stocky man smiled sympathetically. “So I hope it’s clear that there’s absolutely nothing to worry about, Mr. Dunn. I’ll tell Miss Manning you inquired about her. I’m certain she’ll get in touch with you as soon as her work permits.”


  DUNN SHOOK his head. “I appreciate the trouble you’ve taken to explain the situation to me—but I’ve got to see Faye Manning. I’ll know she’s all right when she tells me about it herself.”


  The other’s manner changed again. His features stiffened and his warmth vanished. “I’m afraid it’s out of the question. We have orders to admit no visitors, except on urgent business, and then by appointment.”


  “If I can’t talk to Faye Manning,” Dunn said deliberately, “I’ll talk to the reporters, outside.”


  “You’re bluffing. What could you possibly tell them?”


  “I could tell them there was something very funny going on, here.”


  “Such as what?”


  “Such as Faye Manning apparently being kept prisoner in this house. Such as someone knocking me out last night and wrecking my radio set, thus to keep me from using it to call Faye Manning.”


  The stocky man blinked. “This is too deep for me. I guess I’ll have to let Miss Manning straighten you out. You can talk to her if you positively insist on it . . . This way, please.” He stepped aside in the open doorway, and Dunn strode past him into a large oak-paneled hall. The other turned very quickly as he swung the door shut, his hand darting under the lapel of his coat.


  Dunn caught the motion as he was removing his hat. A great bell seemed to ring in him. Almost wildly, he threw the hat, followed it in a lunge at the stocky man. The latter had his weapon out, a small automatic, but the impact of the hat in his face confused him for just the single instant Dunn needed.


  Flailing with his arm, Dunn knocked the automatic from the other’s grasp. Then his full weight hit the man, pressed him back against the door. Dunn held him there as he reached back into his pocket and jerked his own automatic out. He pressed the muzzle of the weapon against the stocky man’s neck. The latter ceased his struggles, staring at Dunn in baffled fury.


  Dunn backed away, probing the silence that flowed back into the hall. No alarmed voices, no approaching footsteps. So far, so good.


  His questing glance” fell on two telephones on a marble-topped table against one wall. He gestured at them with the automatic, returning his attention to the stocky man.


  “One of those is a house phone, I think. Get someone on it. Have Faye Manning brought here. No,” Dunn amended quickly. “Not here. There must be an empty room somewhere close by. Have her brought there. We’ll go there and wait for her. . . And be careful what you say over the phone. If you try to give me away—”


  The stocky man smiled thinly. “What would you do if I did? There’s no reason why I should co-operate.”


  “You’re forgetting the reporters,” Dunn returned. “And the cops. Trick me, and I’ll make enough noise to bring them here by the truck load. I might even shoot you in the leg for spite. Not that my aim is that good. I could make a mistake and hit you in the stomach, instead. Maybe you know what a .45 bullet does when it hits a stomach.”


  THE OTHER considered the thought with a remote, indrawn expression. Finally he turned to the table and picked up one of the telephones.


  “Careful what you say,” Dunn reminded softly.


  “Marty?” the stocky man said into the telephone. “This is Gillis. Bring Faye Manning to the little sitting room at the end of the entrance hall . . . I know, but bring her anyway. At once. It’s important.” He hung up.


  “All right, Gillis—if that’s your name,” Dunn said. “Let’s go.” Urgency was mounting in him. It seemed incredible that the others in the house were still unaware of his presence. His luck could not last.


  “This way,” Gillis said tonelessly. He started toward the other end of the hall.


  Dunn slipped the automatic into his jacket pocket, keeping his finger on the trigger. He followed Gillis past a broad staircase and then past a number of doors on either side. At the end of the hall Gillis opened the door to a pleasant, informally furnished room that could have been considered small only in relation to the larger rooms of the house.


  Dunn motioned Gillis well back into the room before he entered. He left the door slightly open, taking up a position that would leave him concealed behind its inward swing.


  “Faye Manning is the only one who comes in here,” he told Gillis. “Send away whoever happens to be with her.”


  The other shrugged with an appearance of coolness, but his dark eyes held a baleful gleam. “It’s your funeral.”


  “Yours could happen a lot faster than mine,” Dunn said. “Don’t forget that.”


  Slow minutes passed. The occasional shrilling of car horns drifted in faintly from the highway outside. There were other vague sounds that might have come from within the house itself. Dunn ached for a cigarette, not daring to relax his vigil long enough to light one. Gillis shifted impatiently, frowning.


  Excitement stirred in Dunn as he waited. For weeks Faye Manning had been nothing more than a voice from a short-wave radio loudspeaker. A soft voice that had drawn him, haunted him. But very soon, now, he would see her in the flesh. What would she be like? And—his wonder sharpened—what would she think of him?


  FOOTSTEPS rose into audibility behind the door. Dunn stiffened and shot a warning glance at Gillis. Then the panel moved, its edge swinging toward Dunn.


  A man’s voice said, “Here she is, Mr. Gillis.”


  The stocky man nodded. “Come in, Miss Manning . . . You can go back, Marty.”


  A muttered acknowledgment, and then the sound of footsteps again, retreating. The slim figure of a girl walked into Dunn’s field of vision. He had only a moment’s glimpse of her profile as she passed him, not knowing he was there. Then he was looking at the soft blonde curls clustered at the nape of her neck, at the tense line of her back in the simple gray suit she wore.


  “Well, what is it?” the girl demanded of Gillis. Her voice was the familiar voice Dunn knew, but tight, now, defiant.


  Gillis shrugged, glancing past her, at Dunn. “This isn’t my party, Miss Manning.”


  Dunn was swinging the door closed. Startled by the sound of the closing door as much as by Gillis’ glance beyond her, at Dunn, Faye Manning whirled. She stared at Dunn, her widened eyes touching the weapon in his hand.


  For a moment he overlooked the strangeness of this meeting. He was aware only of the girl, aware that she stood before him at last. She was no longer a voice, disembodied and remote. The bridge had been crossed.


  He was not disappointed. He felt somehow that he had known all along she would look as she did. Her blonde hair framed a small face with fine, even features. It was a face that needed only laughter to make it beautiful, but at the moment it held bewilderment, a vague dread, and showed the effects of nervous exhaustion. Her skin looked pale and drawn, and her luminous gray eyes had dark shadows under them.


  Dunn found himself walking forward, wanting suddenly to reassure her. She stepped back, a slim hand lifting to her throat. Her gray eyes were on the automatic.


  He grinned impulsively as the oddness of the situation struck him. “The gun is to make Gillis behave,” he explained. “I don’t usually have one in my hand when introducing myself.”


  Faye Manning’s lips parted in startled realization. Her gray eyes seemed to light. “Why, you’re Bradley Dunn!” she said. “I know your voice.”


  “Not any better than I know yours.” He smiled down at her as she abruptly came forward to meet him, her slim hand extended. He knew then that it was all right, that his life would no longer seem empty or meaningless.


  She shook her head slowly, her eyes grave and steady on his. “You came all this way, you put yourself into all this trouble—and over a girl you’d never seen before.”


  “I knew the really important things about her,” he said. “But right now we’d better get ready to—”


  A sudden flicker of motion off to one side made him turn sharply. Gillis had been standing several feet away, watching. Evidently seeing Dunn and Faye engrossed in each other, he had seized the opportunity to make a dash for the door.


  Dunn swung the automatic. For an instant Gillis’ back made a perfect target as he paused to fumble at the doorknob. But Dunn’s finger hesitated on the trigger. Regardless of the consequences to Faye and himself, he could not shoot a man in the back.


  Then, as Dunn belatedly started in pursuit, Gillis slipped through the door, jerked it shut. Dunn heard a metallic clicking. When he reached the panel and twisted at the knob, he understood.


  The door was locked.


  CHAPTER IV


  DUNN WHIRELD back to Faye.


  “We’ve got to get out of here! Gillis will have everyone in the house after us in another minute.” He flashed a glance across the room. “The windows! They open on the garden, and we can make a run for it to the rear gate. There’s only one guard there, holding off a pack of reporters. With the reporters watching, he won’t try to stop us.”


  She nodded quickly, excitement shining in her gray eyes. Then a new thought seemed to strike her. She caught at his arms.


  “Brad, if something happens—if I can’t make it, you’ve got to go on without me. It’s important, Brad—horribly important. Someone has to be able to reach the authorities and tell them what’s going on here.”


  “I wouldn’t leave you behind,” he said. “Not after I’ve come this far to find you.”


  Her grip on his arms tightened urgently. “Brad, listen to me! This is more important than either of us. The safety of the United States—all the Western Allies, in fact—may depend on it.”


  He stared at her, dazed. “Faye, you can’t mean that Stonecrest—”


  “Listen! Stonecrest is an imposter. He isn’t Stonecrest at all, but another man masquerading as Stonecrest. And I’m almost positive I know who that man is. His name is Max Borzeny—and I have reason to believe Borzeny is a Slav-Asian secret agent!”


  “Borzeny!” Dunn whispered. “I’ve heard the name before. During the second world war, Max Borzeny was a high official in the Nazi secret police—the Gestapo. He was one of the most wanted war criminals, too, but the Allies never caught up with him.” A chill dread rose in Dunn. “If what you say is true, Faye, then Borzeny is right here, in this house. And according to certain evidence, he’s able to control what in effect is the most terrible weapon the world has ever known!”


  Somewhere in the house a bell rang sharply.


  Abruptly aware of the precious seconds that had passed, Dunn taught at the girl’s hand. “Come on! We still have a chance if we move fast enough!”


  He led the way to the nearest of the windows, released the catch, pulled the window open. It was little more than a half-dozen feet to the ground. He dropped easily, then reached up to assist Faye as she swung out after him.


  THEY were on the side of the house opposite the driveway. From here only the far end of the front fence was visible, and only a few persons were in sight beyond it, walking along the street. The greater part of the crowd was concentrated around the front gate. Dunn and the girl were still as much alone as though in a wilderness.


  They ran toward the rear of the mansion. The smaller buildings came into sight. Beyond them was the garage, and beyond that the greenhouse which cut off the view of the grounds from the rear gate.


  Dunn approached the outbuildings from the side. Once he and Faye passed them, they could cut in front of the greenhouse, to the driveway.


  He turned as a man’s voice called out behind him. Figures were emerging from the window through which he and Faye had fled. One of the men was pointing, and Dunn realized that he and Faye had been sighted.


  He sent an anxious glance at the girl. In her skirts and high heels she was finding it difficult to keep up with him.


  He caught at her arm. “Your shoes, Faye. Kick them off, quick!”


  She swung to a stop beside him, obeyed hurriedly.


  “They’re coming after us from the house,” he said. “We’ve got to hold our lead until we get to the greenhouse.”


  Her gray eyes were pleading. She was breathing fast. “Brad . . . if I can’t make it . . . you’ve got to go on without me!”


  He shook his head doggedly as they set off again. “We’ve got to make it together.”


  They passed the first of the outbuildings—and then Faye gasped. In almost the same instant Dunn saw the reason. Several men were racing toward them across the stretch of grass between the outbuilding and the one beyond it. The path to the greenhouse was being cut off.


  A cold anger swept through Dunn. He was lifting the automatic toward the oncoming men, when his plunging foot came down on a depression in the turf. His ankle turned. Suddenly out of balance, he stumbled against Faye—and both fell sprawling.


  Dunn hit the ground hard, felt the automatic jolted out of his hand. Frantically he pushed himself back to his feet, whirled to help Faye as she began rising.


  “The rear gate!” he whispered at her. “Run for it. It’s the only way, now.”


  She hesitated an instant, her gray eyes mournfully intent on his. Then she was gone in a flash of silken legs.


  DUNN saw that one of the approaching men, moving more swiftly than the others, was almost upon him. There would be no time to retrieve the automatic. The only thing he could do—


  He lunged directly toward the on-rushing figures. Crouching, he threw his shoulder into the first of the group, sent him reeling back into the others. Almost immediately there was a tangle of colliding bodies as most of the men were unable to check their rush in time. They fell heavily to the ground amid curses and grunts of pain.


  Dunn pushed, kicked, twisted, fighting his way up through the tangle. He struck out as a face bobbed in front of him, felt his knuckles crunch against bone. Another man was coming at him from the side, and almost too late he dodged a swung fist. He sent a wild punch at the other’s middle, was rewarded by a gasp of expelled breath. Then arms caught him around the knees, and he went down again.


  Hands clutched at him, fists pounded at his face and head. Desperately he struggled to keep from being overwhelmed, but he knew it was hopeless. He heard voices, was dimly aware that the reinforcements from the mansion had reached the scene. A fist struck the side of his jaw, and the world west foggy in a burst of light and pain.


  From a distance he seemed to hear a girl’s choked scream. And then something heavy and hard smashed down on his head. His dimming perceptions dissolved in a black nothingness.


  DUNM opened his eyes in a small windowless room, lighted by an unshielded bulb in the low ceiling. A blurred face hung over him and he blinked several times before he recognized Faye Manning. He lay on a concrete floor, and his head, he discovered further, was pillowed on the girl’s lap.


  “Brad!” she said. “I was beginning to think you were dead. How do you feel?”


  Knowledge of the girl’s presence quickened his return to full awareness. He forced a grin. “Just seeing you, Faye, I feel fine.”


  He got his elbows under him, struggled to a sitting position on the floor. He squeezed his eyes shut as pain rang an anvil chorus in his head. Other pains swiftly became evident throughout his body, blending in a dull, steady ache.


  He sent a glance around the room. “Where are we?”


  “In one of the storerooms in the basement of the mansion.” Faye hesitated, looking down at her hands. Her small face seemed even paler than before, and there were smudges of dust on her cheeks. “It’s all my fault,” she went on. “I tried to reach the gate, but one of the men caught me . . . I’m sorry, Brad. I’ve brought you nothing but trouble.”


  He shook his head. “Getting to meet you was worth it. I’d do it all over again if I had to.”


  “I think I would, too, Brad.”


  He saw the meaning in her steady eyes, in her grave smile, and it gave him a sudden, deep feeling of strength, of reassurance. He put his hands on her shoulders, and she leaned almost tiredly against him, closing her eyes. He held her for a long moment. The situation had an odd familiarity, as though it had been repeated many times before.


  He looked past the blonde head resting against his cheek, looked at the stained, concrete walls of the room. They seemed to sharpen around him, bringing him back to the problem of survival. He released the girl, stood up, went to the low wooden door. The knob turned easily under his hand, but the door itself was securely fastened from the other side. Nothing short of an ax would open it—and guards all too likely were posted nearby.


  He returned to where Faye sat watching him, pressing blonde curls away from her face with the back of one hand. He lowered himself beside her, spoke softly. “Our chances seem to depend on how much Borzeny thinks you know about the set-up, here, and his plans. And there’s the matter of his identity. Does he know you’ve discovered who he is?”


  “I think he suspects it. That’s why he was keeping the prisoner.”


  “How did you get on to him?”


  “I went into the library one afternoon, to look up some records,” Faye began. “I usually did my work in another part of the house, and I don’t think Borzeny expected me there. Anyway, I noticed that a panel in the wall was open, and there was a safe behind it, open, too.”


  HER FULL lips curved in a wry smile. “I suppose it would seem the most natural thing in the world for a woman to nose around. But I had a better reason than that. I had been growing certain that something definitely queer was going on at the house. There was too much out of the ordinary happening, too much of an attempt to keep it secret.


  “Borzeny—or Stonecrest, as I thought of him at the time—explained the situation by saying he was engaged in certain important and confidential work for the government. It seemed logical enough. Borzeny can be very charming and persuasive when he wants to be. And besides, I knew he had a laboratory in the house and spent a lot of time there on experiments of some sort. He even had two assistants helping him, neither of whom could speak English very well. He said they were European specialists, loaned to him fey the government.


  “I played along for a while. That’s why I didn’t tell you a lot of the things about myself, Brad, that I might have told you otherwise. I thought I was helping the government.”


  She smiled shyly. “You were very nice about it, Brad. It was fun, talking to you on the radio. You didn’t get fresh, and you didn’t pry or ask questions. You were just . . . well, understanding, always pleasant.”


  “I share the same sentiments where a girl named Faye Manning is concerned,” Dunn said. “But where did you get the set you were using?”


  “There was a powerful model of standard design in a small studio adjoining the laboratory. All of the real Stonecrest’s experiments seem to have been with short-wave radio apparatus of new and highly advanced design, but apparently he had one set that he could use for ordinary broadcasting. He had a special room for it, too. This room opened out on a narrow side hall, and I could reach it without being seen. I knew I wouldn’t have been permitted so near to the laboratory. Hardly anyone was. Borzeny and his assistants kept the laboratory locked when they weren’t there, and I was careful to use the radio only when they were in some other part of the house.”


  Faye paused, and then went on, “My father was a radio ham, and he taught me how to twiddle the right dials. I was lonesome here, at the house, wanted someone to talk to. Borzeny always tried to discourage me from going out in the evenings—for security reasons, he said. And the few times I did go out, he had me followed. I learned about that quickly enough. It was one of the things that convinced me something strange was going on.


  “The secret experiments seemed only part of whatever this was. There was something odd about Stonecrest himself—or Borzeny, that is. He avoided meeting people and carried on most of his affairs by correspondence. He refused to see unexpected visitors, appeared suspicious of almost everyone around him. He didn’t hire me to work for him until he had investigated every detail of my background. Practically all of his employees seemed to be new. I learned a short time later that he had fired all the old servants who had worked at the house.”


  FAYE changed position on the floor, her soft voice quickening. “The arrival of this object in the sky that Borzeny calls the Celestial Hammer seemed to bring matters to a head. There was suddenly a lot of excitement. The guards at the estate were doubled—not ordinary guards, either, but professional toughs. From the scraps of information I was able to pick up, it seemed clear that Borzeny and his assistants had found they could control the object. What they used, of course, was the special shortwave apparatus with which they had been experimenting, in the laboratory.”


  “So that’s the explanation!” Dunn said. “I’d been wondering how control was possible.”


  Faye nodded. “This special apparatus evidently had been built by the real Stonecrest. The basic idea, I think, was a completely new type 6f radio communication. But Borzeny found he was getting signals with it—signals that came from the Celestial Hammer. No ordinary set could have picked them up. And when Borzeny signalled back, the Celestial Hammer responded by moving toward Earth.


  Further experiment showed that a great deal of control was possible. Borzeny could have sent the object back into space if he had wanted to. There was no actual intelligence directing the object itself. It was like . . . well, it was like a huge machine.”


  “There are theories that the planetoid is a space ship,” Dunn put in. “Suppose it is. A space ship with a stone hull would be practical enough, where meteors are considered. I don’t know about the passengers. They might all be dead—or in suspended animation, as some persons claim. But suppose that ship were guided in its flight by radio impulses like those sent out by Stonecrest’s apparatus. Perhaps to keep it from hitting a planet, or falling into a sun. If Stonecrest’s set sent out impulses of the same frequency as those sent out by the guiding device, then the ship would follow those impulses. That would explain how control of the planetoid was possible at all.”


  He gestured. “Anyway, it’s clear how Stonecrest—I mean Borzeny—obtained his supernatural abilities. Obviously, control of the planetoid gave him the idea of setting himself up as a prophet.”


  Faye’s blonde head moved in assent. “He began using the set over which I talked to you, Brad. I could see we wouldn’t be able to keep in touch any more, and I tried to let you know. Maybe I was too mysterious. You kept trying to reach me, and Borzeny grew excited over it. He said something would have to be done about you. I was afraid you were in real danger, and I warned you as soon as I had a chance to use the set again. Borzeny caught me at it. I don’t know what he might have done if we both hadn’t managed to give him the idea that our talk had been harmless.


  “He already was suspicious of me, you see. In fact, I was practically being kept a prisoner in the house. I was locked in my room every night. I got out to radio you only because I managed to slip a wad of paper in the door catch. The reason for all this goes back to that open safe in the library.


  “I investigated it. There were the usual things a person keeps in a safe. But then I came across a small steel box containing certain papers, records and newspaper clippings. All concerned a man named Max Borzeny. At the time it didn’t seem to mean much. Later, thinking back over what I had seen, I suddenly realized that this Max Borzeny was actually Stonecrest—or was masquerading as Stonecrest. And there was an important official connection between Borzeny and the Slav-Asian Powers.”


  FAY SHUDDERED, grimacing. “I didn’t know how close to death I was in those minutes. If Borzeny had caught me searching the safe—But he didn’t. Not actually. I returned things as I had found them and was working on the records I had come to look up, when Borzeny returned to the library. He looked at me, and then at the open safe—and from that moment on he took no chances with me . . . It seems incredible, though, that Borzeny could somehow have taken Stonecrest’s place.”


  “Stonecrest did a lot of traveling to remote corners of the Earth,” Dunn said slowly. “Somewhere along the line he and Borzeny ran into each other. Borzeny was a hunted man, and perhaps some actual physical resemblance between Stonecrest and himself suggested the switch in identities. It’s a matter of record that Borzeny spoke excellent English, and in addition he was an enormously clever and resourceful man. He had to be, to have escaped capture as long as he did. With a few changes in


  Stonecrest’s papers and identification, with a bit of careful forgery here and there, it wouldn’t have been impossible for him to pass himself off as Stonecrest . . . As for Stonecrest himself, there’s no doubt but that he’s dead—murdered by Borzeny.”


  “And it looks very much as if the same thing is going to happen to us,” Faye whispered, her face gray and drawn.


  Dunn placed a comforting arm about her shoulders. “Not if we play our cards right. The main thing to do is to keep Borzeny from finding out how much we know. We’ve got to convince him that neither of us has found out about his real identity and connections. Especially you, Faye. As for me, I’m just a dumb guy who thought your rich boss was keeping you incommunicado for romantic reasons. And I was just jealous enough to use a gun in trying to pry you loose.”


  “It might work,” Faye said, hope struggling in her voice. “I’ve been careful to say nothing about how much I knew.”


  Dun tightened his arm. “It has to work.”


  They fell silent, sitting close together on the concrete floor. The girl leaned wearily against him, her eyes closed. He felt the soft pressure of her body, and part of him was content. He had come this far to find her. That much, at least, had been accomplished. The only question now was, what lay ahead?


  The silence deepened. And then, from somewhere in the distance, Dunn heard the sound of approaching footsteps. He straightened tensely, felt Faye stir beside him. Her eyes stared into his, suddenly wide and alert.


  They were standing side by side when the door opened. A lumpy featured man with beetling eyebrows peered warily into the room, sent a muttered word over one shoulder, then entered. Two other men followed. One was an obvious tough, like the first who had appeared, but the second was a well-dressed, military erect man with iron-gray hair and cold, sharply chiseled features. All held leveled revolvers.


  “Mr. Stonecrest!” Faye said. “We were hoping for a chance to explain—”


  “That will be enough out of you, Miss Manning,” the gray-haired man returned curtly. He gestured to the lumpy-faced underling. “Get the microphone, Otto.”


  The other strode to one of the walls, reached into a crevice near the floor and drew out a small flat disk. He removed the wires connected to it, straightened, strode back.


  The man Faye had called Stonecrest, but who, Dunn knew, was actually Max Borzeny, smiled thinly at the girl. He had pale blue eyes that held a flat, unwinking stare—eyes that hinted of a nature harsh and without mercy.


  “I found your conversation very interesting, Miss Manning. That was my purpose in leaving you and this young man together, here. So, please, let there be no childish attempts to deceive me.”


  CHAPTER V


  A CHILL emptiness filled Dunn.


  Borzeny’s words had verified the sudden, numbing certainty that had leaped in him at sight of the microphone. Borzeny had listened in on the talk between Faye and himself, was aware they knew of his true identity. There was no longer any hope. Borzeny’s cold face, the leveled guns, indicated as much.


  Dunn felt Faye draw closer against him. Her gray eyes met his in a brief glance of despair.


  “All right, we know who you are,” Dunn told Borzeny. “We know what you’ve been doing here. What do you plan to do with us?”


  The imposter lifted his erect, carefully tailored shoulders in a shrug. “Dead men tell no tales, as the saying goes. Dead women, also, I might add.”


  “You can’t get away with it,” Dunn said. “This is the United States. People don’t vanish here without questions being asked.”


  “I’m quite sure I can avoid the questions,” Borzeny returned with faintly smiling calm. “I will produce witnesses who will insist they saw you and Miss Manning leave here in your car. A simple case of elopement. Nothing mysterious, nothing sinister. The car itself will be taken care of in accordance with my little arrangement.” Dunn found he was breathing fast. There was a stifled drumming in his chest. He forced himself to speak quietly.


  “Just when do you intend to start making this little arrangement of yours?”


  “Immediately,” Borzeny said. “I am, you see, vacating this house tonight. I do not intend to return, and I wish to settle all unfinished business before I leave. I regret that I cannot allow you and the charming Miss Manning a little more time together.” Borzeny raised his eyebrows in polite inquiry. “Any further questions?”


  “Yes,” Dunn said. Stall, he thought. Stall. Every second was precious, now. “What are you up to, here? What do you hope to gain by your control of the Celestial Hammer?”


  Borzeny’s eyes lighted with a fanatical gleam. “An excellent point to raise. I shall speak frankly. I have, after all, nothing to lose. You and Miss Manning will very soon be in no position to make use of what I shall reveal. As for these men here, I can trust them. Most of the others serve for money, but with these two it is a matter of personal loyalty.”


  He leaned forward slightly. His suavely deliberate manner seemed to change, to reflect a kind of fevered enthusiasm. “You ask what I hope to gain by my control of the Celestial Hammer. The answer, my young friend, is—mastery of the entire world! The Hammer is the most potent weapon that has ever existed—a weapon more potent, even, than the atomic bomb. And my control of it is absolute. I can make it obey my every command.”


  Borzeny paused, his pale eyes flashing at Dunn. “I can, for example, bring the Hammer down on any great city I choose—and smash that city into complete oblivion! Any city on the surface of the Earth. And I intend to do just that! My plans have been carefully made, and this very night I shall swing into action. Washington, the capital of your nation, will be first. Then will come the various atomic bomb manufacturing sites and certain military centers. The country will be completely disorganized, completely helpless!


  “That is only the first step in my plans. Immediately afterward I shall destroy the capital of the Slav-Asian Powers. At present the Slav-Asians consider me an ally, but they are treacherous, and I shall take no chances with them. With the dominant nations paralyzed and my power clearly demonstrated, the other remaining nations will quickly obey my commands. I shall emerge as the ruler of the entire world!”


  DIMLY Dunn was aware of Faye’s fingers pressing into his arm, as though in physical echo of the shocked dread that filled him. Borzeny’s scheme sounded wild—insane. But the man’s control of the Celestial Hammer already had been proved beyond any slightest doubt. And with control of the Celestial Hammer anything was possible.


  Dunn’s thoughts leaped frantically. Washington, the whole United States itself, was in immediate, terrible danger. Borzeny had to be stopped before he could put his plan into effect. Dunn realized he had to do something—but any move in the face of the ready guns would bring instant death.


  Borzeny made a sudden gesture. “Since your questions appear to have been answered, I will now proceed to the business at hand.”


  He took a step backward, glancing at one of the two men beside him. “You take the woman, Franz. I dislike shooting women . . . Otto, ready!”


  Borzeny lifted his gun. His cold features tightened, became intent.


  Dunn had a nightmare feeling. His muscles bunched wildly—but he saw there would be no time to move. The fingers of Borzeny and his henchmen were already tightening on the triggers of their weapons.


  A gun roared.


  Franz stiffened, half turned, then sprawled in a limp huddle to the floor. Borzeny whirled to peer back into the dark depths of the basement, and Dunn realized now that the shot had come from there.


  Another shot sounded. Something whined within inches of Borzeny’s head, passing Dunn and Faye to hit a wall, beyond. Dunn didn’t wait to see what happened next. He took swift advantage of his opportunity. Otto was nearest, peering through the doorway as he steadied his revolver for a shot. Dunn leaped at the man, got an arm around his neck, jerked him savagely to the floor. Before the confused Otto could put up resistance, Dunn punched him into senselessness. Then he snatched up the man’s fallen gun, swung to where he had last seen Borzeny.


  The other was gone. He had braved the bullets of the hidden attacker to dart through the doorway. Dunn heard swiftly retreating footsteps. Pursuit was out of the question at the moment, since it might draw the fire of the person concealed back in the basement.


  DUNN WAITED.


  The retreating footsteps faded, were gone. Somewhere a door slammed. Silence fell.


  “Hello, whoever you are!” Dunn called through the open door. “This is Bradley Dunn.”


  “Gillis, here!” a voice came back at once. “Everything all right at your end?”


  “Borzeny’s gone,” Dunn said. “The two men with him are out of action.”


  “I’ll be right with you.” Gillis came trotting out of the darkness. “Miss Manning all right?”


  “Yes,” Faye said. “You saved our lives, Gillis. But I don’t understand. I thought—”


  Gillis shrugged. “Up to a point, I follow orders and ask no questions. But there was too much going on in this house that I didn’t like. The way you two kids were being treated made me reach my limit. I followed Stonecrest down here—or Borzeny, as his real name seems to be—and I heard plenty. I thought he was just a rich guy using that Celestial Hammer thing to get himself a lot of free publicity. I didn’t know he was a fake planning to set himself up as a dictator. I don’t like dictators. And I like the old United States just as it is. Let it go at that.”


  Gillis looked questioningly at Dunn. “Want to make a run for the Law? Or should we try to clean house?”


  “We clean house,” Dunn said. “And the place to start is the laboratory. Borzeny will head there first thing. He has an idea about destroying Washington, and we’ve got to stop him.”


  “Let’s go,” Gillis said simply.


  Dunn picked up the revolver that the dead Franz had been using, thrust it into his belt. Then, gripping Faye’s hand, he followed Gillis through the basement.


  They reached a flight of stairs, mounted to the door at the top. The door was locked. Cautioning Dunn and Faye to move to one side, Gillis shot the lock away. Then he slid a fresh clip into his automatic and carefully inched the door open. The narrow hall beyond was empty, but from somewhere in the house shouts of alarm were rising.


  “Come on!” Gillis said. “We’ve got to make a rush for it.”


  The narrow hall ran past a kitchen and opened out into the main hall Dunn had already seen. As Dunn and the others hurried toward the stairway at the end, the two men appeared. Sighting. Dunn’s group, the men lifted the guns they held.


  Dunn and Gillis fired almost simultaneously. One of the men clutched at his chest and dropped. The other whirled back out of sight.


  “Cover me,” Gillis barked at Dunn. He crept to the end of the hall, peered around, then gestured urgently.


  They reached the stairway, raced upward. As they reached the landing a gun thundered. Gillis released a gasp, clutched at his shoulder.


  Dunn saw Harry at the head of the stairs. He snapped a shot at the man, missed. Harry was swinging his weapon toward Dunn, when Dunn fired again. Harry staggered, fell, rolled down the steps. He reached the landing, lay motionless.


  Dunn turned to Gillis. “Can you make it?”


  “Bullet went through my arm,” Gillis said. “I can still pull my weight.”


  They continued up the steps, Gillis insisting on scouting the way. Several men appeared in the hall below them, began to mount upward.


  “Hurry!” Gillis whispered. “There’s still another flight ahead of us.”


  THEY POUNDED up the remaining stairway, Gillis maintaining his lead. The approaching men shouted their discovery of Dunn’s group, quickening their ascent like hounds that had at last sighted their quarry.


  His hand gripping Faye’s, Dunn followed Gillis into a dim-lit hall. Gillis pointed toward one end.


  “The laboratory’s down there.”


  Faye said suddenly, “The studio! The laboratory will be guarded, but there’s a door opening into it from the studio. I don’t think they’ll be watching that.”


  “Just the thing!” Gillis said. “Quick, now!”


  They raced down the hall, turned a corner. Gillis slowed, pointing out a closed door and motioning for quiet. He opened the door slowly, keeping well to one side. Then he nodded and beckoned.


  With Faye close on his heels, Dunn slipped after Gillis into a small room containing expensive radio equipment. There was a door in an adjacent wall. Gillis slipped over to it, placed his ear against the panel. Then very slowly he turned the knob. He shook his head.


  Somewhere below in the mansion a sudden flurry of gunshots sounded. A man screamed. Then more gunshots, making a sustained staccato thunder.


  Gillis waved an imperative hand at Dunn. Joining the other, Dunn quickly saw his intention. They poised themselves several feet away from the locked door. Then, moving as one, they threw themselves at the panel in a hard lunge.


  The door crashed open. Beyond was a huge room crowded with workbenches, cabinets and machinery. Four men were present, three of them standing on opposite sides of the main doorway.


  One of the men was Borzeny,


  The group seemed to have been expecting something to happen, to have been eagerly awaiting it. But action had come from a totally unlooked for quarter. The men whirled in confused surprise.


  “Get your hands up, all of you!” Gillis called sharply, across the room.


  “Never, you swine!” Borzeny spat. He swung up his gun.


  Gillis was already triggering his automatic, very deliberately. Dunn held Otto’s revolver at arm’s length, moving the barrel to cover the group as he emptied the cylinder in a crashing roll of shots.


  Mingled thunder filled the laboratory.


  Borzeny managed to get off one shot before he staggered and slid down the wall to the floor, two dark holes in his shirt over the chest. A bullet from one of his two henchmen grazed Dunn’s side. Then this man stiffened, lifted a hand toward his face, dropped. The remaining man was turning toward the door, firing, when two shots caught him together, knocked him sprawling.


  DUNN SWUNG to the remaining man, but he was unarmed, his hands in the air. He was elderly and bespectacled, with a fringe of white hair around an otherwise bald head. He stood with his back to a tall complex apparatus that overflowed the whole of one workbench.


  Dunn hurried across the room. “This thing controls the planetoid, the Celestial Hammer?” he demanded.


  “Ja, so,” the other answered, his lifted hands quivering.


  “You know how to operate it?”


  “Ja, I know.”


  “Get busy, then,” Dunn said. “Your job is to send the planetoid away from Earth—so far away that it will never come back. Then you’re going to give me a hand in smashing this outfit to pieces. It’s caused enough trouble.” The old man bent over the apparatus, flipping switches, turning dials. A low hum filled the room.


  Beyond the door shots suddenly rose and were partly drowned in the crash of gunfire. Dunn glanced in despair at Gillis.


  The other listened a moment longer, then strangely grinned. “It’s the cops,” he said. “They finally got up here. I guess I forgot to mention I called them.”


  They looked at each other, then suddenly grinned. They were shaking hands when Faye joined them.


  DUNN SWUNG the coupe into the service station and braked to a stop, wincing a little as a twinge of pain rose from under the bandage against his side. Nestled against him, her blonde head against his shoulder, Faye stirred sleepily.


  Jerry Camp approached in the clear morning sunlight. He glanced casually at Dunn, did a double-take, then grinned. “Have any luck?” he asked.


  “I certainly did,” Dunn said. “I promised I’d let you know.”


  Camp noticed Faye for the first time. His eyebrows lifted. “I see what you mean.” He leaned an elbow in the window opening. “You get in to see Stonecrest? Only I heard over the radio a while ago that Stonecrest was really some other guy. There seems to have been a whale of a big fight out at his place last night. A regular army of cops showed up, and there was a lot of shooting. The cops found out that some former Nazi was making like Stonecrest, a guy the government had been hunting for years. And what do you know, but that Celestial Hammer hunk of rock acted up, too. It’s swinging away from Earth, the radio says. Pretty soon it’ll be gone.” Camp suddenly stared at Dunn. “Say, did you happen to have anything to do with all this?”


  Dunn shrugged. With Gillis and Faye, he had spent long, exhausting hours in explaining the whole affair to police authorities. He didn’t feel like rehashing it, even if briefly. The newspapers would print the story soon enough.


  “I saw a little of it,” Dunn said. “Right now, though, I’m on my way to get a marriage license.”


  “You got a good start, this early in the day,” Camp said. He sent another glance at Faye. “And if I were you, I wouldn’t lose any time!”


  NO MEDAL FOR CAPTAIN MANNING


  First published in the March 1951 issue of Amazing Stories.


  When the last two men on earth face each other across a battlefield will they be willing to admit that war is for fools?


  ON THE MORNING that contact with N sector was broken, Captain Manning was resting in his lead-walled cubicle about a mile beneath what was once Butte, Montana. He didn’t know then that N was out of contact, of course. He knew that K and L were gone—they’d been out of touch two months now—but he didn’t know about N.


  Captain Manning had been ten years old when the war started. Now he was thirty-six, a lean, graying man with tired eyes and unhealthy looking skin. The vitamins and sun lamps never seemed to help him much. He hadn’t been above ground, except for a few short plane trips, in more than twenty years and he sometimes felt that one breath of real air and a touch of sunlight would do more for him than all the artificial stimulants in the world.


  That was silly, of course. It was demonstrable by scientific tables that human beings thrived in an underground existence. Yet Captain Manning still yearned occasionally for a look at the sky and the smell of leaves. A psychiatrist once had told him that his feeling was natural and normal, and to stop worrying about it. Living underground was an adjustment to the facts of the war, and while adjustments were necessary and practical, one didn’t have to like them in toto. That was the way the psychiatrist had put it. Captain Manning had liked the psychiatrist, a bluff, capable man with the odd name of Blackapple. Dr. Blackapple had left several years ago, now, but his replacement had never arrived.


  The psychiatric corps was understaffed and overworked, of course, since life underground had precipitated all sorts of emotional and psychic disorders; but Captain Manning had never forgiven N sector for not sending some one to take Blackapple’s place. Psychiatrists weren’t the best-natured people in the world, in fact they were notoriously crabby and irritable, but it was oddly sustaining to know that they were around.


  Captain Manning got up from his bunk and prepared to shave, reflecting that the loss of sectors K and L had been an unexpected boon to their unit. It eased the strain enormously, since there were just two of them now, the colonel and himself, to handle a communications point that had once been staffed with twenty-three men.


  They weren’t sure of course that K and L were gone in the final sense of the word. It could be simply a mechanical breakdown, although that was a slim probability. K—the British Isles and parts of Europe—had taken a terrific blast about a year ago and it was common gossip that they were in a bad way. L—parts of China, Indonesia, and a few stations in the Pacific—had always been in one mess after another, so their present difficulties were not remarkable.


  However, in spite of the easier work schedule, Captain Manning missed the chap from K, a Major Blinn. Blinn had a deep hard voice with undercurrents of humor running through it like a bright thread in tweed cloth. Blinn was younger than Captain Manning, twenty-eight, and of course knew nothing at all of life above the ground. He asked endless questions and Manning told him all he could remember—of the look of the Earth’s curve from a height, of ships and water, traffic, trees, birds, and the feel of wind. The thought of wind fascinated Blinn. Wind, cold, capricious wind blowing hard, then soft, disappearing to return in a sudden swift blast; the inconsistency of it delighted the Englishman.


  CAPTAIN MANNING finished shaving, dressed and had breakfast—two red pills and one blue with a glass of water—and then walked along the solid steel tunnel to the communications center.


  Colonel Hewitt, a short, stocky man with thin gray hair and irritable eyes, was staring at sector N’s message panel when Captain Manning entered. He nodded abruptly and pointed to the panel which was dark. “What do you make of that?” he asked in a far too casual voice.


  Captain Manning stared at the dark panel for a few seconds without comprehension. The implications were too enormous to grasp. Finally, he said, “When did it happen?”


  “About two hours ago.”


  “Is our equipment all right?”


  “Yes, yes, of course it’s all right,” the colonel answered, and glared at him. “N is out—gone. That’s all.” All I Sector N was merely Headquarters for the United States and South America. It also controlled Canada and Hawaii before those areas were eliminated. It was located near


  Guatemala. But N couldn’t be in trouble. It just couldn’t. Commands from Sector N had arranged Captain Manning’s life since he was a boy. The planning for all sectors was done at N, and Congress and Parliament had convened there until their decisions and arguments became so patently pointless that they adjourned for the duration.


  “They had trouble there a few months ago, remember?” Colonel Hewitt said, and glared at Manning again as if he were responsible for it.


  Captain Manning thought, K, L, and now N! That left only two sectors remaining—Y and M. Y was a chain of islands in the Pacific with a central base at Australia. He glanced at Y’s panel quickly, saw that it was dark.


  “Yes, it’s gone too,” the colonel said, intercepting his look. “It’s faded with N. That leaves M.”


  M sector. There were no personnel there. M was a gigantic man-made island in the Atlantic, operated by remote control. It was totally self-sufficient. It made fuel, bombs, missiles; and its launching sites operated around the clock, needing only the firing data from sector N for directional purposes.


  Captain Manning remembered that when M had been put into operation everyone thought there might be a chance for an armistice, peace. But the enemy developed M sectors, too, and the stalemate continued.


  Now only M was left. Pure function, independent of cause and effect, had outlasted everything else.


  “Have you checked N with the detector?” Manning asked suddenly.


  “No, no, I forgot,” the colonel said, relief in his voice.


  They went into an adjoining room and Manning snapped on an overhead light. On one wall was a circular screen and attached to its face was an indicator needle, resting now in the vertical position.


  Colonel Hewitt snapped a switch on an instrument panel at the base of the screen, and watched hopefully as the indicator needle moved toward the quadrant in which sector N lay.


  Based on the principle of radar, the detector reacted to the electrical impulses of the human mind, and was employed in artillery and bombing computations to determine maximum enemy density at given points. Manning realized that they hadn’t used it since their unit had been used as a training section. That was several years back.


  He glanced over the colonel’s shoulder and saw that the response from N was feeble and erratic.


  “Damn it!” the colonel cried, swinging on him angrily. “This can’t be right, Manning.”


  “Try the enemy sectors,” Manning suggested.


  The indicator needle described a one hundred and eighty degree arc to reach the region of the enemy. There the response was lively and firm.


  The colonel rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. “It—it just doesn’t seem possible,” he muttered.


  There was little point in arguing with the evidence, Manning felt. It was quite plain that sector N was done for. And it was equally plain that the enemy was in excellent shape.


  THEY RETURNED to the communications center where the colonel stood frowning at N’s dark panel. “What do you think happened?” he said, in a strangely weak voice.


  “We had trouble a few months ago,” Manning said. “It must have been worse than we thought.”


  “Yes, I suppose,” the colonel said, shaking his head.


  Captain Manning shrugged. “Well, there’s nothing we can do now. Why don’t you get some sleep? I’ll call you if anything happens.”


  When the colonel had gone, Manning checked the equipment, noted that the regular signal was being beamed to all sectors, and then sat down and wondered how to pass the time.


  Once they had been busy here, transmitting weather data, scrambling and unscrambling, data between various sectors, but their operations had become more limited each year and now their only job was to wait for orders which never came.


  Manning wondered if the war was coming to an end. Maybe it was over, the enemy victorious. That seemed a likely conclusion with K, L, Y and N gone. His interest was casual since the war had not concerned him very much for the past fifteen or twenty years. That was true with most people, of course. The war was like the wind or rain, a thing that existed arbitrarily, beyond the will or control of those exposed to it.


  Dr. Blackapple had once told him that the indifference of the people to the war was the most grave phenomenon he had observed.


  “The unique attribute of men is that they care about things,” Dr. Blackapple had said, but that made no sense to Captain Manning.


  Now he thought about the enemy, believing suddenly that the war was over. He knew who the enemy was, by name at least, but the enemy had changed a dozen times since the start of the war, and he had long since stopped following their torturous alignments, realignments, divisions and subdivisions.


  Captain Manning’s father had talked a lot about the enemy before the war, predicting trouble of a horrendous nature, and yet, when the trouble did come, it came from an unlikely and unexpected source. His father had come home one night with a paper that announced in black, screaming headlines that an atomic bomb had been used in an otherwise insignificant border squabble in South America.


  That had set off an emotional chain reaction in America. People with money had shelters built in their back yards or in inaccessible areas which were thought at that time to be more safe than densely populated regions.


  Real estate combines constructed hotels hundreds of feet under the ground, complete with night clubs, swimming pools and tennis courts, and to these subterranean palaces the rich came in hysterically gay droves. However, human safety became an explosive issue overnight and the underground retreats of the rich were bitterly criticized. Certain groups defended them, asserting that privately owned atom shelters were a symbol of free American enterprise, while the opposition maintained that the welfare of all the people came first, even though that meant abrogating traditional constitutional rights.


  It was an academic point after the first bomb hit America. Then it became obvious that the job of getting a nation underground couldn’t be done without subordinating every ounce of industrial and human power to a master blueprint enforced by the government. Rich and poor wanted something over their heads, and they didn’t care who did the job, as long as it was done fast.


  CAPTAIN MANNING got up from his chair, looked over the equipment again, initialed the report chart and then sat down and stared at sector N’s dark panel.


  He thought: now there’s no one left but the enemy. And the colonel, of course. Involuntarily, he glanced to the short wave sets. He could get in touch with the enemy quite easily. But what would be the point? Captain Manning didn’t care about the enemy. He didn’t care about anything.


  After all, how was it possible to care about a war whose very nature was inconclusive, pointless? At the outbreak, he recalled, there had been slogans and speeches and martial music, and everybody was tremendously excited and interested. News, news, news! That was all one could get on television or radio.


  When cities were smashed to powder the news was screamed and flashed into every home. Casualties were estimated, damages evaluated and the significance of the destruction was analyzed by experts. Captain Manning remembered the tension he felt when London was eliminated, and then the shocking news about New York. But as the years passed and events repeated themselves, the news fell into a gray, predictable pattern. Things happened, and caused other things to happen, and so op. People lost interest as New York was followed by Lima, Stalingrad, Quebec, Chicago, Brussels, Hawaii, Detroit, Butte, Shanghai, Melbourne, San Francisco—the litany was endless. The war lost its element of tension and surprise. As the years dragged on it became a flat, stale affair, and people tried to live around it anyway they could.


  Colonel Hewitt appeared in the doorway, his white hair rumpled and his tunic collar open. He glanced at the dark panels and said unnecessarily, “No change, eh?”


  Manning shook his head. He and the colonel had never gotten on well, and he decided now it was because the old man was a fool. He had never adjusted to the war, but still rambled on about what things had been like before it started. About his wife, and the job he had had with an insurance company, and his teen-aged boy and married daughter. The colonel was frequently irritable, inconsistent, querulous and tumultuous. He had to be concerned and involved with life. Manning perceived with some charity that the old man was conditioned by events before the war in a society that had not quite surrendered to mindless routine.


  Now the colonel glared at him and said, “What the devil does this mean, Manning? Are the people on all our sectors dead? If they’re not dead, why don’t they answer our signals? Are the signals strong enough?”


  “Yes, they’re strong enough,” Manning said.


  “Damn,” the colonel said explosively. He paced the floor, a choleric red stain spreading upward from his throat. “That’s just like our doubledamned top echelon,” he said savagely. “It’s always the same, I tell you, Manning. They plan and decide and act wise as owls, so far above us they don’t even see us, but when the trouble comes—where are they? Damn It, where are they?”


  Captain Manning shrugged. “They’re probably dead,” he said.


  The colonel looked at him and then turned away, clenching and unclenching his fists. “I don’t understand you. I never have. I have never understood you younger men. You say a thing like that as you’d ask for a glass of water. You don’t care one way or the other, do you?” He wheeled suddenly, a beseeching, frightened look on his face. “It’s unnatural. None of you care.”


  Captain Manning said quietly, “Well, there’s nothing much we can do anyway.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” the colonel said dully. He turned away with a helpless shrug. “I—I’m going back to my room for a while.”


  ALONE, Captain Manning checked the instruments again and then sat down and stretched his legs out comfortably. He found himself feeling sorry for the colonel. What had the old boy said? Unnatural. That was it.


  Captain Manning smiled. He thought of a girl he had known in a math class when he was seventeen. Now, after nineteen grey and uneventful years, he could still remember her soft hair and slender, patient hands. Nothing had come of their brief friendship. He had gone off to communications school and hadn’t heard from her again. It hadn’t been too difficult. The ODC—Office of Diet Control—was by then treating all food with a sex repressive. Untreated food was available under prescribed circumstances, and there was, of course, a lively black market in it at all times. But most of the people didn’t need it, and didn’t want it in fact, for the pressures it released were more trouble than they were worth. Captain Manning wondered what had become of the girl. Nancy, her name was.


  Human nature didn’t change, Captain Manning knew, because it didn’t exist. What man became was the result of capricious circumstance.


  He checked the equipment again, studying sector N’s dark panel in particular. It still didn’t seem possible that N was gone. What all-destructive weapon had the enemy discovered? And how had his side overlooked it?


  A weak cry from the corridor made him start. He hurried out and found Colonel Hewitt slumped on the floor clutching his breast with both hands.


  “Heart,” he gasped. “Medicine . . .”


  Captain Manning ran down the corridor to the colonel’s room, grabbed a bottle of tablets and a glass of water from the bedside table, and then hurried back to where the old man lay moaning.


  He got a tablet into his mouth and forced water in after it. The colonel choked once and Captain Manning thought he was done for. But the stimulant caught hold in time. The breathing came easier.


  “I’ll help you to your room,” Captain Manning said.


  Later, Manning returned to the communications room. He didn’t think the old man would last long. He was comfortable but nothing else could be done for him. Automatically, he checked the instruments and message panels. K, L, Y, and N were still out. M’s signal was flashing methodically.


  Captain Manning stared at it for a few seconds, frowning. Why, if the enemy were victorious, hadn’t he knocked out M? The enemy couldn’t ignore M. That would be against the law, the law of total war, which meant total destruction.


  He walked over to the short-wave set and put a tentative hand on one switch. The idea of sending a signal to the enemy was curiously exciting. He smiled for a few seconds for no particular reason, and then flipped the switch that put it in action.


  The enemy would get the signal instantly and locate the section almost as quickly. But Captain Manning didn’t care.


  He put a headset on and sat down before the radio. In a clear voice he gave his position, call letters and identification. Then he said, “Come in, please. Standing by.”


  THE ROOM was quiet and still.


  Captain Manning sat motionless, waiting for the enemy’s answer. But no answer came. He repeated the message three times and then, frowning, removed the headset and got to his feet. For a few moments he paced the floor indecisively. Into all sectors of the earth and to all stations on land, sea or in the sky, the messages from the panels and radio were being sent; and there was no answer. The world was still as death. Only M, the robot, was responding.


  Suddenly, Manning turned and hurried into the adjoining room. Facing the director screen he wondered why this hadn’t occurred to him immediately. He set the gauges, and snapped on the switch, and then raised his eyes as the indicator needle began a slow sweep of the screen.


  There was no response from N. None from Y, L, or K. Fascinated, he watched the needle enter the enemy quadrant, and when he glanced at the gauges he felt a definite physical shock. There was no response from the enemy regions.


  Everyone must be dead. The more he thought about it the more plausible it seemed. Probably N had launched a gigantic counter-attack in its own death throes, or maybe the two antagonists had simultaneously discovered the ultimate in destructive agents, and simultaneously unleashed it on each other.


  Manning turned off the detector. The idea that the war was over, that everyone was dead struck him as preposterous. And slightly amusing.


  Later, he looked in mi the colonel and found the old man resting quietly.


  “Nothing is happening,” he said. He didn’t want to disturb him with what he’d learned.


  “It’s all over,” the colonel said wearily. “If they aren’t answering, it’s because there’s no one alive to answer. They’re all dead.”


  Manning didn’t answer.


  The colonel was silent for several moments and then he began to speak of his wife in a calm, lucid manner. He talked of how well she looked in blue frocks, and how well she drove a car, and how their home seemed to brighten up when she came in. Manning, bending low over the old man, saw that his eyes were blank and unseeing. Two hours later the colonel went into a coma and died without regaining consciousness.


  Manning injected preservative fluid into the body at several points and then went out and closed the door behind him. He felt no regret at the colonel’s death, but only a slight relief that the old man had gone without knowing the final pointlessness of the war to which he had given his life.


  Now, Manning thought with a faint smile, he was the last man on earth. He walked back to the communications center feeling that it was a pointless distinction.


  FOR TWO DAYS he followed his regular schedule because he had nothing else to do and habit was strong. The hours passed uneventfully. It wasn’t until the start of the third day—when the ration machine stopped working—that he knew he couldn’t live indefinitely in this underground retreat.


  Manning hadn’t been trained to operate or repair the ration machine, his knowledge about it was theoretical. He understood that air, water and infra-red rays were transformed in some manner into tablets that supplied ninety per cent of the body’s needs. But the colonel, who had taken a special six-month course in the maintenance of the machine, had been responsible for its operation and always kept it functioning flawlessly.


  Also Manning noticed that he had begun to perspire, which meant that the air-conditioning unit was not functioning properly. He looked into that trouble and was able to fix it—it was only a stuck valve, fortunately—but had the difficulty been more serious he would have been helpless.


  The situation was wryly amusing. He had lived his entire sentient life with the conviction that machines served him; yet, in reality, the opposite was true.


  There were many things Manning knew about his specialty, communications; but his knowledge wasn’t general, and he knew that he’d have to go above ground if he wanted to survive.


  Once that thought occurred to him he was filled with a strange excitement. It wasn’t survival that mattered so much, but he wanted to see the sun and sky, to be above ground once more.


  He made the preparations hastily. Impregnated clothing, a Geiger watch, helmet, pistol, and a bottle of rations. That was all. But once he was ready to go above, he paused, suddenly nervous. He couldn’t shake off a lifetime of conditioning so quickly. Above was the arena, the deadly battleground he had been taught to fear. Open spaces, plateaus and meadows were the common symbols of his nightmares.


  But now there was nothing to fear, he thought, reasoning the matter calmly. Now there was nothing above to hurt him. Everyone was dead. Yet Manning was still uneasy. Finally, he walked back to the detector screen, determining to make sure that there was no evidence of human life in the area.


  He snapped on the switch and watched the indicator needle begin its circle. His jittery feeling passed as all the gauges remained at zero. Then, suddenly, there was a response. A tiny, one-unit response. Manning bent over the gauge, hardly believing his eyes. But, yes, it was true. One human being still lived. It couldn’t be his own impulse the machine was responding to, he knew. The detector had an automatic correction for its operator. Somehow he had missed this response in his last check.


  Excited, he turned to a directional gauge and plotted the position of the impulse on a grid. He made a pin-point calculation and saw that this last remaining human being was in the immediate area, not more than half a mile from the entrance of the tunnel Manning would use in going above.


  For several seconds he stood thinking about this person who had somehow escaped the universal destruction. Friend or foe, man or woman, he had no way of knowing. But he began to feel a curious, happy anticipation as he hurried back to the elevator.


  By himself Manning knew he could do little but prolong his own life. But as he shot upward he thought that, with another human being to work with, it could be different. Together they might find a habitable area and, pooling their knowledge, work out some sort of free, safe existence. They could stay above the ground permanently, perhaps, and build shelters and learn how to farm the land.


  THE HEAVY leaden door swung outward with a protesting creak and Manning stepped into sunlight, pale, golden-yellow, autumn sunlight. He stood still, feet rooted in the velvety gray ash that covered the ground, and stared upward at the cold cloud-flecked sky.


  They hadn’t destroyed the sky, he thought. Probably because they “hadn’t known how. Had they found a way to sunder it, to smash it and reshape it in the form and color of death, then nothing could have saved the sky.


  On all sides of him the earth rolled away in waves of dry, flaky ash, with here and there fragments of buildings jutting up like the masts of sunken ships. The Geiger counter indicated that the area was safe, so he removed his helmet and let the wind blow against his face. He remembered the Englishman, Blinn, then, who couldn’t imagine the wind, couldn’t understand its inconstancy.


  Manning turned slowly, looking for a human figure. But he saw no one. The horizons were desolated, unbroken. Then Manning saw a hill in the distance and set off for it with rapid strides, thinking that from there he would have a view for miles.


  He topped a shallow rise after walking about fifty yards and saw a figure coming toward him, a man trudging up the incline, his head bowed, his arms working jerkily, tiredly. Manning threw himself down with the speed of a frightened animal. The man hadn’t seen him. His heart was hammering painfully and the dry taste of fear was on his tongue. Why was he trembling? Why was he afraid? He asked himself the questions in a black panic. This man was like himself, a brother. He was the one Manning had come up to meet. The one he had happily hoped to live with in harmony.


  Inching forward, he peered down from the crest of the hill. The climbing man had his helmet slung over his back and his curly blond hair glinted in the sunlight. Manning could see his insignia on a shoulder patch: Sector N, air arm.


  Manning instinctively controlled his breathing while watching the climbing man and now, as he backed down from the crest of the rise, his movements were stealthy and silent. His fingers fumbled under the gray ash and found a smooth rock.


  Gripping it, he suddenly noticed how perfectly the hand and the rock complemented each other. They were made to go together, he thought with excitement. The hand, so clumsy with a book or a flower, was transformed by a rock into an instrument of grace and meaning.


  Now he heard the man’s laboring footsteps in the terrible stillness, and the fear caught at his throat again, almost cutting off his breath.


  The man was close now, about ten feet from the crest, Manning judged. Eight . . . six . . . four.


  Manning leaped to his feet and drew back the rock in one savage, coordinated motion.


  The man cried, “God!” in fright and bewilderment, and threw out his hands in an instinctive gesture.


  Manning saw the terror-twisted, boyish face, the blond, curling hair, damp with sweat near the scalp, and the thick lashes over the blue eyes. He shouted hoarsely and hurled the rock with all his strength. It struck the man squarely on the forehead and he fell backward, pressing both hands to his bleeding face and crying out


  Manning walked down the Incline to where the man lay sprawled, and saw that the frontal area of his skull was fractured. Slender splinters of bone pressed through the flesh and blood darkened the ash under the man’s head.


  He straightened slowly, the fear and tension gone now, his body trembling weakly. He felt drained and empty. This murder had been fantastic, incredible, he realized.


  For several minutes he stared at the still figure of the young man. Then his lips twisted bitterly. No, It hadn’t been fantastic. It had been inevitable, fitting and typical.


  He stood In the lonely silence staring at the desolate sweep of the earth broken only by the fragments of shattered buildings.


  This was peace, he thought. The only possible peace.


  Manning walked aimlessly toward the hill in the distance, his feet kicking up clouds of flaky ash, and as he walked he was unaware that his hand was fumbling slowly, inevitably, for the pistol at his waist.


  WHOM THE GODS DESTROY


  First published in the March 1951 issue of Amazing Stories.


  A tiny black tube was the force behind Kirkland’s evil powers. But he forgot that machines can have no loyalty—and today’s master can be tomorrow’s slave.


  CHAPTER I


  HE WAS a big man, big all over, with a high rounded forehead, coffee-colored hair, and startlingly pale eyes that bulged slightly in their sockets.


  He stood at the reception desk in the expensively decorated office and stared intently at the pretty brunette behind the switchboard.


  “The name is Kirkland, John Kirkland,” he said in a controlled but unmistakably angry voice. “When may I see Mr. Trelawny? I’ve been waiting three hours.”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Kirkland. There are still half a dozen others ahead of you, and this is Mr. Trelawny’s busy day.” The receptionist was accustomed to brushing off people of all types, and she usually did it with icy dispatch; but something about Mr. Kirkland’s bearing, something in his bulging hypnotic eyes, made her soften her voice.


  Kirkland strode back to his chair and sat down. There were nine others waiting in the long outer office, and most of them carried brief cases or bulging Manila folders. From where Kirkland sat, the inverted letters on the glazed doorway read: STNEMT-SEVNI. Investments, thought Kirkland bitterly. From what he’d seen so far, Trelawny invested in nothing but other people’s time.


  He lit a cigarette to curb his impatience and anger: and as he did he saw that a button was hanging loose from his sleeve and that the edge of his cuff was frayed. A muscle jerked in Kirkland’s jaw; he pulled the button off and put it away hastily in his vest pocket. He could sew it back on tonight. Kirkland hated being shabbily dressed, hated being treated as a person of no consequence, and now, as he thought about the button and his frayed cuff, the anger flowed up in him, hot and strong, and he twisted his big hands together and cursed under his breath.


  The man beside him looked up from his paper. He said: “It is a long wait, yes?”


  Kirkland turned and saw another of life’s rabbits: a small, anxious-looking man, with scanty hair, a lined forehead, and a weak, indecisive mouth. He wore a shiny blue suit, and his pinch-nez glasses and gold watch chain gave him an old-fashioned appearance, like a picture one might find in a dusty album.


  “Yes, it’s a long wait,” Kirkland said, and put a note of finality into his tone to discourage conversation.


  It didn’t get across to the little man. “My name is Rilke, Dr. Johann Rilke. I have something very interesting to show Mr. Trelawny if he will ever see me.” There was a foreign flavor to his words. Mid-European, Kirkland guessed.


  “We all have, or think we have,” Kirkland said. “That’s why we’re here.”


  “That is so, of course,” Dr. Rilke said, hasty in his agreement.


  THE BRUNETTE receptionist looked up from her switchboard. “Mr. Trelawny will not be able to see anyone else today. He asked me to thank you for your patience, and to forgive him for not being able to fit you all into his schedule.”


  Kirkland got wearily to his feet. Another day wasted. Another day of not even being able to talk to Trelawny, to show him his plans for new developments in plastics.


  He walked to the elevators with the rest of the men, but keeping apart from them. They were trusting, hopeful fools, all destined for failure; but he was different. He needed only one break, one bit of luck, and his natural superiority would quickly assert itself, quickly send him ahead of the miserable people who now stood in his way.


  In the street he found Dr. Rilke at his side. “Perhaps you would have a cup of coffee with me?” the doctor said.


  Kirkland had precious little money. If he could stick the doctor for an order of toast with the coffee it would do for supper.


  “Very well,” he said, glancing at his watch. “But I don’t have much time.”


  They found stools at a luncheonette and Kirkland ordered toast and coffee, and then, overcome by the smells of cooking, he asked for bacon and eggs. Dr. Rilke had coffee, black.


  Kirkland ate ravenously. His body required considerable nourishment, but frequently he was forced to go without food, decent food, for days at a stretch. That was what angered him so terribly; that he, whose appetites were so keen, whose enjoyment of fine things was so superior to that of most other men, should be denied even the elementals of pleasant living. And burning in him even more hotly, was his indignation at not being listened to, and submitted to, by the fools and dolts he met every day of his life. He had the brains, the energy, the ambition, to mould empires; but no one would let him.


  But now, as he finished the last of his food, he was in a somewhat better mood than usual. To repay the doctor for his meal, he decided to treat him as an equal.


  “What sort of work are you interested in?” he said.


  Dr. Rilke shrugged. “I have worked most of my life to determine the nature of the mind and its operations, but it seems now that my experimentation will be fruitless. I cannot get anyone even to listen to what I have discovered.”


  “Well, what have you discovered?”


  “I have an instrument that is capable of destroying a person’s will,” Dr. Rilke said, and smiled at Kirkland as if afraid of being taken too seriously.


  “Are you being humorous?” Kirkland said. He had a fear of being made a laughingstock; and Rilke’s nervous smile irritated him, made him uneasy.


  “No, of course not,” Dr. Rilke said hastily. “I think my developments would be of great value to surgeons and psychiatrists; but I cannot raise the necessary capital to perfect my machine.”


  “This machine of yours can destroy a person’s will?”


  “Yes, that is correct.”


  Kirkland ate the last of his toast, his mind racing pleasurably. He didn’t believe Dr. Rilke, of course; but it was interesting to speculate on a device that would eliminate another’s will. That was the trouble with the world. Will power! Every bit of human flotsam had a will, could do as he wished, could ignore and contradict his superiors.


  “What happens to the people whose wills have been destroyed?” he asked.


  “Nothing at all. They are unchanged in every other way, except that they have no power to decide their own conduct or actions.”


  Kirkland smiled. “They will do what they’re told?”


  “Yes, they are hyper-sensitive to suggestion.” Dr. Rilke smiled in a depreciating manner. “My theories are rather intricate, and I don’t feel I can present them adequately in so—hasty—a manner.”


  “Come to my hotel room now,” Kirkland said, rising. “Pay the check first,” he said, as Dr. Rilke got to his feet. “This project of yours interests me. I wish to know more about it.” Kirkland no longer saw the need to treat Rilke as an equal. He snapped the orders at him brusquely. When they went outside Kirkland saw that the doctor was carrying a large suitcase of stout construction with reinforced corners.


  “We shall take a cab,” Kirkland said, and hailed the first one that came along. He climbed in, feeling peaceful and strong . . .


  FOR PURPOSES of illustration, you might say it affects the mind as a pre-frontal lobotomy does. Only my machine accomplishes its purpose by electrical currents, and, of course, it does much more than a lobotomy.”


  Dr. Rilke was standing at a table in Kirkland’s small but tidy room. On the table rested a machine that looked somewhat like a motion picture projector. Its casing was of black metal, and at the front there was a tube that projected about ten inches. On top of the machine was a switch and two rheostats.


  Kirkland strode up and down the floor, occasionally running a hand through his hair. There was a tense, exultant expression on his blunt face, and his bulging eyes were shining with excitement.


  “I understand, I understand,” he said, in a charged voice. “It’s a tremendous concept. Tremendous! Where are the records of your tests? I must see them immediately.”


  “Tests?”


  “Yes, yes,” Kirkland said impatiently. “The tests! What have been the reactions of the people you’ve tried the machine on? Can’t you understand English?”


  “I have never used a human being for testing purposes,” Dr. Rilke said; his tone was somewhat apologetic.


  Kirkland stopped in his tracks, glared at the doctor from shining hypnotic eyes. “You’ve never tried the machine? You don’t know if it works?”


  “My theory is without flaws,” Dr. Rilke said stiffly. “I never had the opportunity to test it, however. We had not perfected the model machine before the war—” The doctor stopped, wet his lips. His eyes shifted away from Kirkland.


  Kirkland caught the doctor’s shoulders in his big hands. “Before the war was over, eh? You were a Hitler scientist? Weren’t you? Damn it, answer me!”


  “I—they made me work for them,” Dr. Rilke said, trembling in Kirkland’s grasp. “I was no Nazi, I swear it.”


  “Of course not,” Kirkland said In a soothing voice. “You did work on this machine for them though; and before they could supply you with some human guinea pigs the war ended.”


  He released the doctor and resumed his pacing. “A pity,” he muttered. “All those useless human beings to experiment with and then—” He snapped his fingers. “The chance gone!”


  KIRKLAND’S heart was pumping harder than usual and his cheeks were flushed with excitement. The prospect that had been dangled so invitingly before his eyes had been enough to inflame all of his latent needs and ambitions. Something to make people do what you wanted! He crashed a fist into his open palm and groaned aloud. That was what he needed, what the world needed! The brains, the drive, the ambition—be had them in abundance! All he needed was enough automatons to work them out.


  Suddenly Kirkland turned and strode to the door. He opened it and looked into the corridor, not sure what he was looking for, or what he wanted.


  A girl came out of a room several doors away and walked briskly toward him, and Kirkland then realized why he had stepped into the corridor.


  He recognized the girl; she and her sister ran a stenographic service in the hotel. Their names were Denise and Carol Masterson; and this was Carol. She carried a notebook in her hand, and everything about her, from her navy-blue suit to her patent-leather pumps, was crisp, efficient, and intelligent. She had dark hair, softly waved, a fair complexion, and a slim, healthy body.


  With a brief, impersonal smile at Kirkland, she walked past him toward the elevators.


  “Oh, Miss Masterson,” he called. “May I see you a moment?”


  “Yes, what is it?” she said, turning; and then as he made no move to leave his doorway, she walked back to him, an expression of polite curiosity on her face.


  “I was wondering if you’d be able to help me out for a few minutes,” he said, smiling broadly. “My friend, Dr. Rilke, and I are conducting a little experiment and we find the need of a third person. Could you come into my room for a moment please?” The girl glanced over Kirkland’s shoulder and saw Dr. Rilke, looking the soul of old-fashioned respectability. She said: “I’ll be glad to help out, Mr.—” She paused.


  “Kirkland is the name.”


  “However, I don’t have too much time.” Carol said, glancing at her wrist-watch.


  “This won’t take a moment.” Kirkland ushered the girl into the room and presented her to Dr. Rilke. “Miss Masterson has consented to help us out with our experiment, doctor.”


  Dr. Rilke wet his lips nervously. “That is very good of you, young lady,” he said to the girl. His eyes met Kirkland’s, and he shook his head quickly, frantically. “However, I’m afraid we’re not quite ready at the moment.”


  “We are quite ready,” Kirkland said in a firm voice. “Would you sit here for just a moment?” he said to the girl, indicating a chair at the table.


  The girl sat down slowly. There was something in Dr. Rilke’s manner that made her uneasy. “This won’t take long, I hope,” she said.


  KIKRLAND was caught in an excitement almost too keen to bear. His hands trembled slightly as he turned the machine and pointed the projecting tube at the girl’s forehead. He swallowed to clear the sudden dryness from his throat, and said, “No, no, it won’t take long at all, Miss Masterson. It’s wonderful of you.to help us out this way, perfectly wonderful. Dr. Rilke has been working for years on a device to—er—to test a person’s eyesight. There will be a beam from the end of this tube when I throw the switch, and that’s all there is to it. Yes, all there is to it. You may close your eyes if you like. I can’t tell you how helpful you’re being, Miss Masterson.” Kirkland realized that he was talking too much, that he was literally babbling in his excitement; but he couldn’t stop himself. “Now are you ready, Miss Masterson?”


  “Yes, I’m quite ready,” Carol said.


  “Excellent!” Kirkland flipped the switch and a beam of blue light struck the girl between the eyes. She winced and leaned back in the chair, turning her head slightly.


  “That’s rather bright,” she said.


  “You’ll get used to it,” Kirkland said, hastily, soothingly. “How long will it take, doctor?”


  “At least half an hour,” Rilke said. He was watching the girl intently, his forehead furrowed with anxiety.


  “I’m sorry, but I can’t possibly stay that long,” Carol said. “I have letters to type for the next mail collection. You’ll have to excuse me, Mr. Kirkland.”


  “Please wait another few minutes,” Kirkland said imploringly. “I’m sure the doctor’s estimate is rather pessimistic. You know how scientists are, I’m sure. Always taking the dim view.” He laughed and rubbed his damp palms along the sides of his trousers. The thought that this girl, this intelligent lovely girl, was slowly losing her power to question his orders, was as exhilarating to him as strong drink.


  “I’m afraid I can’t,” Carol said. She rose from the chair, and blinked her eyes. “That light is really quite unpleasant, you know.”


  Kirkland caught her shoulders in his hands and pushed her back in the chair. “You mustn’t leave now. You don’t understand how important this is. You can’t leave, you can’t!”


  “Please, Mr. Kirkland,” Carol said sharply. She pushed his hands away and got quickly to her feet. “You’re behaving very rudely. I offered to help you for a few minutes, but it’s impossible for me to stay half an hour.” Slipping around him, she walked quickly to the door. Kirkland stood rooted to the spot for an instant, working his hands desperately; and then he leaped after her and clapped his big meaty hand across her mouth. “Shut the door I” he snapped at Rilke.


  “You fool!” the doctor cried. “You’ll have us in trouble.”


  “Shut the door!”


  The girl struggled furiously against Kirkland. Her notebook fell to the floor as she clawed his hands with her sharp nails. He felt the pain but it meant nothing to him; he was gripped by an ambition that defied pain, as it defied logic and sense.


  Pulling the girl toward the bed, he gasped to Rilke: “Get neckties from my closet. Move, you fool!”


  He forced Carol onto the bed and put his knee into the small of her back. When Rilke handed him a necktie he slipped it twice about her head and forced it under his hand and into her mouth. He pulled the ends powerfully and her jaws were forced apart; and then he tied two knots in the tie and the girl was effectively and cruelly gagged. Another tie secured her elbows, and Rilke, who had suddenly come to life, threw himself across her legs and bound a tie about her ankles.


  Together the two men hoisted the girl back into the chair. Kirkland stood behind her and held her head rigidly in place with his hands; and Rilke adjusted the tube until the light was playing across her forehead.


  In a tense silence, broken only by the girl’s painful breathing, the minutes went slowly by . . .


  IN FIFTEEN minutes Carol lost consciousness; in thirty Rilke snapped off the machine.


  “Now we will know,” he said in a hushed voice. “If it doesn’t work we’re in a pretty mess.”


  They untied the girl’s arms and legs, and unwound the gag from her mouth. Kirkland stood in front of her, his heart pounding with agonizing speed.


  “Wake up I” he said. “Open your eyes, Carol.”


  The girl’s lids fluttered open. Her eyes were blank, unseeing.


  “Can you hear me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you know who I am?”


  “You are Mr. Kirkland.”


  “Carol, stand up and smooth your dress and hair.”


  Kirkland held his breath as the girl got to her feet and ran her hands down her skirt, and then patted her hair into a semblance of order.


  “Kneel down, Carol,” Kirkland said, in a voice that was suddenly throbbing with power.


  The girl obeyed instantly; and Kirkland drew a long breath and looked triumphantly at Rilke. “She does as she is ordered. She obeys me,” he cried.


  For five minutes Kirkland experimented with the girl’s unhesitating reactions. He made her stand up, sit down, flex her arms and legs; he gave her dictation and made her read it back to him, he ordered her to fetch him various articles from about the room.


  Kirkland was in a frenzy of excitement. This was what he had needed! Mindless, automatic obedience. Half an hour ago this girl, lovely, intelligent, efficient, could have defied him, scorned him, ignored him; but now she was his slave. Kirkland wasn’t an unkind man; he wouldn’t take advantage of the girl’s helplessness to hurt her or humiliate her in any way. All he wanted from other human beings was complete obedience; and that was little enough since he knew best how to make them happy.


  “What are we going to do with her?” Rilke said.


  Kirkland frowned. He hadn’t thought of that; and it occurred to him that the situation was a bit awkward. He wasn’t ready to put his plans into effect yet, and the machine wasn’t perfected; so he couldn’t risk anyone’s learning what had happened here in this room.


  Turning to the girl he put a fatherly hand on her shoulder. “You must leave here now,” he said. Kirkland’s eyes were suddenly moist. He had to sacrifice this lovely girl so that millions might be happy. It wasn’t an easy thing to do; but Kirkland knew that the Individual was nothing, the group everything. That knowledge gave him strength. “Go outside and walk to the windows at the end of the corridor, Carol. The windows are open now—”


  “No!” Rilke gasped.


  “Shut up!” Kirkland said harshly. “Carol, go to the windows and leap out. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Mr. Kirkland.”


  “That’s a good girl. Hurry now.” The girl left the room, closing the door behind her; and then Rilke saw her notebook lying on the table. “We can’t have that found here,” he cried. “The police will think it’s funny that she doesn’t have it with her.”


  “Stop worrying,” Kirkland said, but he was frowning. He stepped quickly to the door, opened it, and peered after the girl. She was walking briskly toward the open window. There wasn’t time to call her back. Someone might hear or see him, and so, with a last admiring glance at her straight back and slim legs, he closed the door and shrugged. “We will burn the notebook,” he said.


  Rilke pressed his forehead tightly with both hands and sank into a chair. “She was so pleasant, so—so alert.”


  “We mustn’t be sentimental,” said Kirkland. He lit a cigarette and sat down and stared at the machine.


  He was still smoking that cigarette when they heard the faint wail of a siren floating up from the street.


  CHAPTER II


  “HOW MUCH money will you need?”


  Kirkland asked the question of Rilke, who was sitting across from him at a restaurant table the following morning. The little doctor was studying the front page of a newspaper.


  “I hardly know,” he said. “You haven’t looked at this yet. Are you afraid to?”


  Kirkland took the paper from the doctor’s hands. “I haven’t looked at it, because I am not interested. However, if it will make you happier, I’ll read the details.”


  He sipped his coffee and studied Carol Masterson’s smiling portrait. The story read: “A twenty-four year old girl leaped to her death yesterday afternoon from the twelfth floor of the Ridgely Hotel. The victim, Carol Masterson, of 2643 High Place, operated a secretarial service in the hotel with her sister Denise. Denise, questioned by police last night, said she knew of no reason for her sister’s action. She was in good health and cheerful and happy, her sister added.”


  There was more to it, but Kirkland put the paper aside. “It’s extremely unfortunate, of course,” he said, attacking his eggs, “but it was inevitable. Now let us come back to the important issue: Your machine must be perfected to a point where it operates instantly. One flash and the will is destroyed I We won’t always have time to put people under its effects for half an hour. Can you do that?”


  “Yes, I believe so,” Dr. Rilke said reluctantly. “It’s a question of intensifying the ray for maximum effectives, but not to the point where it will destroy the mind itself. It’s a neat problem, but we can solve it.”


  “Of course,” Kirkland said. “Now the second point: the machine must be reduced in bulk. Ideally it should be no larger than a fountain pen. Can that be done?”


  “Perhaps,” Rilke said doubtfully. “Anything is possible. But I will need a laboratory, assistants, equipment.”


  “Very well. How much money will that take?”


  Rilke said. “Fifty thousand, sixty thousand.”


  “Don’t worry, I will get the money. Now there’s one other thing.” Kirkland put his elbows on the table and studied Dr. Rilke with his pale bulging eyes. “How did you get into America?”


  Rilke shrugged. “There are ways. After the war, I got false papers, was cleared by a de-nazification court, and, after a bit, got to America.”


  “Excellent. That is precisely what I thought. Now, Doctor, listen carefully. I have written an account of your activities, and your identity, and put it away in a safe place. Should anything happen to me, that information will instantly be forwarded to the Department of Justice in Washington. Do you understand?”


  “You don’t trust me?” Rilke cried. “Of course not. I’d be a fool to trust you. But I think I can trust you now. If you had any idea about double-crossing me, or perhaps using your machine on me, you’d better get them out of your head.”


  Dr. Rilke’s face was pale, and he worried his lower lip with his sharp yellow teeth. “You have done me an injustice,” he said, weakly. “Supposing you are killed by an automobile, or something else which I am not responsible for?”


  “That will be very unfortunate for you,” Kirkland said. “Now you must excuse me. I’m going to get your money. I will expect to see you at my hotel this evening. Good morning, Doctor.”


  Kirkland hadn’t the faintest idea of how he was going to raise fifty or sixty thousand dollars; but he felt sublimely certain that he would. He walked through the streets, cudgeling his brain for a solution to his problem. Gambling was out, and so was borrowing, and so was stealing. Kirkland wasn’t adverse to stealing, of course, but he knew nothing of that art, and so, rather wisely, he resolved to let it alone.


  KIKRLAND walked very rapidly most of that day, going up one street and down another, ignoring shop windows and other pedestrians. He always walked rapidly when he was on the street, for he felt it made him seem a person of importance. However, as the dinner hour came and went, Kirkland was forced to stop and rest a while, no nearer a solution than when he, had left the doctor so confidently that morning. He had stopped before a small bar and, fingering the few coins in his pocket, he decided to have a beer and a sandwich. That was about all he had money for. His hotel bill was a week overdue, and he knew he would be getting notice from the manager in a day or so. Kirkland sat down tiredly on a bar stool, concerned now with the immediate petty problems of his life. The fifty thousand dollars was forgotten in the consideration of his present difficulty. This was typical of him. He was always up or down, never in the middle. Either fortunes were waiting him, or complete destitution.


  There was a man on his left sipping a beer, a thin, tired-looking man with pale skin, scanty hair, and a sloping chin. Kirkland’s eye was caught by the way the man was counting the change from a ten-dollar bill. The man didn’t look at the bills, but was staring rather moodily at the bottle display while his two hands flicked through the money with automatic speed. Satisfied apparently that the count was right, the thin facile hands stacked the money in a neat pile, and then moved to pick up cigarettes and matches.


  “I beg your pardon,” Kirkland said, turning to the man and smiling. “But do you work in a bank?”


  The man’s mouth parted slightly and he grinned. “Yes, I do. How did you ever guess that?”


  “Well, I’m not sure that I can tell you,” Kirkland said. “There was something about you, an air of responsibility, I imagine, that made me think that you handled large sums of money, or possibly stocks and bonds. And I hit the nail, didn’t I?”


  “You certainly did. I’m with the Fourth National.” The man sipped his drink, a pleased smile lingering on his lips. “That air of responsibility you mentioned—well, I guess that comes from handling more money in a day than most people see in a whole lifetime. It’s quite a job, you know. That’s why I relax occasionally with a little drink,” he said apologetically.


  “I couldn’t stand it,” Kirkland said. “The pressure would get me down.”


  “Most people don’t realize how tough it is,” the man said, moving his stool closer to Kirkland’s. He began a recital of the problems he faced every day from people who wanted checks cashed without proper identification, and of those who wanted advice on banking problems; and as he rambled on, almost giddy at having found a sympathetic ear, Kirkland’s mind was wheeling with possibilities. He saw now how he could get the money for Doctor Rilke, if only he could get this garrulous ass back to his hotel room. Once there they could clap him under the will-destroyer, and after that the rest would be almost too simple.


  “Have you had dinner?” he asked the man, who by now had told that his name was Edison.


  “Matter of fact, no.”


  “I know an excellent place, not far from here. Would you like to join me? I’m very interested in what you were saying about checking accounts, but frankly I’d like to hear the rest of it over a good steak.”


  “Fine.”


  Outside, Kirkland slapped h i s breast pocket, and then shook his head with a fine show of irritation. “Counfound it, I left my wallet at the hotel. Supposing we pick it up? This is my treat, understand?”


  Edison’s eyes had flickered suspiciously for an instant; but now, seeing that Kirkland wasn’t going to try to borrow money, he agreed to accompany Kirkland to his hotel.


  “It’s the Ridgely, and it’s not far,” Kirkland said.


  “The Ridgely? That’s where that girl jumped out of the window yesterday. What made her do a thing like that, do you suppose? You know my idea?” Edison said quickly before Kirkland could reply. “I think she was mixed up with a man.”


  Kirkland nodded thoughtfully. “You’re probably right,” he said.


  ONCE IN Kirkland’s hotel room, Edison immediately put his neck in the noose. He examined Rilke’s machine from all angles, asked a lot of questions about it, and when Kirkland told him it was a device to increase the growth of hair, Edison ran a hand through his thinning locks and asked eagerly for a demonstration.


  “Very well,” Kirkland said casually. “Sit here, please. About fifteen minutes should do it.”


  Within fifteen minutes Edison was unconscious, his receding chin hanging limply, his eyes closed. Kirkland left him under the strong blue beam for another twenty minutes, then roused him. Edison opened blank, glazed eyes.


  “Get up!” Kirkland said.


  Edison rose automatically.


  “Go home now. Tomorrow morning I will present myself at your window, promptly at nine o’clock. Have fifty thousand dollars in small bills ready for me, and shove it under the grill without any conversation. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  “Don’t do anything that will look suspicious. Count out the money carefully, and smile and say hello to everyone there as you do normally. Got that?”


  “Yes, I have that.”


  “Fine. Now on your way.”


  When Edison had gone, Kirkland stretched out on the bed and lit a cigarette. Once again his dreams were vast and ambitious. He saw himself with fifty thousand, with a hundred thousand, with millions; and he saw people everywhere bowing to him, waiting for his orders.


  There was a knock at the door. Kirkland got up and let Dr. Rilke in. “Well?” the doctor said, studying him with skeptical eyes.


  “I will have the money for you at nine-thirty in the morning,” Kirkland said.


  “Where—how are you getting it?”


  “You sound surprised?” Kirkland said in a cool voice. “I am a resourceful man, Doctor. Now you had better make your plans for a laboratory and assistants.”


  Kirkland turned slowly to the window and looked over the gleaming city. “I am ready to embark on operations that will make the ambitions of Genghis Khan seem non-existent by comparison.”


  “We must go slowly,” Rilke said. “Slowly? Nonsense! The world moves swiftly today; and we will move twice as swift.”


  Rilke rubbed his jaw anxiously.


  CHAPTER III


  IT WAS TWO minutes past nine when Kirkland presented himself at Edison’s cage in the lobby of the Fourth National Bank. There weren’t many people in the bank, just a few spruce-looking guards, and two or three men writing checks at the desks provided for the public.


  Kirkland stared through the bars at Edison’s weak face.


  “Give me the money!” he said.


  But Edison behaved far differently from what Kirkland expected. He pointed excitedly at Kirkland, and shouted, “That’s the man! He’s the one!”


  Kirkland felt strong hands on his arms. He turned, startled and confused, and saw that he was in the grip of the bank guards. Two of the men who had been writing checks converged on him with guns in their hands.


  “Frisk him,” one of these men snapped.


  The bank guards patted Kirkland’s pockets, then one of them said: “He’s clean, all right.”


  “W-what’s the meaning of this?” Kirkland blustered weakly.


  The teller, Edison, was staring at him with an expression of mingled fear and anger. “You know what it’s all about,” he said, pointing a trembling finger at Kirkland. “You were going to make me steal fifty thousand dollars for you.”


  “This is preposterous,” Kirkland said, in an even weaker voice.


  “Well, let’s take him down to the President’s office,” one of the detectives said.


  Without any more conversation, Kirkland was hustled through the quiet marble lobby and up a flight of stairs to an office where a white-haired man was sitting behind a huge, perfectly clear desk.


  “Here he is, Mr. van Teal,” one of the detectives said.


  “Ah, excellent work,” van Teal said, rising and coming around to the front of the desk. He was sparely built, with lean inquisitive features and alert eyes. Taking glasses from his pocket, he put them on his bony nose and studied Kirkland with interest.


  “Now, Edison, you’re certain this is the man?” he said, at last.


  “Positive I” Edison said, glaring triumphantly at Kirkland.


  “Well, sir, what do you have to say for yourself?” van Teal said to Kirkland.


  Kirkland’s palms were sweating and his heart was lunging about inside him like a frightened bulldog; but he made an effort to regain his poise. His appearance was in his favor, he knew. His large, confident-looking body, and big strong face were not the traditional equipment of the flim-flam artist, he thought. Kirkland met van Teal s eyes directly, challengingly.


  “I believe that the explanation for all this nonsense should more logically come from you,” he said. “I must confess that your banking procedure is surprising, to say the least.” He nodded to Edison. “I approached this young man to inquire about opening an account here, and he began shouting hysterically at me.”


  “You wanted me to steal fifty thousand dollars for you,” Edison cried.


  KIRKLAND ignored the teller, and smiled sardonically at van Teal. “Is anyone going to explain this situation?”


  Mr. van Teal said, “Edison, repeat what you’ve already told us.”


  “You’re dam right I will,” Edison said, facing Kirkland belligerently. “This fellow started talking to me last night while I was—er—,” Edison paused, wet his lips. “While I was having a glass of beer,” he went on, with a surreptitious peek at van Teal to see how he took that information. “He asked me to have dinner with him, but when it came to paying the check he didn’t have any money. So we went to his hotel room. And that’s where he put me under this machine.”


  “Machine?” Kirkland raised Ids eyebrows expressively.


  “That hair-growing machine,” Edison shouted. “You know about it, all right.”


  “Very well, let’s assume I know all about this—er—hair-growing machine. Please go on.”


  “Well, it wasn’t a hair-growing machine at all,” Edison said.


  “It wasn’t?” Kirkland met van Teal’s eye, gave him a man-of-the-world-smile. “Pity, don’t you think? Should be money in a real hair-growing machine.”


  “Quite!” van Teal said, with a slightly suspicious glance at Edison.


  “No, it was a machine that made me do anything he wanted me to do,” Edison said, pointing a shaky finger at Kirkland. “He told me to have fifty thousand dollars ready for him this morning and I said I would. I was helpless to do anything else. It felt like my mind was caught in a vise. But about two o’clock this morning something seemed to snap in my head, and I felt all right again. I felt just the way I always did, like the way I am now.”


  “That’s a pity, of course,” Kirkland said. Hope was burgeoning in his soul once more. Edison’s story was too preposterous to be accepted, he realized.


  “We caught you, though,” Edison said. “Didn’t we, Mr. van Teal?”


  “Hmmm,” said Mr. van Teal.


  The detectives and bank guards were regarding Edison with dubious expressions.


  Kirkland smiled. “I suggest that this fantastic series of accusations might stem from the effects of that—er—glass of beer. I further suggest that it wasn’t a glass of beer at all that precipitated these delirious convictions, but rather straight whisky in considerable amounts. I assure you I do not have a machine that either grows hair or destroys the human will.”


  “Yes, of course,” van Teal said, hastily. “I think there has been a mistake, Mr.—?”


  “Kirkland.”


  “Mr. Kirkland. You understand our position, I trust. We have to investigate all such possibilities.”


  “But he’s going to steal money from us!” Edison cried. “He has a machine that makes you do whatever he wants. It’s devil-work.”


  “Edison, you haven’t had your vacation yet, I believe,” van Teal said. “I’m going to ask you to take it right away. I think you have become overtired.”


  “You don’t believe me?” Edison cried. “I’ll take you to his hotel, I’ll show the machine, I’ll—”


  “Now, that will be quite enough,” van Teal said firmly.


  One of the bank guards moved over and put a gentle hand on Edison’s arm. “Come along now, like a good chap,” he said.


  When Edison had gone, shaking his head stubbornly, van Teal turned to Kirkland, and said: “I can only offer you my profound apologies for this regrettable situation, Mr. Kirkland.” Kirkland smiled, already feeling the buoying sense of his own superiority. “Not at all,” he said, with a careless wave of his hand. . .


  ENETERING his hotel lobby twenty minutes later, Kirkland found Dr. Rilke waiting for him. The little doctor hurried to him, smiling eagerly. “Is everything all right?” he said.


  “No, you incompetent ass, everything is not all right,” Kirkland said coldly. “Come up to my room, I want to talk to you.”


  “But what went wrong? You said—”


  “Please be good enough to keep quiet until we get to my room.”


  In his room, Kirkland closed the door and caught Rilke’s lapels in his big strong hands. “He came out of it,” he snapped. “Last night that teller was helpless. This morning he had police waiting for me when I got to his window, and he was clear as a bell.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rilke whimpered, attempting to pull away from Kirkland.


  “Very well, I’ll tell you, you little fraud. Last night I met a bank teller, and by exercising considerable ingenuity, I got him here and under the machine. When he was ready to do as I told him, I sent him home with instructions to have fifty thousand dollars ready for me this morning. Instead he had the police. I might be in jail this minute if it were not for my superior mind.”


  “But of course,” Dr. Rilke said nervously. “However, the effects of my instrument last only for three or four hours. You should have told me your plans and I could have shown you why they wouldn’t work.”


  Kirkland shoved Rilke away from him and walked to the window and stared down bitterly into the street. “Three or four hours,” he muttered. “What good is that?”


  Rilke came to his side, plucked timidly at his sleeve. “I told you the machine isn’t perfected,” he said. “I need to work on it, to strengthen its effects, and to make it work instantly. We need money, lots of It, as I told you before.”


  “Stop telling me things,” Kirkland cried imperiously. He was violently irritated with Rilke. Typically, he saw the little doctor as the sole reason for this morning’s mishap. “Please stop making ridiculous suggestions that serve no purpose but to get me into trouble,” he said. “I am going to take over completely now, and get a sensible program under way. You and your bank tellers!” he muttered, shaking his head in despair at Rilke’s stupidity. “How much money do you have?” he demanded.


  “Me? I have none.”


  “None at all?”


  “Well, I have a little, but not enough for our needs.”


  “Let me be the judge of that,” Kirkland said. “How much do you have?”


  “Two hundred and thirty dollars.”


  “That is sufficient,” Kirkland said smiling. “Get it for me immediately. I am through using guile. From now on we drive headlong at our goal. Anything in our way shall be destroyed. Hurry!”


  Rilke scampered from the room and returned with the money in less than half an hour.


  “Excellent,” Kirkland said, putting the money in his wallet. “Now I have plans to make. Excuse me, please.” And with that he strode out of the room.


  KIRKLAND’S first stop was at the rental agent’s office in a midtown building. He handed his card to the agent, a mousy little man in a pin-striped suit, and said: “I require a furnished three-room office suite immediately.”


  The agent, impressed by Kirkland’s manner, showed him about the building, and Kirkland finally selected a suite on the fifteenth floor. He paid a month’s rent in advance.


  “May I ask what line you’re in?” the agent said, writing him out a receipt.


  Kirkland smiled with sardonic amusement and looked thoughtfully into his future. “That’s a rather difficult question,” he said, chuckling. “My interests are somewhat varied, you see. However, for your files, you might list me as a speculator. Good day.”


  Next Kirkland phoned the morning newspaper and inserted an ad in its Help Wanted columns. The ad read: Excellent opportunity for strong adventurous young men.


  When that was done, Kirkland took a cab to the best restaurant in the city and indulged his voracious appetite to the utmost. Paying the check with Rilke’s money, he left a generous tip, and walked into the street. Tomorrow morning things would be humming, he thought smugly.


  The next morning the outer office of Kirkland’s suite was crowded with a varied assortment of men—young, old, healthy, sick, weak, strong. They had just one thing in common; a desire to get on someone’s payroll. Kirkland sat behind his desk, smoking, studying them with cool, unimpressed eyes. He enjoyed watching the anxiety in their faces, and the way they shifted nervously when he looked at them directly. It gave him a sense of power, reaffirmed his faith in his own superiority.


  “I need six men for a difficult but interesting job,” he announced at last. “The salary will be one hundred dollars per week. Now line up so that I can look you over.”


  The men arranged themselves into a ragged file, and Kirkland strode up and down before them, mentally ticking off those who seemed strong and alert.


  “Very well,” he said, and walked back down the line nodding to the men he had selected. “You six are to report back here tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. The rest are excused. Good day, gentlemen.”


  When the room was clear, Kirkland walked into the inner office where Dr. Rilke was sitting at a desk on which his mind-destroying machine rested. Rilke looked pensive and worried.


  “Well?” he said, glancing at Kirkland with weak, wounded eyes. “Have you got the men?”


  “Of course.” Kirkland strode up and down the office, rubbing his hands together. “I have six fine specimens. They will be here at nine o’clock in the morning. See to it that you are here at that time. I will send them in and you will put them under the effects of the machine. Do you understand?”


  “What are you going to do with them?”


  “I don’t know,” Kirkland said blandly. “I have to decide that today. Never fear, I’ll have an interesting job for them.”


  “This is all very risky,” Rilke said. “Quite so,” Kirkland said, and strode from the office.


  IT TOOK a cab to the Fourth National bank and took up a position before a drug store opposite the bank. At ten o’clock his eyes brightened with interest as an armored car pulled up before the bank. An armed guard climbed out of the front seat, and another hopped down from the rear of the truck. They went into the bank together and returned about ten minutes later carrying sacks of currency. The money was put in the rear of the truck and one guard climbed in after it, while the second guard covered him with a drawn gun.


  Kirkland watched closely as this guard walked around to the front of the truck and got in beside the driver. Then the truck rolled off down the street. Kirkland frowned and was on the point of turning away.


  “Interesting sight, ain’t it?”


  Kirkland turned sharply. There was a man standing beside him, looking after the armored truck with a musing smile on his lips.


  “I beg your pardon?” Kirkland said.


  “I said it was an interesting sight,” the man said, smiling into Kirkland’s eyes. “A great big truck like that, loaded with money.”


  “It’s no more interesting than a great big truck loaded with oil barrels, or furniture, or washing machines,” Kirkland said.


  “Now that’s where you’re wrong,” the man said, smiling widely. He was a tall young man, with lean features and straight black hair. His clothes were in extremely dubious taste, Kirkland noticed. Padded shoulders, brightly figured tie, pointed suede shoes. Hardly a gentleman, Kirkland thought.


  “How am I wrong?” he asked.


  “Well, there’s something about a truckful of money that makes even the most honest citizen start speculating about it,” the young man said. “Now take oil barrels, or washing machines. Does anybody see a truck load of that stuff and start thinking how they could get at it? The answer is no. But with a money truck it’s different. Practically everybody at one time or other has figured out a way to knock off an armored truck.” The young man smiled disarmingly and took out a silver cigarette case. “All in good clean fun, you understand? They just think about it, and that’s that.”


  “Were you thinking about—ah—knocking off that armored truck?”


  The young man took a cigarette from his case and lit it with a silver lighter. The light from the flame brought a mocking glint to his bright steady eyes. “That’s a leading question, you know,” he said, inhaling deeply. “Maybe I was. Funny thing, I looked at your face when they was bringing that money out, and I said to myself, ‘Now, I’ll bet that fellow there, innocent as he looks and probably is—I’ll bet he’s wondering how he could get hold of that money.’ That’s what I said to myself, yes sir.”


  “Do you often hold these dialogues with yourself?” Kirkland inquired coldly. Something about this young man made him uneasy. He was too knowing, too sure of himself, too amused.


  “Not often,” the young man said. “By the way, the name is Clark.”


  “Nothing could interest me less than your name,” Kirkland said.


  “Now don’t be getting huffy,” Clark said, in an injured voice. “We’re just talking, you know.”


  Kirkland knew he should be on his way. He had learned nothing of value from watching the armored truck stop at the bank; and he was seriously doubtful now that he would ever find any gainful operation for his six potential human robots. Yet, while he knew he should leave, there was something about this young man that caught his interest.


  “Were you by any chance speculating on how to get at the money in the armored truck?” he said, in what he hoped was a bantering voice; but his ears caught cupidity in his tone.


  “Just as a sort of mental exercise, you mean?” Clark said, grinning.


  “Yes, of course.”


  Clark smiled and blew smoke into the air. “Now that’s very interesting because I was thinking about that truckful of money. Here’s how I’d go at it . . .”


  KIRKLAND listened with keen interest as Clark discussed the road-network leading out of the city, the time-table of the armored car, the guns the guards carried, and a host of things that would have never occurred to him to wonder about. He realized then that Clark had plotted every last detail in robbing the armored truck that took money away from the Fourth National bank. His heart was pounding a bit harder than usual, as Clark went into the details of cutting holes into the sides of the truck so the money could be removed.


  “All we need,” Clark concluded, “is five or six men who’d do just what they’re told. Simple, ain’t it?” he said, and rocked back and forth on his heels, a mocking little smile playing over his lips.


  “Let’s have a cup of coffee,” Kirkland said abruptly.


  When they were seated at the end of a counter, Kirkland turned and looked directly at Clark. “There is no need to carry on this masquerade any longer,” he said. “I am going to take that armored car tomorrow. I have the men. How much do you want for your plan?”


  Clark shrugged. “I’m not greedy. Ten per cent? That strike you as all right?”


  “Ten per cent will be all right. Understand one thing, however. I run things completely. You do as you’re told, the same as my other men.”


  Clark smiled. “I got no illusions. You’re the boss.”


  “You’ve been in this sort of business before?”


  “Yeah, in Chicago, and on the Coast. I know my way around, you’ll see. Now about this deal. Are you sure these men of yours will obey orders?”


  “To the letter.”


  “Well, that’s good. This thing depends on split-second timing, and a lot of guts.”


  “Don’t worry.” Kirkland gave him the address of his office. “Meet me there at ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”


  “Look, I’m going to need two cars and an electric torch.”


  “Very well, get them.”


  “How about some money?”


  Kirkland waved a hand casually. “I’ll take care of you after the payoff.”


  Clark looked dubious. “I don’t like investing my own money. It’s bad luck.”


  “Your association with me will be the luckiest thing that ever happened to you,” Kirkland said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “You sound like you’re heading for the big time,” Clark said, scratching his head. “We’ll see.”


  “Indeed we will.”


  CHAPTER IV


  THE NEXT morning at nine sharp Kirkland faced the six stalwart young men he had selected the day before.


  “First you will all be given—ah—an eye test,” he said. “The work I expect you to do requires better-than-average vision, so we’ll find out about that first. Follow me please.”


  He led them into the inner office, where Rilke was making an adjustment on his mind-destroying machine. The window shades were drawn, the room was in darkness. In the gloom


  Kirkland saw six chairs in a semi-circle in front of the machine.


  “Please find seats,” he told the men. Rilke had put a filter on the lens of the machine in order to take care of all the men at once. He snapped the switch and a beam of light, six inches wide and fanning out in a semi-circle, bathed the faces of the men.


  “This will take a few minutes,” Kirkland said. “Relax and reflect on your coming good fortune.”


  Within half an hour the six men were sprawled loosely in their chairs, unconscious. Kirkland snapped on the overhead light and inspected them with a triumphant smile. “Excellent, doctor. Now be good enough to pack up your machine and clear out. I’m expecting another party, and I don’t want him to see you.”


  “What are you going to do?” Rilke said nervously.


  “I’m going to get fifty or sixty thousand dollars so that you can perfect your machine. Isn’t that what you wanted?”


  “Yes, but we’re taking an awful chance.”


  Kirkland shrugged. “Let me worry about that.”


  When the doctor had gone, Kirkland ordered the six men to get to their feet. They did so with automatic obedience, and stood immobile, eyes glazed, awaiting further commands. Kirkland smiled at them and went into the outer office.


  Clark arrived a few minutes later carrying a small overnight bag. He was dressed even more hideously than he had been before, Kirkland saw with distaste. Today the young man wore a camel’s hair sports coat with heavily padded shoulders, powder blue slacks, suede moccasins, and an oyster-white sports shirt. His thick dark hair was glistening with brilliantine, and he was reeking with a cheap brand of after-shave lotion.


  “You’re on time,” Kirkland said, rising.


  “Business comes first,” Clark said, and despite his colorful clothes, there was no mistaking the seriousness of his manner.


  “Come with me,” Kirkland said, and led the way into the inner office. Clark stared at the six husky young men who were staring sightlessly at the opposite wall. He scratched his head and glanced at Kirkland with a puzzled frown.


  “What’s wrong with these characters?”


  “There is nothing wrong with them,” Kirkland said.


  Clark walked around the six men, peered into their eyes, slapped their cheeks. “They’re like zombies,” he said.


  His face was pale. “Look, you can count me out of this deal. I like things nice and normal, see. I want no part of these spooks.”


  “They will do our bidding down to the last letter,” Kirkland said. “Watch.” He stepped up to one of the men, and said, “Strike the man on your right in the face!”


  Without hesitation, the young man turned and knocked his neighbor to the floor with one terrific punch.


  “Get up,” Kirkland told the man on the floor. Then he smiled at Clark. “You see?”


  “What have you done to them?” Clark said. He was breathing hard, and there was a film of perspiration on his forehead. “They ain’t human.”


  “Precisely,” Kirkland said, still smiling. “They are not arbitrary, whimsical, unheeding, compulsive, and self-willed—the things we mean by the term ‘human’. Thank the Lord they aren’t human. Instead they’re obedient, submissive, ww-willed.”


  “And you expect them to take part in this caper?”


  “Most assuredly. You give them their orders, and they’ll carry them out.”


  Clark scratched his head again. “I don’t like it,” he said. “I don’t know why, but I just don’t like it. They got guns?”


  Kirkland frowned and bit his lips. He’d forgotten guns. “No, they haven’t.”


  “Well, don’t worry about it,” Clark said. “I got an arsenal here. Look, we’ll go through with this thing, all right, but I’m going to be pick-up man. I don’t want to be with these walking sticks if trouble breaks out. I’ll tell ’em what they’re supposed to do now—”


  When Clark had finished his detailed instructions to each man, and had distributed guns to them, Kirkland added one last order: “Don’t be taken prisoner. Use your guns on the police if you’re caught!”


  “You’re signing their death warrant!” Clark said, whitening.


  “Precisely. Now be on your way. Call me here when you can.”


  “Okay.” Clark nodded to the six motionless men. “Okay, you guys, get started.”


  The six men put their guns away in their pockets and walked out of the office, suddenly grim, purposeful, deadly.


  KIRKLAND paced the floor of his office for the next two hours. He smoked endless cigarettes and tormented himself with visions of total catastrophe. He saw the scheme smashed, Clark caught, the whole world falling about his ears. Then, with mercurial speed, his thoughts would change, and he’d find himself swept up in dreams of unprecedented power. He saw the robbery successful, he saw a whole series of exploits working flawlessly, and he saw himself being bowed to and venerated by everyone in the city, the country, the world!


  In the midst of these splintered, chaotic speculations, the ringing of the phone was enough to cause him to jump like a frightened rabbit. He stared at the instrument, listening to its insistent ringing; his heart pounded furiously. Then slowly, with a shaking hand, he raised the receiver to his ear.


  “Yes?” His voice was a scraping whisper, his throat a column of parched nerves.


  “It’s me, Clark. Everything’s okay.” Kirkland let out a deep breath. Immediately his strength returned. “Of course,” he said. “Do you have the money?”


  “Yes.”


  “Very well. Bring it here immediately.”


  “Look, there’s one thing. All those stooges of yours got themselves shot.”


  “That’s a pity. However, there must be sacrifices before the state of things can be improved. I shall expect you as soon as possible.”


  Kirkland replaced the phone and seated himself calmly at his desk. His mind was tranquil as he made plans for the time when Rilke would have the machine perfected . . .


  IT WAS more money than he’d ever seen in his life. Seventy-eight thousand dollars stacked in neat rows on his desk. Clark looked down at it, rubbing his hands.


  “Ten per cent, right?” Kirkland smiled, counting out seventy-eight hundred dollars. “And here’s an extra thousand for renting the cars and for the drill, or whatever it was you had to have.”


  “You should have seen it!” Clark said softly. “Those characters of yours acted like they was wearing suits of mail. Then when we had to plug up that road to keep the cops from following—well, one of them guys rammed his car into a police car at about seventy miles an hour. Boy, it was terrible. Then—”


  “I can imagine it was quite—ah—lively,” Kirkland. “However, details bore me. Would you like to continue this association, Clark?”


  “It’s okay by me. You got a smart way about you. Yes, I think it would be fine.”


  “Very well. I want you to rent me a suite in the best hotel in town. I want a terrace with a southern exposure, of course.”


  “Is that all?”


  “For the time being, yes. I won’t be planning anything else for several weeks.”


  “Okay, I’ll take care of it.”


  “And one other thing. Get yourself some decent clothes. You look like a circus barker at the moment, and I find that highly offensive.”


  “Anything you say,” Clark said. He looked down at his suit with a puzzled frown, and then shook his head. “They’re neat threads, but you’re the boss.”


  “Keep that in mind.”


  When Clark had gone, Kirkland happily stuffed the money into his pockets, then called Rilke at his hotel. The doctor answered immediately, in a voice tight with concern.


  “Get to work on that lab immediately,” Kirkland said. “We are in funds.”


  “Did everything work all right?”


  “Of course.”


  “What about those men? Those six young men?”


  Kirkland looked out the window at the broad dramatic sweep of the city and sighed. He felt a touch of pity for those six young men. “They will probably be the first saints in the new mythology,” he told Rilke, and hung up the phone.


  KIRKLAND spent the next week acclimating himself to the luxury of his new hotel suite, and with fittings at an exclusive and expensive tailor. He dined at the best places in town, and his mind was humming with plans for the future.


  Nothing bothered or worried him now. He was absolutely certain that his path was blessed by Destiny. Even the cautious police inspector who came to see him one day caused him little concern. The police were curious about the fact that the six young men who had died in the hold-up of the armored car, had shortly before answered an ad that had been inserted in the paper by Kirkland.


  Kirkland answered the inspector’s questions calmly, confidently. Yes, he had interviewed the men. No, he hadn’t hired any of them. No, he had no ideas about their participation in the sensational armored car robbery. Yes, it was quite a coincidence. And so on.


  When the Inspector had gone, Clark entered the large, well-decorated living room, cautiously. He rubbed his damp forehead and looked at Kirkland with frank admiration.


  “Brother, you’re an icicle,” he said. “That guy is supposed to be tough and smart, but you held your own with him.”


  Kirkland frowned, annoyed at Clark’s implication that he and the Inspector were equally matched. “It is hardly surprising that I was able to fend off his infantile queries,” he said.


  That afternoon Kirkland drove out to the laboratory that Rilke had rented. There progress was being made. But not enough to satisfy Kirkland. Rilke had a model of the will-destroyer about the size of a flash-light, and which would work in the space of ten minutes.


  “That’s not good enough,” Kirkland said. “It must be no larger than a fountain pen, and the beam must be effective on contact.”


  “It is so hard to do with such speed,” Rilke said.


  “Nonsense!” Kirkland stared about the small lab, ignoring the two assistants who were making tests with various kinds of metal. “I’ll expect the finished product in not less than two weeks. Good day.”


  THAT NIGHT Kirkland was strangely restless. After dinner he prowled about his hotel suite, walking from one room to another, rubbing his hands together nervously. Entering the bathroom, he stared at himself in the mirror, studying his strong square face, his smooth hair and pale gleaming eyes. He washed his hands and face and went downstairs to the lobby of the hotel. For half an hour he sat near the entrance watching people hurrying in and out. There were important-seeming businessmen, happy couples, and single men and women going eagerly to appointments. Kirkland wondered what all these people would do that night, and whom they would meet, and then he sighed because he was lonely. He thought of looking for Clark, but changed his mind. That brash and vulgar young man wouldn’t satisfy his present needs.


  Finally he went into the softly-lighted barroom and ordered a scotch-and-soda from the neat impersonal bartender. Sipping his drink, which he didn’t really want, he noticed a girl sitting at a stool on his left. She was a stunning creature, smartly dressed in a sheath-like black dress, and her legs were crossed so that he had a beautiful view of their long slender loveliness. Her hair was dark as midnight, her skin fair and finely textured. She was smoking a cigarette and a Martini was in front of her on the bar.


  Kirkland glanced covertly at her, and then looked away as she met his eyes. He felt his cheeks burning. Kirkland was afraid of women. He had always been, ever since he was a child. They could laugh at you, laugh at your weakness and need of them, he had learned. And he couldn’t stand to be laughed at, so he had cultivated an imperious manner with them that kept them at a safe distance.


  But he couldn’t keep his eyes off this girl. His head turned almost of its own volition, and his eyes flicked guiltily along her slim silken legs, noting that one smartly shod foot was swinging idly, provocatively. He glanced at her small, exquisite face, and he saw with horror that she was smiling at him; and he turned away quickly, trying in vain to still the swift pounding of his heart.


  He wondered who she was, and why she was waiting here at this bar. Probably a young man would join her soon, and she would tell him with amusement of the big stranger who had been staring at her legs. The young man would glance down at him, smiling slightly at her story, but nonetheless irritated.


  Kirkland grew excited imagining the scene. He would turn and meet the young man’s gaze calmly, of course; he might even nod at him as if they’d met before, and then he’d pick up his change, say goodnight to the bartender and stroll out as if he were on his way to an important conference.


  “Pardon me, but do you have a match?”


  IT WAS the girl who had spoken.


  Kirkland turned jerkily, and automatically, his manner defensively austere. “I believe I do,” he said coolly, and held a light for the cigarette between her lips.


  “Thanks, so much,” she said.


  Kirkand nodded gravely and picked up his drink; but his hands were trembling so that he put it down hastily.


  “A cigarette without a match is pretty useless,” the girl said.


  “Quite.”


  “There’s nothing to do then but bother a stranger.”


  Kirkland turned to her, eager to keep this conversation going, but still afraid that she would treat him lightly.


  “You might have asked the bartender,” he said; and realized instantly how rude that sounded.


  “I didn’t happen to want to talk to the bartender,” the girl said.


  “You wanted to talk to me?”


  “Yes, you looked interesting, and I see no point in being a slave to the convention that says people shouldn’t talk to each other until they’ve been properly introduced.”


  “I see,” Kirkland said. He smiled at the girl, but watched her keenly to see if she were making a joke of him. But she seemed perfectly sincere.


  They talked casually for a while, finding mutual likes and dislikes, and Kirkland bought her a drink and had another himself. He was warming up now under the glow of her friendliness, and it no longer seemed strange to him that she had wanted to talk to him. Naturally, he thought, she had seen that he was a man of superior intellect and powers, so naturally she had been drawn to speak to him.


  Her name was Jane Reynolds, and she was from the west coast. She was here to study voice, and was all alone in town. When she said an hour later that she must go up to her room, Kirkland asked her eagerly if he might see her to her door.


  She said of course, and there, standing in the doorway, and smiling at him, she promised to go to dinner with him the next night


  When he returned to his own room he strode up and down the thick rug, smiling and happy, almost delirious in his excitement. This had never happened to him before; and he was as stimulated as a high-school sophomore on his first date.


  The next ten days went by in a blur of ecstacy for Kirkland. He saw Jane Reynolds constantly, took her to concerts, to dinner, to all the best night clubs. Clark was beginning to clamor for action, and kept pointing out that money was running low, but Kirkland refused to do anything until Rilke had perfected the mind-destroying machine.


  Then late one afternoon Rilke called, and Kirkland instantly caught a note of fright in his voice.


  “What is it?” Kirkland said. “How is the work coming?”


  “The work is completed, but there is danger.”


  “Danger? What are you babbling about?”


  “I must see you right away.” Kirkland gnawed at his lip in exasperation. He had a cocktail date with Jane, and nothing could be more important than that. “Very well, come over at once,” he said. “But I can’t give you much time, understand?” Rilke said goodby in a trembling voice and rang off.


  CHAPTER V


  THE LITTLE doctor entered Kirkland’s room within ten minutes and his manner was that of a rabbit pursued by a pack of dogs. He was white and shaken, and there was a nervous tic flickering under his left eye.


  “What’s wrong?” Kirkland demanded. “You look as if you seen a ghost.”


  “I have, I’ve seen two ghosts,” Rilke said, catching Kirkland’s arm with a thin, claw-like hand. “The colonel of my section in Germany, Colonel Jodell, and his SS sergeant. They are here, they have come to me and have demanded my help.”


  Kirkand felt a swift surge of anger. “Did you tell them you are working for me?”


  “No—I lied to them. They are monsters, believe me. They have a group here, a Fascist group, and they will kill me if I do not help them. I must flee. Please let me go.”


  Kirkland studied Rilke’s fear-distorted features with a somewhat lofty compassion. He patted the little doctor’s shoulder and led him to a chair. “Relax a moment, while I bring you a drink. You have nothing to worry about, so long as I am with you. Do you understand that?”


  “I am afraid,” Rilke said, through chattering teeth. “You do not know these men.”


  “And they do not know me,” Kirkland said, pleased by the melodrama of his response. He poured a stiff drink and handed it to Rilke. “Now, get that down and we’ll try to talk sensibly. I want you to tell me everything that has happened, but in a coherent, chronological manner. That’s not asking too much, I hope.”


  Rilke seemed calmer after finishing the drink. He shuddered once and then began to talk: “Last night my phone rang. It was Colonel Jodell. I would know his voice if he spoke from the blackest pit of hell. He said he would see me this morning. When he arrived he had with him a man named Karl, his SS sergeant. Karl is a great brute. They told me they got out of Germany as I did, and have been working since to establish a Nazi party here in America. They need money, it seems—”


  Kirkland held up a hand impatiently. “Let me ask you a few questions. Did you tell them of me?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Precisely what did you tell them?”


  “I—I told them you were a friend, a wealthy friend. They wish to meet you.”


  “Oh? And when am I to have that pleasure?”


  “Tonight.” Rilke looked fearfully at Kirkland. “They are coming here within the hour.”


  “I see.” Kirkland paced the floor, wondering if Rilke was telling the truth. “Do they know about your mind-destroyer?”


  “They knew I was working along that line in Germany. However, they didn’t ask me about it.”


  “Did you tell them I might be sympathetic to their philosophical convictions?”


  “Yes, that is why they wish to meet you.”


  “Very well,” Kirkland said. “Perhaps we can make use of these old friends of yours.”


  “No, no,” Rilke cried. “They are monsters.”


  “You worked for this colonel in Germany, did you not?”


  “I had to,” Rilke said. “Believe me, I didn’t want to.”


  Kirkland yawned. “I find such protestations rather silly,” he said. “Now tell me this: how is your research coming?”


  “It is complete. I almost forgot about it in my confusion.” Rilke took a small package from his pocket and gave it to Kirkland. “Here are the first of the final models.”


  KIKRLAND smiled happily and unwrapped the package with fingers that were trembling slightly from eagerness. He removed two gleaming, pencil-slim tubes, and stared at them with a transfixed expression. “They are beautiful, beautiful,” he said softly.


  He noticed that they had clips on their sides so that they could be carried in a vest pocket like fountain pens; and at one end there was a push button, and at the other, a tiny bulb.


  “I have not tested them on humans, but all the data indicates they will work perfectly,” Rilke said.


  “There are only these two in existence?”


  “That is all. I can make more in a short time.”


  “Don’t bother. This is all I want for the present. Discharge your technicians and close up the lab.”


  “But I am just beginning—”


  “Never mind. Do as I say.”


  The phone buzzed; Kirkland lifted it, and a smooth cultivated voice said: “Mr. Kirkland, my name is William Jodell. We have a mutual friend, I believe, in Doctor Rilke.”


  “Why, yes, of course,” Kirkland said, and winked over the phone at Rilke. “As a matter of fact our good friend is with me at the moment. Won’t you join us?”


  “It will be a pleasure. I am phoning from the lobby of your hotel, as it happens.”


  “Then come up, by all means.” Rilke rubbed his hands together nervously as Kirkland replaced the receiver. “I am afraid,” he muttered. “This nightmare of Germany is beginning again.”


  “But under more intelligent leadership,” Kirkland said in a musing voice.


  There was a knock a few moments later, and Kirkland strode energetically across the floor and threw open the door. Jodell and a huge hulking man were standing in the corridor. “I took the liberty of bringing my friend, Karl Schmidt,” Jodell said.


  “You are both welcome,” Kirkland said, and led them into the room and gave them chairs. “Shall we have a drink to celebrate this occasion?” he said.


  “A charming idea,” Jodell said. “Who knows, this may be an auspicious meeting?”


  Kirkland made drinks, passed them around. Jodell was not the heel-clicking Prussian type, he observed. Rather, he was the intellectual sort, with composed thin features, thoughtful eyes, and a wryly humorous cast to his features. He was in his middle fifties, Kirkland judged, with a spare, well-kept body and graying dark hair. Karl, on the other hand, was the epitome of Fascist brutality. His skull was closely cropped and his eyes small, piggish, suspicious. His great body seemed tense and alert, ready to smash anything that stood in its way.


  JODELL sipped his drink and smiled at Dr. Rilke. “It was so fortunate running on to you like this,” he said. He glanced at Kirkland. “The good doctor and I were associates before the war, as he has probably told you.”


  “Yes, he mentioned it,” Kirkland said.


  “At that time, he was working on something very unusual and stimulating,” Jodell said. “Who knows? Had he completed it, the turn of events might have taken a different slant. Tell me, doctor, have you ever returned to the work you were doing for me?”


  Rilke shook his head nervously. “No, I have done very little since arriving in America.”


  “That is understandable, of course. This free and magnificent country is enough to take anyone’s mind off his work.” There was only the barest sarcasm in Jodell’s voice. Turning to Kirkland, he said: “Dr. Rilke has told me that you are—ah—not unsympathetic to certain political movements which, at the present, are not totally popular here in America.”


  “I can say only that in my opinion the wrong people were successful in the recent war,” Kirkland said.


  “I think we understand each other,” Jodell said, smiling. “In that case, I think you’ll be interested in a little society which I have the honor of heading. It is a debating club, of sorts, but we have hopes of becoming more active in the near future.”


  “It would be a privilege to assist you in any way that I may,” Kirkland said.


  “I’m afraid that our chief concern at the moment is funds to carry on our work.”


  “I would be delighted to help out in that respect.”


  “Capital. Perhaps you would like to attend a meeting of our group tonight?”


  “It would be an honor.”


  “Excellent.” Jodell glanced at Karl. “I will meet you later at the hotel.” Karl took his dismissal with stiff-backed obedience. “Of course,” he said, with a nod of his cropped head.


  “I must leave too, I’m afraid,” Rilke said, wetting his lips.


  “A pity,” Kirkland said.


  When the two men had gone, Jodell smiled at Kirkland. “I am always happier talking with equals. Karl is a useful sort, but he has his limitations, I fear.”


  “Of course. Where is this meeting to be held?”


  Jodell mentioned a time and an address. Then he said: “We must speak out frankly, my friend. I intended to use the group of men I have assembled to create confusion and fear here in America. That is the way to gain opportunity. We must infest the land with hob-goblins and monsters, and while the hysterical citizens are occupied with them, we will move slowly into control of the government.”


  “Is your group large?”


  “It is quality that counts. Numerically we are not strong. But those I have chosen will do their jobs to the letter. That is the all important thing: obedience.” Jodell’s voice was sharper as he sounded the last word.


  Kirkland repressed a feeling of anger. Jodell’s air of superiority was quite annoying.


  “We demanded obedience from everyone in the movement,” Jodell said, eyeing Kirkland appraisingly. “That would apply to you also, Mr. Kirkland.”


  “Oh, of course,” Kirkland said. He casually took one of the mind-destroying tubes from his vest pocket and toyed with it in his fingers. “This is an ingenious little gadget,” he said. “Have you ever seen one?”


  “I do not believe so.”


  “Here let me show you how it works.”


  Kirkland stepped forward and pointed the tube at Jodell’s forehead. He pressed the push-button at the rear of the tube with his thumb and a thin intense bolt of blue light shot out and struck Jodell between the eyes.


  Jodell cried out sharply and pressed both hands to his face. He fell back in the chair, his body twisting convulsively. Then his hands dropped from his face, and Kirkland saw a thin stream of saliva drooling from the corner of his mouth. Jodell’s eyes were glazed, unseeing, and his face was a mask of blankness.


  “Well, well, where is our great leader?” Kirkland said, smiling to himself. He replaced the mind-destroyer tube in his vest pocket, and said: “Stand up!”


  Jodell got to his feet, and faced Kirkland with a glazed expression.


  “Now listen carefully,” Kirkland said, and proceeded to give the staring, immobile German a series of crisp orders.


  KIKRLAND met Jane Reynolds in the bar of the hotel twenty minutes later. She was wearing a black-satin dress and a string of pearls about her throat Her blue-black hair was shining in the soft candlelight, and her gray eyes and exquisite lips Joined to send him a welcoming smile.


  “You look very happy,” she said to him. “Have you had good news?”


  “The very best,” Kirkland said. His heart was pumping harder, as it always did when he was near her. “I think I’ve made an important step this afternoon.”


  “I’m very glad,” she said.


  “Does my good fortune mean so much to you?”


  “Everything you do—or have done—means a great deal to me,” she said gravely.


  Kirkland caught her slim white hands impulsively. “I must see you later tonight, Jane. I have so much to tell you. Will you meet me later?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Where shall it be?”


  Jane Reynolds looked into her drink with a sweet little smile on her lips. “Let me have the key to your hotel room. I’ll be waiting there for you when you come back.”


  Kirkland was almost too surprised to answer; and then, when he realized what she meant, he squeezed her hands so tightly that she winced, and he began to laugh softly and confidently. She met his eyes smiling.


  CHAPTER VI


  KIRKLAND got in touch with Clark after he left Jane, and told him to meet him in the lobby at eight-thirty that night.


  Clark was waiting when Kirkland arrived.


  “What’s up?” Clark said. “You got a caper in the works?”


  Kirkland slapped Clark’s lean hard shoulder. “We’re going to a meeting,” he said, smiling.


  “A meeting? What kind of a meeting? This is no time to be stalling, boss. We got to get rolling. How about lining up some dummies like we had on that armored-car job?” Clark’s thin face was eager and hopeful. “You can get some more zombies, can’t you?”


  “Oh, yes,” Kirkland said. “That’s the purpose of the meeting tonight.”


  “Well, that’s great,” Clark said. “You know, I been wondering how you make those guys do what you want. What is it, some kind of dope, or something?”


  Kirkland looked sharply at Clark. “I wouldn’t exert myself speculating about it, if I were you.”


  Clark shrugged. “Okay, okay, that’s your department. But I got a little deal I think will interest you. A Railway Express office, just loaded with cash.”


  “We’ll discuss it later,” Kirkland said. “First, our meeting.”


  The address Jodell had given to Kirkland was a walk-up apartment in the slum area of the city. Kirkland and Clark climbed four flights of steps, and Kirkland rapped sharply on an unpainted door. It was opened instantly by Karl, who nodded to him, but looked sharply at Clark.


  “Who is this man?” he snapped.


  “A recruit for our movement,” Kirkland said. “I will vouch for him, Karl.”


  The big German moved aside reluctantly. “Come in,” he said, in his guttural voice.


  There were forty-five or fifty men seated on folding chairs in the long bare apartment. Many of them appeared to be intelligent, normal people; but in some way they all exuded an attitude of bitterness, defeat, and frustration. They were all failures in one manner or another, Kirkland realized. They had failed to make a living, failed to get recognition, failed to meet the everyday challenges of life; and so they were perfect material for men like Jodell, who promised them reprisals against the forces they believed had blocked their way to success. Kirkland found them pitiable, foolish, contemptible. Karl led him and Clark to the front of the room where Jodell was seated at a long table. Jodell seemed normal in manner as he greeted them; but his skin was pale and Kirkland saw with satisfaction that his eyes were blank and lifeless.


  “Please sit down with me,” he said. “I will call the meeting to order.”


  He cleared his throat and instantly a tense silence settled over the room. Jodell talked for a few moments about the business of the past week, and then, squaring his shoulders and staring over the heads of the group, said: “Now I must make an announcement that is personally difficult for me, but which, in a large sense, gives me the greatest joy. Orders from a high source demand that I leave you. This, of course, will be personally difficult.” There was a murmur of astonishment in the room, which Jodell silenced by raising his hand.


  “However, it is a source of satisfaction for me to be able to tell you that in my place will stand one of the greatest friends and greatest leaders our cause will know. I now introduce to you my successor, and your leader, a man you will know as Number Five.”


  He turned to Kirkland and inclined his head. “We are all at your command.”


  KIRKLAND stood and stared with hard gleaming eyes at the faceless men in the room and felt power and confidence surging through his body. This was what he needed: automatons, robots, slavish dolts, who could be bound to obedience by words, by philosophies, instead of by the power of a machine.


  “I will lead you to our goal,” he said, in a slow strong voice. “We know the enemy, and he will be our slave.


  We know the way to power, and we shall walk it boldly. We know our brothers, and we shall be true to them until the end. I have plans for all of you, but I will not speak of them now. The past is ashes, the future is glory.”


  Something in his sonorous delivery lighted a spark in the breasts of his audience. They came to their feet, eyes ablaze, faces flushed with the hope of power and their hearts beating at the promise of getting something for nothing. Their hands shot up and out in a stiff salute.


  “Leader!” they cried, in a voice as solid as a wall.


  The sound was music in Kirkland’s ears. This was far more satisfying than the blind obedience that could be obtained with the mind-destroyer. For in this obedience there was love and trust and confidence. These poor helpless creatures needed him, and he would care for them, protect them, lead them where they could not go themselves. Kirkland turned and met Karl’s eyes, and a tremor went down his back. There was no love or trust in the big German’s gaze. Karl stared at him with murderous hate.


  “Something is wrong,” he said, in a strangled, bewildered voice. “My colonel would never leave us.”


  “You question your leader?” Kirkland snapped at him.


  Karl looked down at Jodell, then shook his head slowly. “No, I do not question him,” he said. “He was my life.”


  “Now I am your life,” Kirkland said. “If not, I am your death; and the decision rests with you.”


  With that Kirkland strode importantly through the room, waving to the men who were on their feet, smiling at him with love and hope.


  Outside, Clark caught his arm. The young man’s face was hopelessly bewildered. “Look, boss, you don’t want to get mixed up with them crackpots.” Kirkland waved for a cab. “That’s not flattering to me, is it? They think I’m their saviour.”


  “You know what I mean,” Clark said, scratching his head. “Those guys that want to overthrow the government and make the world safe for looting are just a bunch of washed-out characters who can’t hold a job or get a girl. That’s about what it amounts to. Hell, our racket should be banks, not these creeps.”


  “Power is sweeter than money,” Kirkland said. “I’m being patient with you, Clark, because you’ve been helpful. However, I don’t propose to explain and justify my decisions to you indefinitely. Is that clear?”


  “Okay, okay,” Clark said, throwing up his hands. “But we need some dough, so let’s think about that Railway Express office pretty soon.”


  THEY GOT into a cab but after driving five or six blocks Kirkland told the driver to stop. He looked out the window at the lighted windows of a gun shop, and his eyes were thoughtful.


  “I’m going to get out here,” he told Clark. “I have an errand that won’t take me too long. However, there’s a young lady waiting for me in my room, and I want you to meet her and explain that I’ve been delayed. Do you understand?”


  Clark sighed. “No, but I’ll tell her. You’ve got me off-balance, boss, with the way you’re hopping around.”


  “There’s a method—” Kirkland stopped, frowning.


  “In your madness, was you going to say?” Clark said.


  Kirkland turned on him, his pale eyes furious. “Don’t ever say anything like that again to me! Do you understand, you blasted idiot?”


  “Well, I thought that was what you were going to say,” Clark said uneasily.


  Clark settled back, after Kirkland entered the gun shop, and lit a cigarette as the cab rolled on. The driver glanced around at him when they stopped for a light. He shook his head. “What’s the matter with the big guy?” he said. “He sounds like a crack-pot.”


  “He’s some character,” Clark said, thoughtfully . . .


  He rapped gently on the door of Kirkland’s hotel room fifteen minutes later. He heard light footsteps, and then the door was opened by Jane Reynolds. The smile on her lips faded when she saw Clark.


  “I know, you were expecting somebody else,” Clark said. He took off his hat and strolled into the room. “I got bad news for you, baby. The boss is going to be late.”


  Jane Reynolds dosed the door and looked at Clark rather uncertainly. “That’s too bad, isn’t it?”


  Clark shrugged and settled his lean length into a chair. His eyes, bright and steady, mocked the girl. “That depends on several things, of course. The name is Clark, by the way.”


  “How do you do?” Jane Reynolds said. She sat down facing him, conscious of his eyes on her legs. “Do you work for Mr. Kirkland?”


  “In a manner of speaking, yes. You too?”


  “No—we’re friends.”


  “That’s dandy. Known him long?”


  “Just a few weeks.”


  “You’re moving fast,” Clark said, glancing about the room with a little smile. “How’d you meet him?”


  “We met in the bar here at the hotel.” There were spots of angry color in the girl’s cheeks. “If you want any more information, I’ll send you a complete file in the morning.”


  “Oh? Is there going to be some interesting development tonight?”


  Jane Reynolds stood up, cheeks flaming now. “What a perfectly despicable thing to say!”


  “Relax,” Clark said in a bored voice. “I don’t give a damn about you and the boss. I’m just killing time. How about a drink?”


  Jane sat down, slowly deflated by Clark’s manner. “I’m not sure there is anything.”


  “I’ll get it.” Clark sauntered to the portable bar and made two drinks. He brought one back, handed it to the girl.


  “Thank you,” she said. Then: “How long have you known Mr. Kirkland?”


  “Turnabout, eh?” Clark said, sinking back into his chair. “Well, that’s fair enough. I just bumped into him on the street a few days ago.”


  “What kind of work does he do?”


  “We’re in the transfer business,” Clark said. “We transfer things from one place to another.”


  The girl seemed nervous, he thought. He noticed the fingers of one of her hands playing with the fringe on the arm of the chair.


  “Well, I got to be running along,” he said, finishing his drink. “I’ll be down in my room if the boss wants me.”


  “I’ll tell him that.”


  “Thanks a lot,” Clark said casually, and with a mock salute strolled out the door.


  CHAPTER VII


  IT WAS eleven-thirty when Kirkland reached his hotel. He went up to his room and fitted the key in the lock, his thoughts spinning with hope and excitement.


  But his spirits sank as he stepped in and found the living room empty. Jane hadn’t kept her promise, he realized. All his confidence and cheer faded from him, and he slumped into a chair, suddenly tired and disconsolate. His dreams of a vast worldwide empire that had seemed so rosy and inevitable a few short moments ago, now struck him as the day-dreaming hopes of a child.


  Suddenly he heard the click of a light in the bedroom; then a drowsy voice called: “Hello, who’s that?” Kirkland sprang to his feet, grinning, and strode into the bedroom. Jane was lying on his bed, shading her eyes from the light with one hand.


  “My dear, I thought you’d forgot our date,” he said, sitting beside her and taking one of her hands and patting it fondly.


  “No, of course not, but you were so long that I feel asleep. Your man was here, by the way. Clark.”


  “Yes, I sent him to tell you I’d be late.”


  “He’s an odd person.”


  “Odd?” Kirkland looked at her with raised eyebrows. “He is vulgar and stupid and immoral, but those are not unusual or odd traits.”


  “I suppose not.”


  Kirkland was inflamed by the presence of the girl, and was irritated that the conversation was getting off on a tangent. She was wearing one of his robes, and he saw that her dress and shoes were on a chair. His throat was suddenly dry.


  “You probably think I’m a hussy,” Jane said, running a finger along the sleeve of his coat.


  “No, no, of course not, my dear,” Kirkland said, in a ragged voice. “I think you’re exquisite.” He leaned closer to her, but she said: “Would it be too much trouble for you to get us a drink?”


  “Certainly not!” Kirkland sprang to his feet, hurried to the living room and made two strong drinks. He made the girl’s extra strong, then decided this was a vulgar and unnecessary way for him to behave. So he poured a bit out of her glass before bringing the drinks into the bedroom. He felt supremely confident and powerful; and the idea that he’d almost resorted to such a crude device as over-loading her drink struck him as silly.


  THEY drank their drinks—Kirkland hastily, the girl slowly—and when she put her glass aside, he could contain himself no longer and caught her in his arms with passionate strength.


  “I love you, I love you,” he cried.


  “You hardly know me,” the girl protested, pushing him away gently, but firmly.


  “I know all I need to know.”


  “Well, then, I hardly know you,” Jane said, smiling.


  “What do you want to know?” Kirkland said, moving back and folding his arms. “I am a great man. I say that simply and sincerely, because I hate humbug and false modesty. I will one day rule millions of people, my dear.” He grew excited at the grandiose phrases, at the ring of his own voice. Standing, he paced back and forth before the bed, his pale eyes gleaming brightly. “You may not believe me now, my dear. You may feel this is the exultant talk of a man in love. Some day, however, you will know that I speak the truth. Nothing can stop me but death. I will rule the world.” He clenched his big hands and raised his arms to the ceiling. “And what a paradise it will be! Gone will be the conflict of individual wills, in the place of confusion shall be one-voice, one decision, and the world will know a peace and freedom it has never known before. Nothing can stop me, nothing will stop me!”


  “Well, who would stop you, if everything is going to be so pleasant?” Jane said in a serious voice.


  Kirkland shrugged his big shoulders and a sad little smile touched his lips. “Some people cannot understand that I am working for their own good. They get in the way and will have to be removed. There are others, of course, who must be used because they are insignificant compared to the value of the final goal. That is too bad, and it saddens me.” He sat beside her, troubled and unhappy for the moment. “There were six young men I had to sacrifice only recently, and such ruthless decisions do not come easy to me.”


  “If you must, you must,” Jane said, and patted his hand.


  Kirkland brightened. “That’s true, of course. They were only unimportant little units of life, in themselves nothing. They should be grateful to me for giving their pitiful existences one brief moment of significance.”


  “You’d never hurt me, would you?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Because I am a girl?”


  Kirkland frowned at the backs of his big square hands. “There was a girl, a pleasant, harmless little thing, who was helpful to me at the outset.”


  “What was her name?”


  Kirkland rubbed his temples with the tips of his fingers. “I don’t recall,” he said.


  “Was it Carol Masterson?”


  “Certainly, that’s it,” Kirkland cried. “How did you know?”


  Kirkland turned to the girl, a puzzled smile on his lips. His question hung throbbing in the air; and suddenly its echo seemed to be roaring in his ears.


  Jane smiled back at him; but he saw her hand move involuntarily to her throat.


  “How did you know?”


  Kirkland jumped up and glared at the girl. “Who are you?” he shouted.


  “You’re behaving foolishly,” Jane said. She moved slowly, carefully, to the opposite side of the bed and got to her feet.


  KIRKLAND lunged for her as she took a step in the direction of the door, but she eluded him with a frantic twist of her shoulders and ran into the living room. But Kirkland was at her heels, and before she could open the door his big arm was about her waist and his hand was clapped over her mouth. He carried her struggling figure back to the bedroom, conscious of nothing but his own rage and frustration.


  She sank her teeth into the flesh of his palm, and he jerked his hand from her mouth with an oath.


  “Let me go, you beast!” she cried.


  “Not until I find out who you are and what you’re after,” Kirkland said, panting. He threw her on the bed and struck her across the mouth with his hand. Something deep inside him, something strange and twisted, melted with pleasure at her cry of pain and the sight of blood flowing from her lips.


  She lay on her back, moaning softly, her hair spread on the bed like a dark cloud. The sight of her helplessness, the sight of her slim legs, bare and white, exposed to the thighs by her pulled-up slip, produced a terrible frenzy in Kirkland.


  He moved toward her slowly, but then he met her eyes and something he saw there stopped him in his tracks. She was looking at him with horror and disgust and fear; and the intensity of her hatred was more than he could bear.


  “You murdered my sister,” she said, in a low tight voice.


  “Your sister?” His own voice was suddenly weak, faltering.


  “Carol Masterson. I’m Denise Masterson.”


  “You never cared for me, did you?” Kirkland said in a plaintive tone. That was all that mattered, he realized. She had lied to him, pretended to like him, led him into a humiliating and ridiculous position.


  “Cared for you?” She repeated his words mockingly; and her voice was like a scourge. “You’re a madman, a diseased, vile madman.”


  Kirkland straightened stiffly. “Don’t say that!” he cried. “Do you imagine for an instant that I was taken in by your performance? I knew who you were immediately.” He smiled at her, desperately trying to salvage his pride. “It amused me to play with you. And now the game is over.”


  She screamed as he lunged at her; but his fingers fastened on her throat and the sound died in a gasp. He tightened his grip slowly, and watched with impassive expression as she clawed weakly at his hands and struggled for breath. Her face turned a violent red, and her eyes bulged from their sockets. Suddenly, with one last tortured convulsion, she went limp in his hands. Kirkland continued to apply pressure for a few seconds, then realized with a shock that he couldn’t allow her to die here. Already, he had made a ghastly mistake. Her throat would show the marks of his hands. This girl was the sister of the one he had caused to die by leaping from the Ridgely hotel. The police might be roused to new diligence if she also turned up dead under strange circumstances.


  Kirkland released the girl’s throat. He rubbed her hands and watched anxiously until he saw that she was beginning to breathe again. She had to die, of course; but not here. And then Kirkland decided that there was no reason for her to die. She had tricked him, mocked him, humiliated him; and she hated him completely.


  So much the better. He would allow her to live—to be his slave. That should be a neat revenge.


  KIRKLAND went into the bathroom and searched through the medicine cabinet until he found a spool of broad adhesive tape. He returned to the still-unconscious girl and taped her wrists and ankles tightly together. He forced what was left of her drink between her teeth and sat back calmly as she coughed her way back to consciousness.


  Her lids fluttered open, her eyes met his for a moment; and then she attempted to move. He saw the flicker of fear on her face as she realized she was helpless.


  “What are you going to do to me?”


  Kirkland took one of the slim mind-destroying tubes from his vest pocket and balanced it on his palm. “Do you know what this is?” he said, smiling.


  “No—no, I don’t.”


  “Allow me to explain. This is an instrument developed by a brilliant German scientist. One flash of its ray and the power of decision is destroyed in the human mind. I have used it and I can assure you that it works very effectively. I used it as a matter of fact on your sister. She jumped to her death at my orders. I used it on six young men to stage a brilliant robbery. All were killed, but they would only have grown old as shipping clerks, or something equally undistinguished, so I really did them a favor in sending them on to oblivion. Do you know what I’m going to do with it now? Do you know it’s next target?”


  The girl turned her head away from his pale gleaming eyes; and bit down on her lip to keep from screaming.


  “I see you’ve guessed,” Kirkland said. “Yes, you will make an interesting addition to my life—for a while. I will keep you until I tire of you, and then I will select an amusing manner in which you may destroy yourself. Until I tire of you, however, we should have a highly fascinating time of it.” He chuckled and ran the tips of his fingers lightly over her bare shoulders, and then ran his hand through her thick shining hair. “Don’t you think you’ll enjoy obeying my every whim, my dear? Can’t you imagine some of the delightful tasks I will expect you to perform?”


  “You monster!” The girl breathed the words through her locked teeth.


  Kirkland’s face flushed with anger. He leaned forward and put the bulb of the mind-destroying tube against her forehead; and then cursed as she twisted away from him and rolled onto her stomach.


  “No, no!” she cried.


  Kirkland caught her shoulders and flopped her over on her back; then, pinning her squirming body under his elbow, he again put the bulb squarely between her eyes.


  Suddenly, before he could snap on the light, he heard an excited hammering on the front door. Terror shook his huge body like a leaf in a gale. There was anger, fury, in the blows that were being rained on the door. Kirkland realized he was in a desperate spot if this were police. He’d have a nasty job explaining a helplessly bound, half-naked girl; and an even trickier job if she were in the state of catatonic shock induced by the mind-destroyer. Quickly, he got to his feet, and ripped one more length from the roll of tape, and this he plastered tightly across the girl’s mouth. Then, sweeping her into his arms, he lumbered across the floor, opened the closet door and dumped her inside on top of the rows of shoes.


  Slamming the door, he locked it and put the key in his pocket. Then, composing himself as well as he was able, he closed the bedroom door behind him and walked into the living room.


  There was another series of blows on the door as he approached it, and their noise seemed to be echoed in the thudding of his heart. Wetting his dry lips nervously, Kirkland turned the knob and opened the door.


  A huge figure shot forward bowling him over as if he were child, and great, ropy fingers tightened about his throat. Through pain-blurred eyes he saw Karl, the SS sergeant bending over him, his face contorted with insane fury.


  Kirkland attempted to buck his way free from the merciless fingers, but every move he made only increased his torment. He tried to cry out, to beg Karl for mercy, but the words sounded only in his agony-streaked mind. Suddenly it was all over; a tiny blackness in his head grew with alarming swiftness until it encompassed the limits of his consciousness. The blackness was everywhere, destroying his dreams, his plans, his life. It was such a waste, he thought, in his last instant of awareness. And then there was nothing but the blackness.


  CHAPTER VIII


  IT WASN’T dead after all, Kirkland realized with a slight feeling of astonishment. His throat ached terribly; swallowing was almost not worth the effort; but he was alive. He could feel his chest moving up and down, and he eventually realized that he was half-lying, half-sitting in a deep chair.


  Kirkland opened his eyes.


  Karl was standing above him, and from Kirkland’s fore-shortened view, the SS sergeant seemed as tall as a skyscraper.


  “You killed our leader, my colonel,” Karl said in a low, savage voice.


  “I killed him?”


  “He leaped in front of a subway train. You told him to do that, didn’t you? After you made him give you command of our Bund.”


  Kirkland sat up slowly, cautiously, so as not to give the huge German any cause for alarm. His mind was darting about like a frightened rat in a maze. There was still the mind-destroying tube! If he could get one of those in his hands before Karl had a chance to do anything else to him, then the situation would change drastically.


  “So Colonel Jodell is dead, eh?” he said, sitting up still straighter, and moving one hand very slowly toward his vest pocket.


  “Yes, you killed him, you swine!”


  Of course I did, thought Kirkland. I told him to leap in front of a subway train.


  “You’re talking nonsense,” Kirkland said in a blustering voice; and moved his hand inside his coat.


  “I speak the truth.”


  Kirkland’s fat fingers moved nimbly into his vest pocket—and found nothing. His heart jumped with fright, and he felt the blood draining from his face.


  Karl laughed unpleasantly and held out one of his huge hands.


  “Were you looking for these?” he said.


  Kirkland saw the slim mind-destroying tubes resting in Karl’s palm.


  Karl continued to laugh. Kirkland’s amazed expression obviously struck him as funny.


  “What—how—” Kirkland sputtered the words, and was silent.


  “I have been to see that little swine, Rilke. I knew something was odd about the way my colonel acted tonight. After he killed himself, I went to Rilke and choked the truth from him. I know about these harmless-looking little tubes. I know what they will do to the human brain.”


  “You saw Rilke?” Kirkland said, just to be saying something.


  “Yes, but no one else will,” Karl said. “After I choked the truth from him, I choked out his life.”


  “So Rilke is dead, eh?” Kirkland said.


  He found that rather amusing. The little scientist, frightened of his own shadow, desperately scurrying about to find safety, security. And now he was dead. It was a bit sad, too. Kirkland felt a moment of pleasure then in reflecting that he was not one of life’s rabbits.


  “Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill you,” Karl said.


  “That’s good news,” Kirkland said.


  “No, you are not going to get off so easily,” Karl said, harshly. “I am going to use this ingenious invention of Rilke’s on you. I am going to destroy your mind, make you a helpless, powerless automaton. That is the only fitting revenge I can take on you.”


  Kirkland fluttered his hands nervously. “You can’t do that to me. You wouldn’t be that heartless. I beg you, don’t destroy my mind.”


  “Stand up!” Karl snapped.


  Kirkland got reluctantly to his feet. He faced Karl and took a deep breath. “You are a fool!” he said. “I could have brought you wealth, power.”


  Karl raised one of the slender tubes and pointed it squarely at Kirkland’s forehead. Then with a gloating smile he pressed the push-button at the rear end of the tube.


  A SHARP muffled report sounded, and Karl screamed with pain as the tube exploded in his hand. He dropped to one knee, sobbing, and holding his seared, maimed paw against his chest; and Kirkland stepped down swiftly and picked up the second tube which had fallen to the floor. Pointing it at Karl, he carefully pressed a catch on the side of the tube, and a bolt of light shot out and struck the sergeant between the eyes. Karl shook his head like a baffled animal; and then the fear and pain and surprise faded from his features, and he looked up at Kirkland with dazed, lusterless eyes.


  “Get off the floor,” Kirkland said, and the giant German obeyed mutely.


  Kirkland was smiling now, his eyes dancing with pleasure at his own cleverness. He had realized that someday someone would get possession of one of the mind-destroyers, and, so, taking his idea from the Florentine daggers which were constructed so that pressure on the blade released a poisoned prong in the handle, he had stopped at the gun shop and had a charge of tri-nitro-cellulose inserted under the push button, and had the beam switch changed to the side of the tube. Thus, he had reasoned, if anyone ever got hold of one, they would logically enough press the push-button, and thus detonate the charge.


  Kirkland pocketed the undamaged tube, and strolled about the room for a few moments, congratulating himself on his own brilliance. And then, as he cast his mind back over the events of the last hour, he began to frown. There was that cursed, traitorous girl to dispose of, and this awkward giant. Also he had no way of knowing that Karl hadn’t told others of what he’d learned from Rilke.


  He sighed, feeling that it was grossly unfair that he should be troubled with such niggling problems. Scooping up the phone, he called Clark’s room, and told him that young man to join him as quickly as possible.


  That made him feel better. Clark could handle these minor details. Also, although Kirkland wouldn’t admit it, he felt he could lean on Clark’s experience in such matters.


  Clark knocked on the door a few minutes later. When he came in he glanced at Karl’s immobile figure with raised eyebrows, then turned to Kirkland.


  “Another of your zombies, eh?”


  “Yes. He made the mistake of thinking, so I have prevented him from making such mistakes in the future.”


  Clark sniffed the air. “What’s been going on here? Smells like a shooting gallery. And what happened to that girl?”


  “We have had a lively time of it here,” Kirkland said, putting the tips of his fingers together and smiling at Clark. “The girl has turned out to be a traitor.”


  “What did you do with her?”


  “Nothing as yet. I learned that she is the sister of a girl whom I once was forced to eliminate in a very conclusive fashion. She has been following me with some childish idea of taking revenge on me. I was going to—ah—make a zombie out of her, to use your phrase. But somehow that doesn’t seem feasible.”


  “Let’s talk plain. Did you kill that girl’s sister?”


  “I caused her extinction, true enough,” Kirkland said.


  “Well, I wouldn’t do anything to this gal that will alert the cops,” Clark said. “They’re pretty rock-headed most of the time, but if they get a lead they can be pretty persistent.”


  “The girl must die.”


  “Yeah, sure, but you don’t want to be mixed up in it.” Clark rubbed his chin. “I don’t want to stick my neck out either, but it’s probably our best bet. Where is she?”


  “In my bedroom closet, all trussed up for the kill.” Kirkland was feeling relieved now that Clark was taking over the responsibility for the girl. “Well, let’s get moving,” Clark said. Together they went into the bedroom and Kirkland unlocked the closet door. The two men lifted the girl’s slight figure and stretched her out on the bed. Her eyes were alive, switching desperately back and forth between Clark and Kirkland.


  “Put her dress and shoes in a bag or something,” Clark said, “and get me one of your coats. I’ll take her down the back stairs, and get rid of her so that nobody will be suspicious.”


  Kirkland hurried off and returned a few seconds later with a camel’s hair coat, which Clark draped about the girl’s body. While he was doing this Kirkland scooped up her dress and shoes and put them in a traveling bag.


  “All set,” Clark said, lifting the girl in his arms. Kirkland pulled the lapels of the camel’s hair coat across her taped mouth, and tucked the folds about her feet.


  “How long will you be?” he asked.


  “I shouldn’t be more than an hour.”


  Kirkland nodded with satisfaction as Clark carried the girl’s bundled figure out of the bedroom and down the corridor to the kitchen, where a door led to the rear stairway.


  He sighed sadly as he lit a cigarette. He was remembering the girl he had known as Jane Reynolds. She had been lovely, animated, exciting. It was sad that all this appealing beauty must be destroyed. Still, he thought, shrugging, the world was full of personable young women.


  And there was only one Kirkland.


  CLARK WENT swiftly down the rear steps and reached the rear courtyard of the hotel without having met anyone. There he followed an entrance-way to the alley, turned to the right and walked with long purposeful strides to the next street. Pedestrians on the sidewalk glanced at him curiously as he hurried down the block with the bundled figure in his arms; but aside from this casual interest, no one bothered, him. He came to a parked car two blocks from the hotel, and, shifting the girl’s weight temporarily to one arm, opened the front door and deposited her on the seat. Slamming the door, he went around the car, climbed in beside her, and, when the motor turned over, roared off down the street.


  Clark drove expertly and swiftly through the dark city, The girl struggled to a sitting position, and the lapels of the coat fell away from her face. She stared at Clark’s grim profile with terror-stricken eyes. She tried desperately to call out, but the sound was muffled and meaningless.


  Clark glanced at her impassively; then turned away and concentrated on his driving.


  He turned into a dark driveway ten minutes later. A figure stepped from the shadows of a tall building and put a light in his face.


  “Private property, friend,” he said.


  “I know,” Clark said.


  The light snapped off and the man said, “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. Need a hand?”


  “No, I’m all right.”


  Clark went around the car and opened the door on the girl’s side. He scooped her into his arms and carried her through a dark doorway and a long corridor to an elevator. The elevator took them swiftly to the fifteenth floor, where the doors slid open noiselessly. The corridor was dark, but Clark walked ahead surely for twenty-five or thirty yards until he came to an office door. No light showed beyond the glazed-glass upper portion of the door. Clark fumbled for a key, unlocked the door, and went into the office. He snapped on a light, kicked the door shut, and deposited the girl on a leather sofa.


  A door opened on the opposite side of the office and a young man entered and nodded to Clark. This young man was built like a professional football player and his hair was cropped short on his round skull. He was in his shirt sleeves and there was a gun hanging in a holster at his shoulder.


  “Progress?” he said to Clark, nodding at the girl.


  “Maybe.”


  CLARK sat down beside the girl and patted her shoulder. “This may hurt a little,” he said, and, with one strong motion, jerked the tape from her mouth. “Believe me, it’s easier that way,” he said, sympathetically, as she gave a cry of pain. He removed the tape from her wrists and ankles, while she stared at him in bewilderment and fear. Pathetically, she raised her eyes to him.


  “What are you going to do with me?”


  “Nothing at all,” Clark said casually, a faint smile on his lean dark face. “Relax, get your circulation working again. Here, this will help.” He rubbed her arms, and then her legs, with strong brisk hands.


  “That—that will do,” the girl said. “Okay.” Clark nodded at the other young man who was sitting on the edge of the desk smoking a cigarette. “Meet Jerry Trenton. He’s going to take care of you for the next few days.”


  “Who—who are you?”


  “Department of Justice, Bureau of Investigation,” Clark said. “Now just who are you?”


  “You’re Federal agents?” The girl’s voice was incredulous; but near the breaking point with hope.


  “That’s right,” Clark said. “Kirkland said tonight that you were the sister of a girl he had killed. I take it, you aren’t Jane Reynolds.”


  “No, no, I’m not. My name is Masterson, Denise Masterson. My sister, Carol, died a few weeks ago. Apparently, she jumped to her death, but I knew that wasn’t true. I knew her, you see, and I knew how happy, how full her life was—” She stopped, and rubbed her forehead tiredly. “I suppose I was a fool. I learned that she had stopped at someone’s room just before she—died. An elevator man at the hotel told me that much. I didn’t go to the police, as I should have. I checked with the hotel manager and discovered that Kirkland was one of the few people in his room at that time. And the others seemed beyond any possible suspicion. One was a woman in her seventies, another a semi-invalided man who has lived at the hotel for twenty years. I couldn’t see how Kirkland could have caused my sister’s death, but I had to find out everything I could. So I followed Kirkland to his new hotel and arranged to meet him.” Denise Masterson shrugged and pushed a strand of dark hair away from her forehead. “I’ve made a mess of everything.”


  “It took a lot of courage and brains,” Clark said in a gentle voice. “We’re not interested in Kirkland, however. He’s a paranoid, a comic-opera Napoleon-type. The man we want is a German doctor, a man presently using the name of Rilke. We traced Rilke to Kirkland, and lost him. That’s why I moved in on Kirkland. Have you ever heard Kirkland talk about a man named Rilke?”


  “No, I haven’t.”


  Clark stood up, ran a hand through his crisp dark hair. “Well, the search goes on then. I’ll get back to Kirkland,” he said, speaking to the stocky young man. “Take good care of Miss Masterson. Her clothes are down in my car. I’ll leave them with the guard before I go.”


  “Please be careful,” Denise said, suddenly; and then she colored. “I know you’ve got your job to do, but Kirkland is an absolute madman.”


  “Yes, I know. But he—or Rilke—is now in possession of a force that six governments have been fighting to get hold of since the war. Should the wrong ones get it, we can say goodby to civilization as we know it.”


  He nodded to her and went out the door.


  CHAPTER IX


  CLARK STEPPED from the elevator on Kirkland’s floor half an hour later; and as he did so, he saw a small sallow-faced man just leaving Kirkland’s suite.


  They passed in the corridor. Something tugged at Clark’s memory. He had seen that sallow-faced man somewhere, sometime. He stopped at Kirkland’s door, and glanced back frowning. The little man was waiting for an elevator, hands clasped behind his back, staring innocently at the indicator-arrow above the elevator door.


  Clark shrugged, and gave it up. He’d remember who the little man was about the middle of next month, and probably just as he was about to fall asleep. And then the little man would perhaps turn out to be a waiter he’d known before the war.


  He tapped on Kirkland’s door, and Kirkland’s loud confident voice answered, “Come in.”


  Clark strolled in, automatically shifting his mind and body into the role he was playing for Kirkland. He made a circle with his thumb and forefinger and grinned at Kirkland, who was sitting in a deep chair with a drink in his hand. Karl, the giant SS sergeant, was still standing stupidly at the wall.


  “I take it from that gesture that everything has been handled satisfactorily,” Kirkland said.


  “But perfect. She’s out of the way for good, and there won’t even be a corpus delectable for the cops to worry about.”


  “Excellent!” Kirkland sipped his drink slowly. He seemed very calm, very deliberate, as he turned his pale eyes full on Clark. “Now we can take up another slight case of treachery.”


  “Yeah? Who’s that?”


  Kirkland smiled and got to his feet. “I had a caller in your absence, Clark.


  A man who knew you quite well—in other surroundings. He told me some interesting things about you.”


  “Yeah, who was this guy?”


  “He’s associated with the group I am heading,” Kirkland said softly. “You remember the group, don’t you? You went there with me tonight.”


  A warning bell was sounding in Clark’s mind. He shrugged. “Sure, I remember it. A bunch of crackpots, I thought. I told you not to get mixed up with them.”


  “One of those—ah—crackpots recognized you tonight and, as a dutiful servant, promptly came to me with his information.”


  “Cut out the double-talk,” Clark said, forcing a hard, belligerent tone Into his voice. “What’re you trying to tell me?”


  Kirkland smiled. “Merely that I know of your association with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Mr. Clark. You were childishly optimistic to expect to fool me, you know.” Clark now remembered the sallowfaced man he’d met in the hallway. D’Annulio was his name. He’d bumped into him on a job in California four years ago. The man had remembered him. Obviously.


  “You’re crazy,” he said nonchalantly to Kirkland. “You think I’m a G-Man? That’s a laugh.”


  “You’re lying,” Kirkland cried, suddenly furious. “You’re all lying, cheating, filthy, ungrateful dogs. I would have given you wealth, power, women. But no! All you’re capable of is wanting to hold to the miserable world you now know.” He put his hand inside his coat; but Clark was watching him, and his own hand speared into his pocket and came out with a gun.


  “Just freeze, if you want to live,” he said tightly. “Get your hands up fast. High, higher!”


  “Kill him, Karl!” Kirkland screamed.


  The giant SS sergeant leaped forward in mindless obedience, and crashed a fist the size of a ham into the side of Clark’s head. Clark went down, as pinwheels of light exploded in his brain. The gun fell from his hand, and then Karl was on top of him, raining blows on his face and body.


  Clark rolled onto his stomach, dazed and weak, yet aware that, unless he could protect himself from Karl’s attack, he’d be dead in a matter of minutes. He worked his knees up under his body, raising Karl’s bulk a foot from the floor, and then he hurled himself to one side and the German fell awkwardly to the ground. Clark scrambled to his feet and kicked Karl in the mouth with all his strength as he attempted to crawl to his knees. The German sprawled on his back, kicking his arms and legs like a helpless turtle. Breathing painfully, Clark looked about for the gun, found it and scooped it up in his right hand.


  When Karl staggered to his feet, Clark had the gun trained on him.


  “Stop!” he snapped.


  But Karl kept advancing, his blasted mind knowing only the command given it by Kirkland; the command to kill.


  “Stop!” Clark shouted again, and then pulled the trigger twice as Karl suddenly charged.


  The German halted abruptly, a look of surprise on his face, as the slugs tore into his body. Then, with a strangled sob, he doubled-up and crashed to the floor.


  Clark wheeled about swiftly, his gun ready for a new target. But there was no need for a gun. The room was empty, the door open.


  Kirkland was gone.


  THE TALL, worried-looking man behind the wheel turned with an annoyed start as Kirkland slipped in beside him and slammed the door.


  “Hey, what’s the idea? I’m waiting for my wife.”


  “I thought we’d take a little drive,” Kirkland murmured. He glanced back at the ornate entrance of his hotel, and smiled a secretive little smile as he thought of how he handled those who had betrayed him.


  “You getting out, Mister, or do I call a cop?”


  Kirkland turned back to the driver and took the slender mind-destroying tube from his vest pocket. He pressed the catch on the side and a beam of light struck the driver in the eyes. He let out a hoarse, surprised cry, and then shook his head slowly as his eyes and face became blank.


  “Start the car and drive north,” Kirkland said. He settled back and lit a cigarette with a feeling of satisfaction. Everything was working beautifully now, he knew. His mind was clear and sharp. His plans were vast, exciting and practical. What were his plans? He frowned at the tip of his cigarette as that question occurred to him. Well, no matter. A man like him didn’t need plans. Plans were for dolts and idiots. True brilliance was in improvisation. Kirkland was aware of a very pleasant sensation. He seemed to be drifting in space, and his mind was spinning swiftly, effortlessly. A thousand ideas came to him, but he discarded them almost instantly. He discarded ideas so swiftly that he hardly took time to identify them. All he knew was that in the spinning brilliance of his mind there was no room for the mediocre, the second-rate. And that was as it should be.


  The countryside was beautiful in the darkness. Kirkland stared at the trees, the meadows, the occasional snug farms, all covered with nighttime mystery. The wind in his face was cool and sweet. He thought of Jane Reynolds and Clark and the foolish Rilke, and laughed pleasurably. They were naughty children. He had been a father to them, kind, protective, powerful; but they had chosen to disobey him. That was the greatest sin a man could commit, Kirkland realized suddenly. The thought caused his heart to pound with excitement. It was the very core and tissue of all knowledge. Obey! Kirkland had obeyed his father. Naturally. His father had whipped him from the time he was a toddling child, had whipped him for every infraction of the thousand strict rules of the house. That memory brought a sudden sharp pain to the base of Kirkland’s skull. He tried to push the thought away, but it persisted on the fringe of his consciousness. It lurked there, a small shadow, hiding from him. He laughed and looked away from it, pretending to be interested in something else, trying to lure it back in the open so he could catch it. But it was clever. It hid just out of reach, and it was laughing too.


  Suddenly the car stopped. They had reached an intersection, and the driver stared at the forked road helplessly-


  Kirkland looked out at the road signs. He saw an arrow pointing to the left. Under it was a sign: ARMY AIR BASE.


  “Turn left,” Kirkland ordered the driver.


  Lost in the brilliant refractions of his spinning mind, Kirkland rode on with an amused smile on his lips, until he became aware of a light shining in his eyes. Behind the light was a visored cap, and under the cap was a young stern face.


  “Wake up, Mac!” It was the mouth in the young face talking. “This is the Army Air Base. You got off the road back at the intersection. Turn around and drive straight for about ten minutes and you’ll be okay.”


  Kirkland craftily raised the mind-destroying tube until it pointed at the young soldier’s face. Then he depressed the switch. The bolt of light shot forth, and the soldier let out a cry of surprise.


  “Take me to the commanding officer, please,” Kirkland said.


  The soldier rubbed his forehead and then straightened up to attention. Stepping onto the running board, he said in a metallic voice, “Straight ahead to the large building beyond the flag post.”


  “Straight ahead,” Kirkland said to his driver, and folded his arms comfortably.


  THE GENERAL of the Post was a tall, thin man with straight black hair and eyes that were accustomed to express any emotion he happened to be feeling. Generals do not need to mask their reactions. Their rank gives them that privilege. They can be angry, fretful, sarcastic, or furious, secure in the knowledge that their emotional excesses will be met only by straight-backed impassive silence from subordinates.


  Now as the General of the Post stormed out of his private office he was angry. He was angry at being disturbed at this hour of the night by a sentry who should have been on guard at the main gate. He was making no effort to conceal his anger. His snapping black eyes raked Kirkland.


  “What in the name of thunder do you want?” he shouted.


  His anger stopped the spinning blades of Kirkland’s mind. He shook his head slightly as that sensation disappeared. He felt very solid and very calm as he advanced toward the General.


  “I wish to talk with you,” he said, and raised the mind-destroying tube and let out a beam of light that caught the General between the eyes. “Go back to your office. I have no intention of discussing matters with you in a reception room.”


  Turning slowly, the General walked with stiff legs back to his office. Kirkland followed him and closed the door. He knew what he wanted now; what he had to do.


  “Issue these instructions,” he told the General. “Order a twin-engined plane with a maximum bomb load to be fueled and readied for a take-off within the hour. Do you fly?”


  “Yes.”


  “Very well. We won’t need a pilot. Get busy.”


  The General nodded stiffly and reached for a phone . . .


  WHEN CLARK realized that Kirkland had escaped, he grabbed the phone and called the local police. He got through to an inspector and told him to send out a general alarm for Kirkland. After that he called Washington and got his superior. The sound of that crisp quiet voice was reassuring.


  “Very well, Clark. We’ll pin him down, don’t worry. You handle the local end.”


  The connection was broken abruptly.


  Clark hurried into the corridor, and walked to the elevators. Several persons were peering out their doors, awakened by the shots. He knew that the house detective would be up soon; and, having no desire to waste time in explanations, he walked down two flights before getting an elevator. In the street he hailed a cab and gave the driver the address of the Federal Building.


  Denise Masterson was sitting on the couch and Jerry Trenton was talking on the phone when Clark entered. There were cartons of coffee on the desk, and the air was blue with cigarette smoke.


  Trenton hung up, glanced at Clark.


  “That was the boss. I understand Kirkland got away.”


  “That’s right.” Clark helped himself to a paper container of coffee and sat down wearily beside Denise. “Well, what now?”


  “We wait,” Clark said, in a flat tired voice. “We wait and pray to God they get him.”


  KIRKLAND was enjoying the roar of the plane’s engines. He paced up and down along the runway, inspecting the graceful lines of the ship, admiring its metal sheen. Mechanics were making final checks of the wheels, the bomb racks, the communication system. They worked with swift, automatic expertness, but their faces were curious and anxious as they flicked occasional glances at their General, who stood, ram-rod straight, watching their work with blank, glazed eyes.


  Kirkland stopped beside the General. “Do you know the route to New York?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can we make it comfortably in this ship?”


  “Yes.”


  Kirkland smiled contentedly and watched yellowish dawn breaking in the east. His thoughts were calm and happy . . .


  TRENTON answered a phone, spoke briefly, then waved to Clark. “Here’s something,” he said, putting his hand over the mouthpiece.


  Clark picked up the extension. He heard the police Inspector’s nasal voice. “We got a funny report from out at the Army Air Base. They got a couple of fellows there who seem to be in a state of shock. And the Exec there tells me a civilian drove in a few hours ago and took off in a plane with General Myers, the Commandant.”


  “They’ve already taken-off?” Clark snapped.


  “That’s right. And the mechanics who serviced the plane say they loaded it with bombs.”


  “Did they say anything about how the General acted? Did he seem to be behaving strangely?”


  “Yeah, that’s another thing. They said the General was acting queer. Didn’t talk to anyone, acted like he was in a coma, or something.”


  Clark hung up the extension and called his chief’s private number in Washington. He talked swiftly, urgently, then replaced the phone and rubbed his forehead.


  Denise came to his side. “What is it?”


  “Kirkland is flying somewhere with a bomb-loaded plane. My chief is getting hold of the Chief of Staff now. That plane has got to be intercepted.”


  “How?”


  “They’ll have to shoot it down.”


  “Will they do that? I mean, isn’t one of their own Generals flying the ship?”


  “That’s right.” Clark rubbed his lean tired face. “I don’t know if they’ll do it or not.”


  The minutes ticked by in the small room. Outside a gray cold dawn was changing the color of night. Clark sat beside Denise, and, instinctively, held her hand. It was an unconscious gesture, an unspoken appeal for human warmth and assurance.


  Then, twenty-five minutes later, the phone rang. Clark bounded to the desk and scooped up the receiver. He listened for a moment, his face taut and anxious, then put the phone down slowly.


  “They’ve charted the plane on a course to New York,” he said. “The Air Force is sending up fighters to intercept it. Trenton, see if we can pick up anything on the short-wave.” Trenton snapped on the radio and went to work, his big fingers surprisingly agile on the frequency rheostat.


  Static chattered weirdly through the room, interspersed with nightmarish fragments from weather stations throughout the world, from hams and airline transmitters. Then, a strong casual voice with an unmistakable Southern accent sounded:


  “Major Rovere reporting at sixteen thousand feet above the base at Jersey City. We have contacted a twin-engined bomber, an Army B-25, heading roughly toward New York at a speed of about two hundred and seventy miles per hour. The plane is numbered 024789. Standing by. Over.”


  Another voice broke through a crash of static, and at the sound of that voice, Trenton glanced at Clark significantly. “You recognize him?” he asked.


  Clark nodded. “Somebody had the sense to wake a five-star General.” The second voice was crisp, almost harsh in its authority. “Major Rovere, remain on 024789’s course, and stay in contact with me. I want to know when and if it changes course. Do you understand?”


  “Roger, Wilco, sir.”


  Clark struck the desk savagely. “They’re going to wait and see,” he said. “Damn it, why don’t they shoot it down now?”


  “That’s pretty tough duty,” Trenton said. “There’s an Air Force General flying that ship, remember.”


  “That’s right, it’s tough,” Clark said in a low bitter voice.


  KIRKLAND stared happily into the golden dawn, marveling at the delights of flying. Everything below seemed so small, so pitiful. There was truth in flight, he told himself serenely. Things were small, were pitiful, when you got on top of them and saw them in their proper perspective.


  To the stiff-backed General at his side, he said: “Can you plot a course to Lake Success?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do so.”


  Kirkland beamed. That was the inevitable destination. There was the cancer of mankind, a literal monument to man’s foolish insistence on discussion, on relative rights, on the pointless sovereignty of the human will. Destroy that breeding ground of illogic, and there would be chance for one strong voice, one strong man, one strong plan.


  He fingered the slim mind-destroying tube and there was a contented smile on his lips as the General banked slightly to the new course . . .


  CLARK stopped pacing as Major Rovere’s soft voice eased through the static.


  “Major Rovere reporting, sir. B-25 024789 is changing course a bit. Seems to be heading north north-east.”


  Clark lit a cigarette and dropped the match on the floor. Then he snapped his fingers and grabbed a phone. He had been trying to think of all that he knew about Kirkland, trying to make some sense out of his present action. And now he saw that there was only one place that Kirkland would logically head for.


  When his chief answered, he said two words: “Lake Success!”


  There was a pause. Then, for once in his career, a touch of excitement sounded in his chief’s voice. “We’ll check that from here. We’re plotting them by radar now. Damn it, I hope you’re wrong. They’ll be in session in an hour or so.”


  KIRKLAND was musing on destiny.


  He saw himself as an inevitable force in the history of the world. He had been needed; therefore he had been created. It was his mission to destroy confusion, and that meant destroying freedom. Only the free knew turmoil; slaves knew only peace.


  There was a tremendous longing in his soul as he stared at the mind-destroying tube. He wished he could be free from his own turmoil and confusion, wished that he too could escape into the peace of a robot-world. Everyone equal, everyone pursuing the same ordained ends! What a delightful prospect!


  He noticed a smaller plane banking ahead of them, and saw that it was followed by three other ships. They were slim and beautiful, shining in the early sun. With a roar they shot over them, and, banking, came around again; and this time they approached on a straighter and truer line.


  Harbingers, Kirkland thought. Harbingers of success coming to meet him. With a thrill of joy, Kirkland raised the mind-destroying tube and pointed it squarely at his own eyes. His mind teetered giddily, ready to rush off and escape its own confusion and excitement. He pressed the catch and the bolt of light struck him in the face. Pain flooded through his brain, and the mocking shadows lingering on the edge of his consciousness vanished in a bright white flash.


  Everything faded slowly and he was aware of nothing at all but a tremendous chattering and the sound of splintering glass and a hot pain in his chest. But the sound of his own laughter drove all that away forever . . .


  “MAJOR ROVERE, reporting, sir.


  Bomber 024789 is going down in a spin, with smoke coming out of motor and from the tail. It’s going to crash in an empty stretch of the beach. There! It’s down, sir, burning.”


  “Very good, Major.” The Commanding General’s voice was quiet, soft. “Get down as close as you can and see—see if there are any survivors.”


  Clark snapped off the radio and stood for a moment staring out at the bright sunlight. Then he lit a cigarette with fingers that were trembling slightly, and glanced at Denise Masterson. She came to his side and put a hand lightly on his arm.


  “You’re tired,” she said. “Can’t you stop for a while now, get some sleep?”


  He smiled thinly. “I’ll buy you a cup of coffee, if you like. Maybe I can get some sleep about next week.”


  “Thank you, I’d like coffee.”


  Clark nodded to Trenton and walked slowly to the door. With Denise’s hand on his arm he left the office and went tiredly toward the elevators.


  FIX ME SOMETHING TO EAT


  First published in the May 1951 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  How good would your appetite be if you were invited to dinner and found the main course would be yourself?


  “WE HAVEN’T got a chance, Barny.”


  “Shut up I Keep your eye on that cop at the corner.”


  The two speakers were crouched beside a third-floor window over-looking the street. It was nighttime and their shadows loomed intermittently against a wall of the room, appearing and disappearing in unison with the neon-sign that flashed from the top of a building across the street.


  Now he cast a beseeching glance at Barny’s grim profile, and said: “They’ve got us surrounded. The street is too quiet.”


  “Maybe they have, and maybe they haven’t,” Barny said. The neon light flashed across his face, brought out the gleam in his eyes and glinted on the gun in his big hand. “They don’t know what building we’re in, though. If they did we’d have heard from them before this.”


  “They been clearing people out of the block all day,” Filly said. “They’re ready to come after us.”


  “We’ll be here when they do,” Barny said. “It wouldn’t be polite not to welcome the lousy rats. Keep your eye on that cop. He’ll probably give the signal.”


  At the corner of the block a man stood reading the paper. He wore a trench coat with the collar turned up against the misting rain that was falling.


  Filly watched this man and the breath was ragged in his throat.


  Barny Myers and Filbert Smith had robbed a bank in the center of town the day before and the proceeds of the job—sixty-eight thousand dollars—was securely stacked away in a small black bag in the closet of the room. They had planned to get clear out of the state by this time, but a series of incredibly bad breaks had completely shattered their schedule. First, a nervous guard at the bank had gone for his gun. They had shot him dead, but in the excitement a teller pressed a general alarm that had brought dozens of police cars to the scene. Driving off in the getaway car they had crashed into a milk wagon at the first intersection. They had abandoned the car and stolen another, but within half a mile the engine had sputtered and died. They saw then that the gas gauge read:


  Empty!


  They had set off on foot, dodged through alleys and streets and finally had come across this rooming house. The landlady, a drunken old drudge, had given them a room and. they had settled down for a siege.


  A GENTLE knock sounded on the door.


  Barny wheeled, his lips forming a silent oath.


  “It’s them!” Filly squealed.


  “Shut up!” Barny said. He walked to the door, moving slowly and stealthily, and his gun was ready. Gripping the knob, he turned it slowly, and then jerked open the door.


  A small girl with enormous eyes and dark pigtails stood in the corridor. She let out a tiny scream and then clapped both hands over her mouth.


  “What’d ya want?” Barny snapped.


  The girl’s eyes were fixed in awe on the gun. She took her hands away from her mouth and whispered, “Is that a real gun? The kind cowboys wear? I saw one in a circus once, only it had a shiny handle.”


  “What’d ya want?” Barny repeated.


  “My mother sent me to get you,” the little girl said. “She’s sick and she sent me to get somebody to help her. She has to go to the hospital,” she added, and her voice was solemn with the importance of her mother’s illness.


  “Where is your mother?”


  “Just down the hall. Will you come and help her?”


  There was a speculative light in Barny’s tiny eyes. “Yeah, I’ll come with you, kid.”


  “For God’s sake!” Filly cried hoarsely.


  “Shut up!” Barny said. “Maybe we’ll take the kid’s mother to a hospital.”


  “Are you crazy?”


  “Think it over, stupe, and you’ll get the idea. Come on, kid, take me to your mother.”


  “Oh, thank you.”


  Barny followed the little girl down the corridor and turned into a room whose door was standing open. He saw a tired-looking young woman of perhaps twenty-eight or thirty lying in a narrow bed with the covers pulled up to her throat.


  “It was good of you to come,” she said, smiling weakly at Barny.


  “He’s going to help you, Mommy,” the little girl said.


  “What’s your trouble?” Barny said. “I think it might be pneumonia,” the woman answered. “I worked late the other night, you see, and got soaked coming, home. The next morning after I’d taken Judy to school, I. began to feel that I was coming down with something.”


  “Well, I think the best thing to do is take you to a hospital,” Barny said.


  “I—I don’t have any money. It will have to be the County Hospital.”


  “Don’t you worry about that. Just get into some kind of a wrapper and we’ll get started.”


  Barny went back to his own room while the woman was dressing. Filly looked at him and shook his head. “I don’t get it.”


  Barny peered out the window at the cop at the corner. “Still waiting for us, eh?” he said, his voice grim. “Well, they won’t have to wait much longer. We’re leaving, Filly. We’re walking out of here with that brat and her mother as shields.”


  Filly nodded and smiled slowly. His little mouth looked like a rosy O.


  “I understand now,” he said. “For a minute I thought you might be trying to relive your days in the Boy Scouts.”


  “They wouldn’t let me in the Scouts when I was a kid,” Barny said, grinning. “I had a bad reputation on account of blowing the safe at the corner drug store when I was ten years old. Come on. Get the money and let’s go.”


  HE WALKED back to the sick woman’s room and helped her to her feet. She was wearing a blue robe and slippers and her face was drawn and pale.


  “I’m not sure I can make it,” she said. “My knees are like water.”


  “You can make it all right,” Barny said. “Try real hard.”


  They went into the corridor and started down the rickety steps. Barny had his left arm about the woman’s waist and his right hand was in his suit-coat pocket holding his gun. Filly came after them holding the little girl’s hand.


  When they reached the first-floor hallway Barny jerked his head at Filly. “Check the back entrance.”


  Filly hurried off and Barny was alone with the woman and her daughter. There was one light in the hallway, a glaring unshaded bulb hanging from the ceiling, and in its pitiless illumination the rugs and furniture and wall paper seemed a bit cheaper than they actually were.


  “I don’t understand this,” the woman said. She was leaning heavily on Barny’s arm. “Why are we waiting here?”


  “We’re going out the back way,” Barny said. “Now shut up. I got things on my mind.”


  “But—”


  “I said, shut up.”


  The little girl began to cry. “Don’t you say that to my Mommy.”


  Filly came back and Barny nodded at the little girl. “Shut her up,” he said. “How’s the back?”


  “Okay, it leads to an alley which leads to a street. We can get a car there maybe.”


  Filly scooped the, little girl up as he was talking and clapped a hand firmly over her mouth. “Follow me,” he said. “We won’t run into trouble until we hit that street. They’ll be waiting there, I guess.”


  Barny dragged the woman roughly down the corridor and through a kitchen to the backyard. The small party proceeded into the alley and turned to the right. Ahead was a street, and by the light of a lamp at the intersection, Barny saw a parked car with a man sitting behind the wheel. It wasn’t a police car, so Barny began to grin. This might solve everything.


  Actually it couldn’t have been simpler . . .


  There were cops waiting, all right, and they flashed lights on them but held their fire when they saw the hostages. Barny chased the man from the car, which was a big powerful Cadillac, and pushed the woman, into the front seat, while Filly was leaping into the back with the child.


  Barny gave the car the gun and raced right through the police cordon, and not a shot was fired; but three squad cars set off after them with sirens screaming.


  That was when they got their first break in the whole miserable undertaking. Leaving the south end of town barely two blocks ahead of the racing police cars they managed to squeeze through a rail-crossing inches” ahead of a lumbering freight train. The police cars were blocked and Barny and Filly had the open highway to themselves.


  “What about the woman and the kid?” Filly said.


  “Toss ’em out. I’ll slow down.”


  “No—no,” the woman said, and her voice was barely a whimper.


  Barny slowed down to about forty. “Okay, hurry up,” he snapped.


  Filly opened the door and shoved the wailing child onto the running board. She clung to his arms, sobbing, and he had to strike her across the face to make her let go. The woman was too weak to struggle; but she stared at Barny with eyes that were suddenly murderous with hate.


  “God will punish you,” she gasped. “He will pay you back for this—this devilishness.”


  Barny shoved her out of the car with one powerful thrust of his arm and stepped on the accelerator. Filly peered out of the rear window.


  The child was lying perfectly still in the middle of the road, in a small crumpled heap, and the mother, he saw with astonishment, was trying to crawl toward her daughter. The woman’s back or leg was broken because her progress was flopping and uneven, but the fact that she could make the effort at all struck Filly as remarkable.


  “This mother love is quite a thing,” he said to Barny. And then he grinned because he didn’t like or trust any women . . .


  THEY COVERED fifty miles in the next forty-five minutes, and Barny began to scowl.


  “We got to get off this road. They’ve wired ahead probably by now.”


  “I’ll watch for a place to turn off,” Filly said.


  Ten minutes, later he spotted a gravelled side road. He shouted and Barny slapped on the brakes, then backed up and turned off onto the side road.


  They went on for the next hour or so, following the narrow winding road through country that became increasingly wild and virgin. Tall trees grew up straight from the sides of the road, and between the great trunks there was an almost impenetrable screen of underbrush.


  “This is perfect,” Barny said, grinning. “I knew there were woods out this way from town but I thought they’d be full of houses and people. But you could lose a whole damn regiment in here without missing ’em.” Finally the road ended in a small clearing. They climbed out of the car and peered around, somewhat abashed by the deep unmoving silence. The moonlight that filtered through the trees was weak and pale, n “Well, what now?” Filly said, and unconsciously lowered his voice.


  “We’ll push on into the woods,” Barny said. “First, we’ll hide the car, though. We can go through these woods and come out on the other side by tomorrow morning. Then we grab another car and keep going.”


  They drove the car as deep into the bushes as they could and covered it with tree branches. When that was done Filly picked up the satchel of money and followed Barny into the woods.


  Six hours later they stopped for about the fifth time to smoke, a cigarette and get their breath. They sat on the end of an upturned log and listened to the creepy silence.


  “Damn place gets on my nerves,” Filly said.


  “As long as you don’t hear nothing you’re okay,” Barny said. “Just remember that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Dogs. Did you ever have dogs after you?”


  “No,” Filly said.


  “It ain’t any fun.”


  “Well, who’d set dogs after us?” Filly said uneasily.


  “The police might. They find that we took to the woods and they’ll break out dogs, all right. Let’s get moving.”


  “Sure, what are we waiting for?” Filly said, with a glance over his shoulder.


  They kept on the rest of the night and by dawn both men were tired and hungry. It was cold in the woods, a dank clammy wind mourned about them constantly, and they had been unable to find water.


  “So we’d be in the clear by morning, eh?” Filly said, sarcastically.


  “Shut up!” Barny said. “I didn’t know these damn woods were so deep.”


  “Well, I’m not moving another step until I get good and rested,” Filly said, flopping down on the cold hard ground. He closed his eyes and breathed slowly and gratefully.


  A sound that was somewhat like the thin wailing of a flute drifted in with the wind.


  Barny turned his head sharply, trying to guess its direction.


  “What’s that?” Filly said.


  “Dogs, bloodhounds. You can stay and get a good rest if you want,” he said with harsh cruelty and strode off into the trees.


  “Barney, wait for me,” Filly cried, scrambling to his feet.


  THE NOISE of the dogs grew In volume with every mile they covered. They were running now, stumbling occasionally in the heavy brush, but recovering as quickly as they could and staggering on to keep ahead of the devil-sound that whined in the wind.


  Finally, Barny stopped and listened a moment. They could still hear the dogs, but the sound was fainter now.


  “They lose the trail?” Filly said, and the words came out like sobs.


  “No, they’ve stopped. It ain’t right. I know, dogs and they don’t stop like that.”


  “What’ll we do?”


  “Keep going.”


  They plunged on into the brush, too tired to notice the branches that lashed their faces, even too tired to feel the terrible pangs of hunger and thirst. Then they heard a new sound before them, a chopping noise, the unmistakable sound of an axe biting into wood.


  Barny took the gun from his pocket and moved ahead cautiously toward that familiar sound. He pulled a heavy bush aside and peered into a clearing.


  There an old man was chopping wood. He was a fat little man with silvery hair and a tiny gray beard. He wore a soft flannel shirt and baggy trousers and he was humming a tune under his breath as he swung the axe with inefficient gusto at the log between his feet.


  Barny dropped the gun slowly back into his pocket and winked at Filly. Then he pushed the brush aside and stepped into the clearing.


  “Howdy, Pop,” he said.


  The old man looked up with a surprised smile on his face. He studied Filly and Barny for a second or two, and it was obvious that his old brain was struggling to assess the situation. Then he said: “ ’Allo, my friends.”


  “Our car broke down and we’re looking for some place to get some food and a bed,” Barny said. “Can you help us out?”


  “Oh, yes, yes,” the old man said eagerly. There was something foreign about his accent. It sounded faintly French, Filly decided. “You come with me. You are tired, non? And hungry, eh? We will fix all of that.”


  “Who’s ‘we’ ?” Barny said, and his hand moved unconsciously to his pocket.


  “My wife Marie.” He laughed and the wrinkles about his eyes puckered in dozens of wreaths, and criss-crosses. “She is good cook, you’ll see. You come, eh?”


  “Sure,” Barny said. He laughed shortly. “We’ll come.”


  The old man led them about a half mile along a faintly marked trail and when they turned sharply for about the twentieth time they saw a weather-beaten frame house set in the middle of a clearing. There was a barn and several out-buildings clustered about it, and chickens and dogs were running about in the hard-packed dirt yard.


  “You don’t have many people come this way, I’ll bet,” Barny said.


  “No, nobody comes here anymore,” the old man said. “Long time ago, when we first arrive, many people used to come by. But times change, people grow old . . .”


  He sighed and left the sentence unfinished.


  THE OLD MAN’S feminine counterpart appeared on the porch and shouted a cheery hallo at them. She was short and dumpy with plump rosy cheeks and white hair tied in a bun at the base of her neck. An enormous apron covered her ample waist and fell clear to the tips of her brightly polished shoes.


  “This is Mama,” the old man said, smiling at her with pleasure. “Mama, these good men need food and a bed.”


  “Were they in an accident?” Mama said. “There is blood on their faces.” Her eyes were very dark and solicitous and she ran the tip of a tiny tongue over her full lips in a gesture of anxiety.


  “Now do not jabber like a bird,” the old man said, but his voice was kind. “We will take care of them first, and let them tell us about themselves later.”


  “Yes, Papa,” the little woman said, and hurried off.


  Papa took them into the warm comfortably furnished parlor and with much bustling and muttering under his breath found glasses and poured them each a generous portion of brandy. After that he led them upstairs to a bedroom where Mama was filling basins with hot water. Soap and towels were ready for their use, and Papa brought them two old flannel shirts from his room.


  “Maybe they are too leetle, eh? But they are clean, non?”


  With that he left them alone. Barny looked at Filly, a slow grin spreading across his face. “I think we hit a perfect spot,” he said. “There’s no radio or telephone here, and these old duffers will put us up forever. Perfect, eh?”


  Filly grinned too and stripped off his shirt . . .


  Downstairs, half an hour later, they found an amazing breakfast waiting for them. Chicken livers, broiled to tender succulence in a sauce of wine and oil, golden potatoes swimming in butter graced with chives and garlic, a platter of rosy-yoked eggs, rich yellow muffins—Barny and Filly hardly knew where to start. There were flagons of rich Burgundy to wash down the food and steaming hot coffee to chase the wine. Afterward Mama brought in a plum pudding steeped in brandy and a plate of sharp cheeses.


  “Now you sleep good, eh?” Papa said, twinkling at them over his spectacles.


  “Brother, what food!” Barny said, letting out his breath reverently. “How about you? Aren’t you eating?”


  “Oh, I’ve had my breakfast,” Papa said.


  “And Mama?”


  “Yes, Mama too. We just enjoy watching you eat. Eh, Mama?” Mama blushed and laughed, and Filly, who was oddly perceptive about relationships between men and women, guessed that Papa’s remark was a private joke, and probably a slightly off-color one.


  The two men ate and drank the rich heavy food and wine until their eyelids began to droop from exhaustion. Then Papa led them to their bedroom, turned down the covers and opened the window. “Now you get good sleep, eh?”


  Barny and Filly stretched out on the bed and were both asleep before the old man tip-toed from the room . . .


  WHEN THEY awoke it was dark and the wind that blew in the open window was cold and sharp. Filly got up and lighted a candle on the dresser and closed the window.


  “It’s damn odd, but I’m hungry,” he said. “After that breakfast I didn’t think I could eat for a week. But I feel like I’m starving. I hope supper’s as good as that first meal was.”


  “Well, let’s find out. I guess we wore ourselves out in that hike. I’m weak as a cat.”


  Mama and Papa were sitting in the parlor, but jumped up when the two men came in. “I was just to call you,” Mama said gaily. “Dinner is all ready.”


  “Great!” Barny said.


  “Perhaps a leetle drink first for the appetite?” Papa said, smiling like a man of the world.


  Dinner was a replica of breakfast as far as bounty was concerned. There were two roasts, dripping with blood-red gravy, a variety of vegetables, each with its own rich sauces, and breads, cakes, puddings, and cheeses in profligate abundance.


  Barny and Filly were half-way through their first heaping platefuls when they noticed that Mama and Papa were not eating.


  “Hey, you don’t know what you’re missing,” Barny said. He, himself, felt that he couldn’t get enough of the rich spicy food. Every nerve and muscle in his body seemed to be crying for replenishment.


  “Mama and I ate earlier,” Papa said, and again, Filly noticed, Mama put her head back and laughed, while a warm rush of color stained her plump cheeks.


  After dinner they sat in the parlor and sipped brandy. A fire glowed in the hearth and the only sound was the pleasant sighing of the wind against the window panes.


  “It’s nice and quiet here,” Barny said. He looked from Mama to Papa. “You like that, eh?”


  “Oh, yes, we like it nice and quiet,” Papa said.


  “Nobody ever comes by for any reason?” Filly asked.


  “But hardly ever,” Mama said. Barny’s eyes drooped sleepily. With an effort he forced them open. “We thought we heard some dogs when we were out in the woods,” he said.


  “Well, we have dogs,” Papa said, smiling.


  “No, these were off in the other direction!”


  “I did not hear them,” Papa said. His smile became apologetic. “But my ears are getting old, eh? They do not hear everything so good anymore.”


  Suddenly, unmistakably, an automobile horn blasted the silence.


  Barny came to his feet in a crouch.


  “Nobody comes by here, eh?” he said harshly to Papa.


  “But who can it be?” Papa said.


  “I got a hunch you know.”


  Mama got to her feet and stood wringing her hands. “Do not be upset. Papa will send whoever it is away. We have known persecution too. Think of us as your friends. You are in trouble, eh?”


  “Yeah, and that means you’re in trouble too,” Barny said. “You and Kris Kringle here. If he doesn’t get rid of whoever’s heading this way you’ll both learn what trouble is.”


  Papa got to his feet with perfect composure and slipped into a leather jacket. “You go into the kitchen,” he said to Barny and Filly.


  “Okay, but one funny move will be your last, remember that.”


  Barny stepped into the kitchen and walked to the window. Filly was at his side and both men had their guns in their hands.


  THEY LOOKED out into the moon-lit yard and saw half a dozen men walking toward the house. The men carried rifles in the crooks of their arms and behind them, at least a hundred yards back, were the lights of a small truck.


  “How’d they get that in here?” Filly said.


  “Must be another route.”


  The men stopped about fifteen yards from the house. Barny heard the front door slam, then Papa’s voice: “ ’Allo there, my friends. What you want?”


  One of the men called out: “This is Sheriff Watson. You see a couple of men around here today, Mister Saint Gwynn.” He pronounced the name: Sang Gwine.


  “But non, my friends.”


  “You sure?”


  “But of course.” Papa laughed cheerfully. “You come in and look around, eh?”


  Some of the men moved back toward the car, Barny noticed. Sheriff Watson said, “No, that won’t be necessary,” and Papa laughed again, good-naturedly.


  The group drifted back to the car and Barny heard the motor start. The car moved away and soon its noise was swallowed up by the night.


  Putting their guns away, Barny and Filly walked back into the living room. Papa was removing his jacket, a triumphant little grin on his face.


  “You see, my friends’,” he said, studying them with his cheery twinkling eyes. “They believe me when I tell them I see no one.”


  Barney sat down in a comfortable chair and scowled at the fire. Several things were bothering him. “That’s a queer sheriff,” he said, at last. “He didn’t even search the house. I wish all cops were that dumb.”


  “Or that scared,” Filly said. Things were bothering Filly too. He had noticed the reluctance of the sheriff’s men, and the nervous way they had peered about them while the sheriff was talking with Papa.


  “What were they scared of?” Barny said to Filly.


  Filly shrugged. “Maybe Papa knows.”


  Papa spread his hands in a gesture of bewilderment, but Mama suddenly put her knitting aside firmly. “You are right, they are afraid of us,” she said. “Ever since we come from old country the people around here are afraid of us. They are—how-you-say—superstitious.”


  “Mama is telling the truth,” Papa said sadly. “You know how it is? We have other customs, other ways of speaking, and our neighbors regard that as something terrible


  “It started in the war,” Mama said excitedly. “When the fighting was going on near here and we went out to help the wounded.” She wet her red lips nervously. “They would not even let us do that.”


  “Well, we are used to it now,” Papa said. He patted his wife’s hand gently. “Let us try to forget eh?”


  Barny yawned: He couldn’t keep his mind on the conversation. Every inch of him ached with weariness. “I’m going to get some sleep, if you folks will excuse me,” he muttered.


  “But of course. And sleep well. No one will disturb you,” Papa said.


  UPSTAIRS, Filly sat on the edge of the wide bed and stared at the floor with a petulant frown. “Barny,” he said, at last, “this is the country they fought the Civil War in, that’s right, isn’t it?”


  “That’s right. Part of it, anyway,” Barny said, stretching out on the bed without bothering to remove his clothes.


  Filly turned to him anxiously. “Well, you heard what Mama said, didn’t you? That they tried to help the wounded when the fighting was going on? She must have meant the Civil War.”


  “Ah, she’s cracked,” Barny mumbled sleepily. “Hell, she wasn’t even born when the Civil War started. That was all of ninety years ago.”


  “What was she talking about then?”


  “I tell you she’s cracked,” Barny said. “Shut up and lemme get some sleep.”


  “I don’t like it here, Barny.”


  But Barny was fast asleep. Filly stared at him angrily for a few seconds; but then his own eyes began to droop and he was suddenly overcome with drowsiness. Resolving to discuss the matter in the morning he lay down beside Barny and almost instantly fell asleep . . .


  The next morning both men were refreshed and cheerful. Barny ran his hands through his thick hair and then flexed his arms. “I feel like a new man,” he announced happily. He scratched his three-day beard. “I’ll grab a shave before breakfast. You need one too, Filly. We stumbled into luck when we hit this place, I tell you.”


  “I suppose so,” Filly said. He remembered his anxiety •‘of last night, but it seemed ludicrous in the clean bright sunlight that spilled into the room. From downstairs they could hear Mama bustling about in the kitchen and the aroma of broiling liver and bacon drifted up to them and set their mouths watering.


  Papa came in a few seconds later carrying a tray on which there were two mugs of coffee and a plate of hot buttered biscuits. “Always before breakfast there is the little coffee and a bun,” he said, beaming at them. “It is, a custom in my country.”


  “Great,” Barny said. “It’s a wonderful custom.”


  “Where is your country, by the way?” Filly said.


  “Austria,” Papa said.


  “Say, how about borrowing a razor,” Barny said. “We’ll look human after a shave.”


  “But of course.”


  Papa hurried out and returned a few minutes later with two clean straight razors, soap mugs and towels; but he had forgot a mirror. Barny asked him about it, but Papa said apologetically that there wasn’t a mirror in the house. Then Filly remembered that he-had a small one in his wallet. He dug his wallet out of his coat and went through it carefully but the mirror was gone.


  He stood in the middle of the room with the wallet in his hand and suddenly he felt cold and afraid; Papa was smiling at him and Barny was testing the razor on his thumb. Filly didn’t know why he was afraid; but from some depth in his subconscious he could feel a faint memory of horror roiling and twisting.


  “It is lost?” Papa asked.


  “Yes, I guess so,” Filly said; he shivered.


  “Well, I can get by without a mirror,” Barny said. “I know where my face is, I guess.”


  “Good. I will wait for you downstairs,” Papa said and left the room.


  Filly shaved in silence. He cut himself once but it was only a nick.


  When he was through he cleaned the razor carefully and then dried his face. Barny inspected him critically. “Just a couple of cuts which isn’t too bad without a mirror,” he said.


  “A couple of cuts?”


  “Yeah, one on your cheek, and one on your throat.”


  Filly’s hand touched his neck, his fingers moved about gently. He felt a tiny opening just beside his adam’s-apple. “I didn’t cut myself there,” he said slowly.


  “Well, maybe it’s a mosquito bite.” Filly looked at Barny sharply. He saw a tiny cut on Barny’s throat. “You nicked yourself too,” he said.


  “I did not,” Barny said. He felt the scratch and frowned. “Maybe a mosquito got me too,” he said. “Come on, let’s go down to breakfast. I’m starved again.”


  “So am I,” Filly said. “I wish I wasn’t.”


  “Don’t be a fool. We’re lucky to have good appetites considering the food Mama dishes out.”


  Filly hesitated a moment; and then he sighed and followed Barny downstairs . . .


  THE DAYS sped by quickly. Barny and Filly fell into an unvarying routine of eating and drinking and sleeping. They were always tired, always hungry, always thirsty. It got to be too much trouble to stay up during the days, so they lay on their bed most of the time napping, and not even bothering to talk to each other.


  One day Filly noticed that his clothes were hanging loosely on him. For all the rich food he was eating he was losing weight! He glanced at Barny, seeing him it seemed for the first time in weeks, and he was amazed to note that the once-huge man was a hulk of his former self.


  Barny’s shirt hung like a tent over his bony shoulders and his cheeks were sunken and drawn.


  “Barny, something’s wrong with us,” Filly said in a weak voice. “We’re fading away, dying.”


  But Barny only grunted and slumped onto the bed. “I’m hungry,” he muttered. “Hungry.”


  “But we just ate.”


  “I’m always hungry.”


  Filly stared at Barny’s recumbent form for a moment or two; and then he made a decision. Turning away, he walked downstairs. Mama and Papa were sitting in the living room. Mama was knitting, and Papa was staring into the fire with a faint smile on his face. He looked up at Filly. “Ah, hello there, my friend,” he said.


  “I’m going for a walk,” Filly said. He watched them, swaying slightly on his feet, convinced that they would prevent him from leaving in some manner.


  But Papa nodded approvingly. “That is good idea,” he said. “Walking makes the appetite, eh?”


  Filly made a strangling sound in his throat and hurried out the door.


  When he was across the clearing and into the sheltering woods he began to run with frantic, hysterical speed. The trailing vines snapped at his face and his body, and occasionally he tripped over a root and fell headlong. But he fought on as if all the devils in hell were at his heels.


  How long he ran he had no way of knowing. But at last he was forced to stop. Sobbing for breath he sat on a log and tried to muster the strength to keep going. But he was empty, drained. His strength was gone. He slipped from the log and lay flat on his back staring at the blue sky.


  Night settled slowly over the forest. Filly fell asleep several times. Each time he woke he felt the coldness in his body and he knew that if he didn’t rouse himself he would die.


  Summoning his last bit of energy he forced himself to his feet. Tottering weakly he tried to plot a course; but he knew nothing about the stars or the woods. He began to cry. The tears ran down his thin cheeks and were frozen by the whipping wind. A bird screamed above him and Filly started in terror.


  “I must go back,” he whispered to the darkness. Barny was there; he could protect him. Hunger was growing in him like an aching. physical thing. Turning he trudged weakly back toward Mama and Papa’s farmhouse.


  The cheery lights of the front room showed up through the trees in a manner of minutes; and he realized with despair that he had only gone about a hundred yards in a wild dash to freedom.


  MAMA AND Papa met him at the front door with bustling solicitude.


  “We thought you were lost,” Papa said, helping him to a chair. “Some brandy, eh? You are cold, non?”


  “I will fix your dinner,” Mama said, and flitted off to the kitchen.


  “No, no food,” Filly gasped. “Where is Barny?”


  “He is gone,” Papa said.


  “Gone?” The words were only a whisper. He stared up at Papa’s round beaming face. “Gone where? Where did he go?”


  Papa shrugged. “He said he must leave. That is all I know.”


  “No, no,” Filly cried.


  “You are tired,” Papa said gently. “You must eat something and rest, eh?”


  Mama came in with a tray of food. There was a whole chicken, steaming in. a gravy of wine and blood, and a flagon of rich red wine.


  “This will do you good, eh?” she said. She licked her lips and looked down on him with a smile. “You must get your strength back,” she said.


  “Get it back so you can take it away?”


  The thought hammered in Filly’s mind. He tried to lift himself from the chair but his arms had no strength. Papa cut a sliver of meat from the breast of the chicken and gently put it between Filly’s lips. “You must eat,” he said in a low crooning voice.


  The taste of the food inflamed Filly. His hunger was suddenly wild and frantic. He tore at the chicken and wolfed down large pieces of the succulent meat. Papa poured wine for him which he gulped with desperate haste. Finally, sated and groggy, he slumped back in the chair, feeling his strength returning slowly. . .


  Mama and Papa watched him approvingly.


  “Now you must sleep,” Mama said in a firm maternal voice.


  “Yes, I must sleep,” Filly said; but his brain was plotting warily.


  He got to his feet and went up the stairs to his bedroom. Inside he closed the door and hurried to. the closet where he kept his gun. It was still there, hanging on a peg. He jerked it from the holster and stuck it in the waistband of his trousers. And then, as he was starting to close the door, he saw the black bag in which they had kept their money.


  He sank to his knees and opened it with trembling fingers. The money was still there, in sheafs of neat banknotes.


  Filly knew then that Barny hadn’t gone away. He wouldn’t have left without the money.


  FILLY GOT slowly to his feet and backed away from the bag of money as if it were an object of horror. He thought someone was in the room with him, heard someone hammering a blunt object against the walls; but then he knew that it was only his own heartbeat he was hearing.


  He turned the knob of the door slowly and stepped out into the dark corridor. From below a wavering flash of firelight touched the stairs; and he could hear Mama and Papa talking.


  “You are always so greedy, Mama.” Papa’s voice was fond, almost endearing.


  “Oh, let’s hurry,” Mama said. Her voice was excited as a schoolgirl’s. “He must be asleep by now.”


  “Now, now, we must be patient. You shouldn’t have gone to the other one this afternoon. He was too weak. Now he is gone forever. All because my little girl is too greedy.”


  “He was about all done anyway. Come, Papa, let us go up for the other one. It has been so long since we’ve had visitors.”


  “Very well,” Papa said indulgently.


  Filly backed into his room, closing the door with clammy twitching fingers.


  “God, God,” he moaned, but the words stuck in his throat and he nearly vomited.


  He heard light footsteps on the stairs.


  He hurled himself on the bed, pulled the gun from his waist.


  The footsteps approached his room, and then the door swung inward with a gentle protesting creak.


  He saw them framed in the flickering shadowy firelight, saw their silvery heads, their placid contented features, their dumpy peasant’s bodies. And he knew what they were.


  “Stop!” he cried hoarsely.


  They paid no attention to his words. They came into the room and moved slowly toward the bed.


  Filly fired six shots at them, as fast as finger could work trigger. The butt of the gun slammed into the heel of his palm, and the shots echoed bangingly in the tiny room. Cordite soured the air.


  Filly blinked and then screamed.


  Mama and Papa were still walking toward him, and they were smiling eagerly now. The moonlight touched their glistening red lips and sharp white teeth.


  Filly tried again to scream but the muscles of his throat were paralyzed. And then they were on him; and in the brief moments left to him he learned that the reality was incredibly more monstrous than he had feared it would be.


  CONDITIONED REFLEX


  First published in the June 1951 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  The first rule of advertising is: Be sure your slogan can be seen. So, if Honest John can use the sky to sell cars, why can’t God use it to give us a message?


  ONE MORNING the face of God appeared in the sky. People on their way to work in Philadelphia, Chicago, New York, Detroit, Butte, and San Francisco, stared at the phenomenon in surprise.


  They observed the noble forehead, the strong firm features, the gentle yet arresting eyes, and they said to one another, “Why that looks just like the pictures of God you used to see in Bibles and prayer books.”


  The face gazed down upon Earth with what one perceptive witness described as a somewhat puzzled expression.


  Newspapermen realized that this thing was the biggest news story in years, and they went after it with considerable enthusiasm . . .


  Stanley Reeves, managing editor of the largest paper in New York, sent for his best men. He told them: “Jones, you’ll do the running story; Nelson, you dig up a feature angle; and Smith, I want you to take care of the Man In The Street.”


  Reeves then sent for his religion editor and told him to arrange interviews with a cardinal and several rabbis.


  “This sort of business is their specialty, after all,” he said, and then personally got to work blocking out the headlines to use on the main story.


  Nelson, the feature writer, came back to the office two hours later, dead drunk. He sat at his desk and put his head down on his folded arms;


  Reeves hurried from his office and shook Nelson by the shoulder. “Come on, man, we need copy,” he said.


  Nelson straightened up slowly, and although he was obviously in the midst of a Homeric drunk, there was a thoughtful little smile on his lips.


  “No, I can’t do it,” he said. “I looked at the face for an hour, trying to get an idea. And then I got to thinking, what the hell kind of lead could I put on a story. What can I say? ‘Early-risers were surprised this morning when God—’ ” He stopped, shaking his head. “Can’t do it, you see. We should all go out into the streets and listen—”


  “Good God, he’s not talking, is he?”


  “No, but we should wait until he does.”


  “Wait?” Reeves said. “We’re on deadline, Nelson.”


  “Supposing we missed the edition,” Nelson said in a gentle inquiring voice. “Supposing we all stopped running around and went out in the streets and waited there. We should stop everything, I tell you, until we find out what this is all about.”


  Reeves regarded Nelson for a moment; then he patted him on the shoulder. “Knock off, get some sleep,” he said. He glanced at the clock that faced the bank of rewrite men and then hurried on to the city desk with a few instructions for the big story.


  WITHIN a few hours, wire copy was clattering in on teletype and cable from all parts of the world, and it became apparent from the first leads that there was a new twist to the story.


  People weren’t agreeing on the physical description of the face, it was discovered. In China, for instance, the masses thought it looked like Buddha, and in India the face was considered to be that of Brahma or Allah, depending on whether the observer was a Hindu or Moslem.


  Three days went by, and nothing new happened. The face remained in the sky, staring solemnly and with a barely discernible touch of bewilderment at the people of the earth.


  Everyone grew accustomed to it after a while and went about their work pretty much as before. Preparations for the war no one wanted went on steadily after the slight interruption caused by the face of God in the sky.


  Psychiatrists explained the face as being an example of mass hysteria. They said that in these times, people needed reassurance from some exterior source, and were unconsciously creating a mirage that would give them a sense of security. God, they said, was a classic security symbol.


  The United States Senate disposed of the matter very quickly in a special session.


  “I know an enemy trick when I see one,” declared the senior senator from a great Midwestern state, as flash bulbs popped and the galleries cheered.


  Scientists took over after most religious leaders had branded the apparition a fake. The scientists made a series of tremendously delicate tests, which proved conclusively that the face had no actual substance at all.


  They tried to weigh it, to analyze its coloring, and locate it in space. They failed to pin down any physical facts whatsoever, and this was considered a great triumph for science.


  Meanwhile, the war came closer. A great block of countries issued a biting statement to the effect that the face was created by capitalistic nations to undermine the real authority of the Supreme State.


  Both sides called each other Godless!


  However, the scientists weren’t done with the face of God yet. They announced plans for shooting a rocket at it. This caused a good deal of discussion. Some people wanted to know what good that would do. Others said it wasn’t the business of science to do good, but to do something and then measure the results.


  ON THE fifth day, a man ran through the streets of New York screaming at everyone to listen to him. He shouted: “Stop what you’re doing. Stop everything! Listen to what He can tell us.”


  The man’s manner was so frightening and his words so patently senseless that a crowd quickly gathered and chased him through the streets. He was caught by several hundred sane citizens and beaten to death.


  Newspapermen were saddened to learn that it was their colleague Nelson who was thus killed.


  The work of the scientists went on apace. Congress had voted a million dollars with which to build the rockets, and launching sites for the great missiles were quickly erected.


  On the seventh day amid general excitement the first of the rockets was launched.


  People crowded the streets and cheered as the fish-shaped objects whizzed off into space, trailing a spray of sparks in their wake.


  A bewildered child said, “Why are they doing it?” but his mother shook him and warned him about asking foolish questions.


  The face of God, seemingly more puzzled than ever, began to fade from the sky.


  The people cheered.


  Within a matter of seconds, only the eyes of God were visible in the sky. The gentle arresting eyes were still puzzled and compassionate; but they were also somewhat stern.


  And eventually they faded away into the blue sky and disappeared forever.


  That night, diplomatic relations were severed between the two important blocks of nations; and still later that night, planes winged their way across the Atlantic carrying hydrogen bombs suspended from special racks. Other planes going in the opposite direction set out about the same time, carrying similar racks and similar bombs.


  The planes passed each other in the blackness without being aware of each other, and droned on toward their distant targets.


  THERE’S NO WAY OUT!


  First published in the July 1951 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  “Going up?” said the elevator operator. This question was to haunt Leland Gray for eternity, for in this building, you either went up, or . . .


  SOMETIMES THE abnormal takes the most commonplace of forms, Sidney Wells thought, as he stared with annoyance at the skyscrapers on the opposite side of the busy, crowded street. He looked again at the card in his hand which listed, innocently enough, a man’s name and a business address: Frank Ellsworth, 10 East Fifth Avenue.


  The trouble was there was no 10 East Fifth Avenue. Sidney had been up and down the block several times looking for it, but to no avail. Ten minutes ago he had called his secretary and asked her to check Frank Ellsworth’s address in their files. It was 10 East Fifth Avenue.


  Really, it was ridiculous, he thought. Ellsworth was an insurance prospect, a good one. He had called Sidney to make this appointment and, in the insurance business, that much interest was usually a sign that the sale would be made without much trouble. And now, because of this irritating confusion about the address, he was already late for the appointment. Maybe the delay would give Ellsworth time to change his mind. Or he might go out to lunch or a meeting and then, as those things happened, not be available again for weeks.


  Sidney turned and, with an air of determination, walked back to the nearest intersection where a policeman was directing traffic. On the way, he planned how he could explain his tardiness to Ellsworth. Make a joke of it, perhaps. Or tell the plain silly truth. That might be better. But who would buy insurance from a man who couldn’t find an address? Then he took comfort from the thought that it was Ellsworth’s own card which had given him all the trouble. There was the angle. No criticism of Ellsworth, of course, but pointing out that you couldn’t be sure of anything in this world. Except death and taxes, of course. That’s why an adequate insurance program was essential to every forward-looking, progressive executive. Then . . .


  HE WAS beside the policeman.


  “Pardon me, Officer, but I’m looking for 10 East Fifth Avenue.” He smiled, good-humoredly, and with just enough self-deprecation to make the patrolman feel expansive. “Without much luck, I might admit.” Sidney had been a salesman for so long that unconsciously, as he breathed and slept and tied his shoes, he made friends of people. Not friends really, in the sense that they liked him or would do anything for him, but at least he got a pleasant reaction from people most of the time.


  “Well, no wonder,” the patrolman said. “Somebody gave you a bum steer. There’s no 10 East Fifth Avenue. Who’re you looking for?”


  “A man named Ellsworth.”


  “Afraid I don’t know him. I know lots of businessmen in this block. Been on this beat for sixteen years.”


  Sidney went away feeling more and more nettled. This was the sort of thing that just didn’t happen to him. His motto was, “Take care of the little problems, and you won’t have any big ones.” His filing system, and check-up system, were models of order and efficiency. On top of that, Sidney cross-indexed all his clients and prospects by occupation, religion, hobbies, clubs, and so forth. Then when he met a checker-playing enthusiast, he could go back to his files, find other checker-players there, and toss their names into his next interview with the new prospect. He never missed appointments, or forgot first names, or left his rate book at home. Even if he was going to a movie he took the rate book along, because you never could tell, you might get talking to the person sitting next to you, or to someone in the lobby, or even the ticket taker. They were all prospects. That was why this present impasse was so frustrating. If he were a careless person, it might be expected, or at least tolerated.


  He walked back down the block, frowning at the numbers, and then, abruptly, there it was: Number 10 East Fifth Avenue.


  IT WAS a tall white building, with revolving doors, conventional in all respects, Sidney’s relief was tempered by a sense of confusion. Surely he must have passed this entrance ten times looking for it.


  And how about the cop? No such number, he’d said. Sidney made a mental note to drop a line to the commissioner about that. With a last glance at his watch, he hurried through the revolving doors.


  The directory surprised him, and added to his confusion. There were names on it, plenty of them, but not


  Ellsworth’s; and there were no floor numbers opposite the names. Also, the names weren’t in alphabetical order. Sidney walked through the expensive looking lobby to the bank of elevators. There he talked with the starter, a dumpy balding man in a blue uniform.


  “I’m looking for a man named Ellsworth,” he said. “He’s in the trucking business. Could you tell me his floor and office number, please?”


  “You’ll have to check the directory,” the starter said, pleasantly enough: “I can’t remember all our tenant’s names and offices. It’s just back there near the revolving doors.”


  “But it’s no help,” Sidney said.


  “No help? What do you mean?”


  “Well, there aren’t any floor numbers or office numbers on it. Also, Ellsworth’s name isn’t there. It’s the damndest directory I’ve ever seen.”


  “Hmmn, that’s odd. Of course, things change around here pretty fast. Maybe the building manager had the directory changed. He’s like that. But I haven’t had any other complaints. Tell you what: Take any car and go up to the tenth floor. There’s an information booth there, and they can probably straighten you out.”


  “Thanks very much,” Sidney said in a relieved voice, and hurried into the nearest elevator. Now he was on the right track at last. Sidney had a positive affection for information counters. Occasionally, as he walked through a department store or railroad station, he would stop at the information counter and ask a few questions for the fun of it. He appreciated the quick alert answers, and the feeling that here was Knowledge, confined and indexed, waiting to serve him.


  HE TOLD the elevator operator he wanted to get off at the tenth floor, and the man said, “Yes, sir!” and closed the doors with a sharp click. They shot up silently, swiftly, and then the doors slid open.


  “Thank you very much,” Sidney said. He stepped out into a corridor that was empty except for a worried looking little man who was standing by a hand truck.


  “Pardon me,” Sidney said. “Could you tell me where the information booth is?”


  “Information booth?” The little man shook his head with a thoughtful frown. “I never heard of one on this floor.”


  Sidney felt his blood pressure rising. “Now see here, this is ridiculous. The starter told me there was an information counter up here.”


  “Well, you can’t pay too much attention to what he says,” the little man said. “At least I don’t.” He laughed and rubbed his head with a gesture of humorous resignation. “An information counter is what I need, to tell the truth. Look here now.” Nodding at the hand truck which was loaded with eight cardboard boxes, he said, “I’m supposed to deliver these to a man named Smith. Now, you tell me how I’m going to do it.”


  Sidney had the sort of mind that was sympathetic to any sort of trouble—particularly if it were someone else’s. “Well, what’s so difficult about that?” he asked. “What’s Smith’s office number?”


  “That’s just it,” the little man said triumphantly. “I don’t have his number. And neither does my boss. He just sent me out to find Smith.”


  “Perhaps the nature of the merchandise will be a clue,” Sidney said, in the jocular tone he used with menials. He opened one of the boxes and blinked when he found it empty. “There’s nothing in these boxes,” he said, shaking his head.


  “Sure, I know that,” the little man said. “Makes it tough, doesn’t it?”


  “I suppose so,” Sidney agreed. He was suddenly shaken with a sense of confusion. “How long have you been looking for Smith? Why don’t you go back to your office and get the right address?”


  “Hmmphf. They won’t know anything there. I been after Smith for six months now, and the way it looks, I’ll be after him six years before I find him. But I can’t stand here all day and waste my time. Got to be getting on. Goodbye.”


  Sidney watched in puzzled silence as the man moved off at a shuffling gate, pushing the truck ahead of him, and glancing at the numbers on the doors he passed.


  SUDDENLY, SIDNEY was angry. This nonsense was ceasing to be funny. He’d go back to that stupid starter and get this matter straightened out once and for all. Time was money, and he was wasting it like a spendthrift. Or, rather, this silly building was wasting it for him. In a mood of cold determination, Sidney punched the bell for the elevator. The doors slid open almost instantly.


  “Going up?”


  “No, I’m going down!” Sidney said.


  The elevator operator, a young man with black hair and large eyes, looked at him curiously. “Down, sir?”


  “Yes, that’s what I said.”


  “But our elevators don’t run down, sir,” the young man said, as if stating a simple, well-known fact. “We only go up.”


  “Now see here, young man, this impudence is going to get you in serious trouble,” Sidney cried, thoroughly enraged. “How do people get out of this blasted building if the elevators don’t run down.”


  The young man looked honestly puzzled. “When people leave, they go up to the lobby and out into the street.”


  “They go up to the lobby and out into the street, eh?” Sidney said in a controlled but trembling voice. “Take me to the manager of this building then, please. I’ve got a lot to talk to that person about.” He stepped into the elevator, his arms crossed at a determined angle.


  “Why, of course, sir!”


  They went swiftly upward for a half dozen floors, and then the elevator came to a smooth stop. “Here you are, sir,” the young man said, as the doors opened. “It’s just to the right.”


  “Thank you!” Sidney’s voice was cold with sarcasm.


  He strode to the right down a well-lighted, wide corridor. There were doors on either side, with numbers and firm names on them. But after walking to the end of the corridor, Sidney couldn’t find the Building Manager’s office. He retraced his steps slowly, frowning and angry. Another stupid error! Couldn’t these people get one thing straight! You asked for one thing, they told you another. They sent you off on wild-goose chases, wasted your time scandalously, and talked gibberish about elevators that only ran up. It was a crying shame that such a place should be so horribly mismanaged. Emboldened by his sense of outrage, he opened the next door on his right, on which was printed the sign: “Courtley Bros. Attorneys.”


  THREE SOLMEN-FACED men sitting at a round table glanced up at him with polite interest.


  “Please forgive me for barging in this way,” Sidney said, “but I’m looking for the manager of the building. The elevator man said it was on this floor, but obviously—”


  “Sit down, please,” one of the men said in a grave voice. He was middle-aged, and dressed somberly in gray. His skull was pink and bald with a corona of white hair about the edge. “We were discussing some matters pertaining to a rather large estate.”


  Unwillingly, Sidney took the fourth chair at the round, polished table. “I hate to intrude, but I’ve been having a time of it getting around in this building.”


  The men regarded him politely, but with no show of understanding.


  “I mean, things seem frightfully confused here,” Sidney said.


  “I hadn’t noticed it,” one of the men said. “But let’s get back to business. You feel, then, we should sell all of the common stock?”


  The question was evidently addressed to Sidney. They all waited for his answer.


  “Now, see here—” Sidney began.


  But got no further. “Well, we’ll consider it settled then,” the bald-headed man said, giving him a warm smile.


  “But this is a mistake,” Sidney said. “You’re confusing me with someone else. I’ve never seen any of you before in my life. I’m an insurance man. I don’t know anything about this estate you’re talking about.” His voice was high with desperation, and there was sweat on his brow.


  “Well, that’s as it should be,” one of the men observed, and his companions nodded in agreement.


  Sidney felt he was among mad men. “Please, can you tell me how to get to the Building Manager’s office. That’s the only reason I stopped in here. You see—”


  “Why, of course,” one of the men interrupted. It’s down two flights, but you’ll have to walk, I’m afraid. You see, the elevators don’t run down.”


  Sidney jumped to his feet and bolted through the door. Outside, he mopped his perspiring forehead, while • panic and reason fought for control of his senses. Reason, after a long battle, won out. His pulses subsided, and he drew a deep breath. Two floors down, they’d said. Well, he’d give it a try. And if he ran into anymore monkeyshines, he’d just clear out. He recalled the date, June 11th. Nothing wrong with that. If it had been April Fool’s day, he’d have had his answer to this nonsense. But on a normal day in June, it was totally inexplicable.


  SIDNEY PROWLED along the corridor until he found a door with the words ‘STAIRWAY’ painted on it. He pushed it open and trotted briskly down two flights of cement stairs. There, he tried a steel door with glazed glass windows set in the upper half. It was locked.


  Sidney’s patience and nerve broke. He swore wildly and hammered on the door. What was wrong? Had everyone suddenly gone mad? Was there no sense or order left in the world? As these questions wheeled wildly in his mind, he continued his blows on the door.


  But there was no answer. Then Suddenly, after an interval of fruitless hammering on the door, Sidney’s brain began to function intelligently again. He stopped pounding the door and collected himself into a reasoning unit once more. Very well, he thought, I’ll clear out of this madhouse. I’ve tried my best to get some sensible cooperation, but to no avail. I’ll walk down these steps to the lobby, if it takes me two hours. And then I’ll step out of this building and call it good riddance. Fortified by this plan of action, Sidney started briskly down the stairs. One flight, two flights, three, he took the steps two at a time, feeling that every minute was bringing him closer to sanity and escape.


  Then the stairs ended against a blank wall.


  Sidney was too stunned for an instant to do anything but stare in pop-eyed incredulity at this barrier.


  “It’s—it’s ridiculous,” he whispered. “It—it doesn’t make sense.”


  He felt the rough cement wall with the tip of his fingers, pushed against it with his shoulder, and studied it from floor to ceiling for some crack or aperture that would indicate the presence of an opening or a door. But there was none. He could go no further. He was trapped. Vainly, he attempted to guess what floor he was on. He had gone originally to the tenth. Then up an undetermined number of floors, and down two. Then down three more. Up ten, up X. and down five. Where did that leave him? There was no way of telling. And even if he knew, what good would that do?


  Sidney toiled upward to the next floor and tried the door. It swung inward and he stepped into a wide, well-lighted corridor that was precisely like the others he had seen in the building.


  A MAN IN a gray, double-breasted suit was walking toward him, whistling aimlessly. He was a slender man, about fifty, with rosy cheeks, and a thin inquiring face. He wore a flower in his buttonhole, and exuded an air of jaunty well-being.


  “Pardon me, sir,” Sidney said. “Could you direct me to the manager of this building?”


  “Why certainly! I’m the manager of the building. What did you wish to see me about?”


  Sidney almost fainted with relief. He smiled and patted his damp brow with his handkerchief. “I’ve had quite a time finding you,” he said.


  “Well, that’s too bad.” The manager had a sympathetic voice. “You should have inquired of someone. Practically anyone in the building could have told you where I could be reached. But come along. We’ll step into my office.”


  “Fine,” Sidney said.


  They walked the length of the corridor and turned right. There, twenty feet from the intersection, were two camp chairs. The manager sat down in one and waved Sidney to the other. Sidney looked up and down the corridor, and again the overwhelming sense of confusion swept over him. “This is your office?”


  “Why, yes. I move about frequently, so this arrangement suits me perfectly. Now, what is it you wish to talk about?”


  Sidney sat down and crossed his legs. His manner was determined and righteous. “I have a rather serious complaint to bring to your attention. First, your directory is totally valueless. Secondly, the elevator starter in the lobby is either a liar or a moron. Thirdly, your elevator operators are impudent and—”


  “I’m afraid I can’t remember all of that at one time,” the manager said. “Let’s start again. What was that about the directory?”


  “It makes no sense. The names aren’t in alphabetical order. And there are no office numbers listed.” The manager frowned slightly. “Well, I see nothing unusual in that. But go on.”


  SIDNEY POUNDED a knee with his fist. “Nothing unusual, eh? Well, how do people find their way around, tell me that?”


  “Have you met any other people who seemed lost?” the manager inquired in a soft voice.


  “Well . . . no,” Sidney admitted slowly. “But take that starter. He told me there was an information booth on the tenth floor. You know very well there isn’t.”


  “No? Well, there might have been, you know.”


  “There might have been! Is that the way you run this building?”


  “But why not? Frankly, I don’t see where you have any legitimate complaints, sir. All of these things you’ve mentioned are quite usual and customary here. But what was that about the elevator operator?”


  “He wouldn’t take me down! He said your elevators don’t run down.” Sidney’s voice had taken on a high and trembling note.


  “He was quite right.”


  “Well, how do I get out?”


  “You go up, of course, and walk out the lobby, the same way you came in.”


  “I didn’t come in the top of your blasted building!” Sidney screamed, “I’m no bird. I came in at the bottom.”


  “Oh, dear me.” The manager regarded Sidney with an odd expression of curiosity and pity. “You came in from the bottom, eh?”


  “Yes, I came in at the bottom.” Sidney’s voice had lost its pitch and volume. He repeated the manager’s question in a dull hopeless voice.


  “Well, that’s interesting,” the manager said. “Somebody should have fixed that doorway, I suppose. It’s caused trouble before. Tell you what: You wait here and I’ll go off and see what I can do for you. Won’t be a minute.”


  He smiled and walked briskly away. Sidney smoked a cigarette and waited. Time passed slowly. Twenty minutes, thirty minutes, an hour. There were eight cigarette stubs on the floor at Sidney’s feet.


  He jumped to his feet, cursing under his breath, and strode off in the direction the manager had taken. Turning a corner, he bumped into a man who carried a blanket over his arm.


  “Do you know where I might find the building manager?” Sidney said.


  “At his home, I suppose,” the man answered. “He left here about an hour ago.”


  “When will he be back?”


  “That’s an odd question,” the man said, grinning. “He won’t be back at all, of course.”


  “Won’t be back at all?”


  “Of course not. His job ended today.”


  “He’s retired?”


  “I suppose you could say that. He’s had the blooming job all day. That’s enough for a man, I say.”


  “You mean he’s only the manager for one day?”


  “That’s the rule, as you should know. Goodbye.”


  SIDNEY WAS left alone in the clean empty corridor. His mind was spinning slowly and effortlessly. He knew he should be angry—but at what? Vaguely, he realized that there were things he should be doing, action to be taken, to get out of this monstrous area of insanity. But everything was vague. That was the trouble. It was also the blessing. Not knowing sharply and precisely what to do, he could do nothing.


  From somewhere came an earlier thought of his: Sometimes the abnormal takes the most commonplace of forms. What did that mean? Also, skirting his consciousness, was the manager’s bland comment: Somebody should have fixed that doorway . . .


  Through his comfortably vague thoughts came a vision as sharp as a needlepoint. A vision of doorways, strange but familiar, innocent but dangerous, into which people with address cards in their hands walked confidently and blindly. In every city, in every country, there might be such doorways—doorways that hadn’t been fixed!


  Sidney turned and with slow faltering steps walked back along the corridor. From a side door, the one he had used himself, came a man with a flushed angry face and bewildered eyes. The man carried a brief case under one arm, and held a card in his hand. He was a fat man, with a heavy jaw and thinning black hair.


  “Hey, you,” he said to Sidney. “I’ve been getting the run around in this damn building for the past half hour. It’s 10 East Fifth Avenue, isn’t it?”


  “Well, it might be,” Sidney answered.


  “You mean, you don’t know?”


  “Well, not exactly.”


  The man swore. “Are you all nuts in here? Starters, elevator men, cleaning women, are you all nuts? Will you tell me where the hell I can get a straight answer, please?”


  “You’ll have to see the building manager.”


  The man looked relieved. “Well, where is he?”


  “His office is just around the corner,” Sidney said.


  “Well, thanks. Thanks a lot. I’ll burn his ears, let me tell you.”


  With that the man clutched the brief case under his arm and walked down the corridor with angry, determined strides.


  Sidney sighed. And then, with only the faintest curiosity stirring in his soul, he went slowly toward the elevators that only and forever travelled upward.


  SOME WOLVES CAN’T KILL


  First published in the September 1951 issue of Amazing Stories.


  To Cynthia, Percy was no more than a sheep. But when it came to fox hunting, he was literally a wolf!


  CHAPTER I


  “PERCIVAL, nothing is more important than fox-hunting with the van Rensalers.” Percival Pettibone knew then that the argument was over. When his wife used that particular tone it was an indication that logic and reason were of no avail. His wife used that tone quite a lot, Percival reflected moodily, glancing at her as she sat in her favorite chair lazily turning the pages of a fashion magazine.


  “I know you’re awfully keen on it, Cynthia,” he said. “I suppose we can pinch a bit here and there and make out all right.”


  A line of annoyance tightened about his wife’s lips. “I do wish you could cooperate with me for once without reminding me immediately what a hardship it will wreak on you.”


  “Dear, I meant nothing of the sort. But with doing over the garden and your car this season, I am a little strapped. This fox-hunting is an extra I hadn’t counted on.”


  “You talk as if you expect to bring your own horse. The van Rensalers supply those, you know.”


  “Yes, of course. But there are still riding clothes for both of us, and the trip to their place, and—”


  Cynthia put her magazine down with a gesture that silenced her husband in mid-sentence. “I really don’t wish to hear any more about it, Percival. It’s enough, I should think, that I don’t have adequate clothes, or sufficient servants, without your attempting to destroy our one chance to get to know the best people in the county. The van Rensalers have invited us fox-hunting next week-end and we are going. That’s all there is to it.”


  “Yes, my dear,” Percy said, resignedly.


  His wife returned to her magazine, and Percy, studying her covertly over the edge of his paper, wondered why he never found the courage to stick to his guns against her. She was a lovely thing to look at, of course; but that wasn’t it. Not any more. Once Percy had been thrilled by her remote glacial beauty, but now it meant less to him than the chromium fixtures in the bathrodm. Cynthia was a blonde and shining woman, and her body was slender and perfectly conditioned; but Percy knew her to be an empty temple.


  She put her magazine aside and rose gracefully. “This bickering about our poverty has given me a headache. I’m going upstairs to rest. Please don’t disturb me when you come to bed.”


  “I may take a walk,” Percy said. “I don’t feel tired.”


  “Very well. I’ll say goodnight then.”


  When she had retired to the upper floor of their spacious suburban home, Percy wandered disconsolately about the living room, his thoughts in a lackadaisical turmoil. This fox-hunting was ridiculous! He was strained to the limits as it was to keep this house going, to provide the sort of background that Cynthia considered essential to her happiness. He wished he could chuck it all and lie on a beach the rest of his life; but of course he couldn’t. Somehow he’d raise the money to include fox-hunting in their budget.


  AFTER a few pointless turns about the room Percy slipped into a jacket and went onto the porch. It was a cool peaceful night, ideal for a walk. He set off down the sidewalk that wound circuitously toward the village, and gradually a semblance of peace returned to his soul. Outside under a dark sky Percy always felt more secure, more at home. Something about nighttime’s velvety secretness attracted him strongly. The night was gentle and protective, unlike the bright and bitter day where people could watch your every move and sit in judgment on your slightest act.


  At the village Percy tavern into a small cheerful tavern for a glass of beer. He felt guilty about spending the money, since he had been denying himself any personal extravagances for years; but tonight seemed different in some way he couldn’t analyze and a glass of beer seemed to be called for.


  There were four or five men sitting along the bar, and a few couples in the dark wooden booths. The bar was lined with knotty pine and there were a brace of ancient rifles hanging on one wall and a stuffed deer head above the bar.


  Percy studied the noble antlers of the deer as he sipped his beer, and his thoughts ran idly but swiftly into speculations about the life that graceful animal must have lived. He saw it clearly in the eye of his mind, racing like the wind through cold black forests and halting suddenly—one with the stillness and the night. That must have been fun, Percy thought rather wistfully. To drink at rippling streams, to browse in dry underbrush, to lie still and warm in the depths of a cave and watch wind and rain lashing the ground outside—what pleasure that must be!


  Percy turned back to his own problems rather reluctantly. He was the assistant art director of a large advertising agency and despised his job; but there was pretty good money in it and that was why Cynthia insisted he stick at it. But the money wasn’t enough for Cynthia’s tastes. He decided he could cut out lunch altogether and stop buying art folders. That would save a few dollars. But what else? He didn’t buy books or paintings anymore and spent very little on clothes. There were his oil paints. They didn’t cost much, it was true, but even those few dollars would have to be saved.


  Percy winced inwardly at the idea of giving up his painting. It was all he enjoyed doing, all he’d ever wanted to do. When he and Cynthia had been married she had been pleased by his painting. She regarded it as a somewhat aristocratic achievement. But she didn’t understand or like his work, and when she realized there was no money in it, she had seen to it that he spent his time at more commercial activities. Percy’s paintings didn’t make too much sense to most people and sometimes they made little sense, to Percy himself; but two critics of integrity and judgment had spent a long time with his canvases and both had told him to go on with his work. Percy wasn’t a realist or an impressionist; in fact he didn’t belong to any recognized school. He painted his subjects as they should be, and not as they were. Thus an apple might come out as a strong vigorous series of rectangles, somehow sustaining and enjoyable, while a chair might be a weird arrangement of curves into which the observer felt himself sinking endlessly. Percy’s only drawing of Cynthia was very strange. It was a solid black ball, heavy, oppressive, immovable.


  But now Percy had little time for his own work. His days were spent designing collar ads that showed beaming young men with big chests proudly wearing Remarko shirts. Or drawing toothy children lapping up Refresho soups. Sometimes he got in a week-end of painting when Cynthia was off visiting a college friend. But now he’d have to give that up too. The few dollars he spent on paints and brushes would go for a stock for Cynthia. Probably one made of yellow silk with figures of tiny black horses sewn onto it.


  “Relax, my friend, nothing is that serious.”


  PERCY turned sharply, guiltily at these words, and met the sardonic eyes of a young man who had taken the stool on his right. The young man was of thin but muscular build, with coarse black hair and ruddy cheeks. He wore a corduroy jacket, a woolen shirt and tweed trousers. There was the look of the open fields about him, the flavor of the country sportsman. But his eyes were odd. They were wild, reckless, mocking: the eyes of a devil or a saint.


  “I beg your pardon?” Percy said.


  “I’ve been watching you for the last few minutes.” the young man said. He said this calmly, casually, as if staring at strangers was the most normal thing in the world. “You seem awfully anxious about something. Not very happy, are you?”


  “Well—no,” Percy said. Something about the young man compelled honesty.


  “Of course you’re not. So few of us are that it’s hardly remarkable, I suppose. I noticed you before looking at the stag’s head above the bar. Then you seemed rather wistful. What is it? Do you envy the stag his freedom?”


  “Of course not!” Percy said, flustered. “Anyway, he’s not. very free is he?”


  “At the moment, no,” the young man said, casting an amused glance at the head above the bar. “However his life was free and exciting until he met a certain hunter. I got the impression you were speculating on the delights of freedom while staring at his unfortunate head. Isn’t that true?”


  “Well, yes, it is,” Percy admitted. There was just no point in lying to this young man. Percy knew that intuitively.


  “What sort of freedom did you have in mind?”


  “What sort? Why there’s only one sort, isn’t there?”


  The young man chuckled. “There are many varieties of freedom. Freedom to do nothing; freedom to do anything. Would you like to be free to follow a stag through a dark and dripping forest? Or would you like to be free to lie on a beach and do nothing—except perhaps, on brilliant days, paint a bit?”


  “How did you know I liked to paint?” Percy said, almost stuttering in his excitement “And that about following a stag? How did you know I’ve dreamed about things like that?” The young man shrugged modestly. “Just good guesses,” he said, but his eyes mocked the words. His eyes told Percy there was nothing accidental about his information.


  “Who are you?” Percy asked.


  “My name is Black,” the young man answered. “That doesn’t tell you who I am, of course, although I am no one of importance. What I mean is that names are labels that do not identify their wearers. A man named Smith is a murderer! The Smith part of him doesn’t tell us that, does it?”


  “Well, no—no, it doesn’t,” Percy said weakly.


  The lean young man waved to the bartender. “Two whiskies, please.”


  “But I don’t drink whisky!”


  “Nonsense,” Mr. Black said, with a wicked smile.


  THE two shot glasses were placed before them and filled with whisky. Percy studied his dubiously. Mr. Black took a small, lacquered box from his pocket and from it removed two tiny pills. He dropped one of the pills into his glass, and then grinned at Percy as he held the other pill poised above Percy’s glass.


  “Well? Would you like to try a rather interesting prescription of mine?”


  “W-what is it?”


  “Nothing very new or important,” Mr. Black said with a modest shrug. “However you may enjoy it. Who knows? It might even help to acquire that freedom you are so eagerly hoping for?”


  “I’ll try it,” Percy said boldly. He felt suddenly reckless, heedless of consequence. There was a quality about this young man that inspired rebellion.


  “Excellent!” Mr. Black dropped the pill into Percy’s glass where it fizzed briefly and disappeared. “Now we shall drink,” he said, raising his glass. “To your dreams!” he said, and tossed down his liquor.


  “To my dreams!” Percy repeated slowly; and then drank his own drink. The pill, whatever it was, had no taste or odor. The whisky was smooth, potent and warming; the pill hadn’t affected it in any manner that Percy could detect.


  Percy savored the exciting warmth that was flooding through his arms and legs, travelling slowly and sinuously from the hot center in his stomach. He put down his glass reluctantly and turned to the young man.


  “That tasted fine,” he said. “I think—”


  Percy stopped abruptly, in midsentence. He realized with a frightening start that he was addressing empty air. The young man was gone. Percy glanced along the bar, thinking that the young man might have drifted to another stool But he wasn’t anywhere in sight. Maybe he’s gone to the men’s room, Percy thought. Yes, that undoubtedly was it . . .


  Percy waited twenty minutes but the young man didn’t return. Finally, bewildered and uneasy, he signalled the bartender.


  “Do you remember that young chap who was sitting next to me?” he asked.


  The bartender was a graying man, with an intelligent face and a professional air of deference.


  “I can’t say that I do, sir,” he said. “I haven’t noticed anyone sitting beside you, sir.”


  “You haven’t? Well, this is silly. You served us two whiskies a while back.”


  “Two whiskies? I’m sorry, sir, but I only served one whisky.”


  “Well, take a look at his glass then,” Percy said. “How did that get there?”


  “What glass, sir?”


  Percy glanced at the section of the bar beside him and saw that it was clean and empty. There was no glass within twenty feet of him except his own.


  “I couldn’t have imagined all this,” Percy murmured to himself, “I simply couldn’t. There was a young man, a man named Black, and he put a pill of some kind in my drink.”


  “I beg your pardon, sir?”


  “Oh, nothing at all,” Percy said. The bartender was regarding him with a worried frown he noticed. This wouldn’t do at all. The man must think he was drunk. “Ha, ha,” Percy laughed, with an impressive note of insincerity in his voice. “I was just trying a little experiment on you.”


  “Experiment, sir?”


  “Yes, testing the power of suggestion, you know.” Percy babbled on, desperately trying to convince the bartender that all was well. “You see, most people are very susceptible to suggestion. If you say to them, as I did to you, ‘Did you see that chap I was with?’, they’ll answer, ‘Yes, of course.’ Do you see?”


  The bartender pursed his lips, regarded Percy steadily. “But there was no young man,” he said.


  “Quite, quite,” Percy said, with a hearty laugh. “No young man at all.”


  “I see. It was a bit of a joke, eh?”


  “That’s right, a bit of a joke.”


  “Ha, ha,” the bartender laughed politely. He gave Percy one frozen grin, and then walked off with his shoulders set at a stiff, unamused angle.


  PERCY left some change on the bar and hurried out into the night. It was nearly eleven o’clock, he noticed with dismay. Cynthia would be worrying about him by now. And when he made her worry she took it out on him somehow.


  Percy left the village and hurried through the darkened streets toward his home. Overhead a pale moon was obscured by drifting clouds. The light that filtered through the waving tree branches was dim and filmy.


  Percy was conscious of the need for speed. He buttoned his coat, pulled his hat down tighter, and began to run through the night. His breath came quickly, and he could hear the pounding of his heart, synchronized with the pounding of his feet on the sidewalk.


  Everything else was still and quiet. There was a whisper of wind in the trees, and the masses of clouds moved slowly to hide the face of the moon, but all else was as silent as the grave.


  Percy realized that he had never run so fast in all his life. He was literally hurtling along like an express train, and he seemed to be quite close to the ground. He could see the cracks in the sidewalk flicking back out of sight between his legs, and the shrubbery at his side, which now seemed very high, was falling behind him with a rush.


  Soon he was at the block he lived in, and he could see his house ahead, dark and silent. There was a gate at the front of the house, and Percy soared over it with an effortless bound. It was a delightful sensation, free and exhilarating, and Percy wondered with a pang of concern from whence all this energy was stemming. Reaching his porch, he trotted up the steps and began fumbling for his keys.


  But something was radically wrong!


  Percy couldn’t get his hands into his pockets. He couldn’t find the proper openings, and his hands—oddly inept and fumbling now—seemed to be scratching unavailingly at the sides of his coat.


  It was all very disturbing, and Percy decided guiltily that his present confusion must be a result of the drinking he had done. He became aware that he was staring at the brass letter drop in the door, and oddly enough, the letter drop was on a direct level with his eyes. That simply couldn’t be, Percy thought, unless—and this was foolish—unless he were down on all fours.


  He glanced down involuntarily, and the breath suddenly left his lungs like air from a bursting balloon.


  Percy was on all fours!


  HE was on all fours and he had paws instead of hands and they were covered with thick grayish fur. Percy spun about in a circle, his mind reeling with fright, trying to catch another glimpse of what he had apparently turned into; but all he saw was a waving ropy tail that was affixed in some manner to his back.


  “My God!” Percy cried.


  No words sounded in the still night; instead Percy heard a shrill keening howl that transformed his blood into rivulets of ice. He let out a cry of terror, and again he heard the unearthly howl ringing in his ears.


  Suddenly he realized that he was making the noise.


  A light flashed on above him—from Cynthia’s room. The window opened with an angry bang.


  “Get out of here, you filthy cur!” It was Cynthia’s voice, rasping and angry.


  Percy glanced up and saw his wife framed in light, staring down at him with outraged indignation.


  “Dear, I can explain everything,” Percy said, forgetting that he couldn’t speak anymore. He winced and ran about in confusion as his series of apologetic barks sounded in the silence.


  “Scat, get away, get out of here!” Cynthia cried.


  Sighing, Percy trotted across the lawn and slid into the shelter of the bushes at the corner of his lot. He turned about a few times, then settled down and watched his wife. His eyes were extremely sharp, he realized. He could see the anger in her face, the tight lines about her mouth, the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She was staring in his general direction, but couldn’t see him, he knew. Finally, after a few moments, she closed the window; the light disappeared and something like peace again settled over the neighborhood.


  Percy considered his position glumly. Obviously something quite catastrophic had happened to him: he had been turned into some sort of dog or wolf.


  It must have been the doings of the weird young man he had met at the bar. But he hadn’t met any young man at the bar. That whole incident was a hallucination if the bartender were to be believed. Percy shook his head worriedly. What was a man—or a dog—to believe?


  Percy heard a deep challenging Sound off to his left. He stiffened instantly, and felt the hairs rising on the back of his neck. A loud growl came from his throat.


  He saw a huge shape emerge from the shadows of his house and move toward him with stiff menacing steps. This was Killer, the next-door-neighbor’s huge and vicious airedale. Percy retreated deeper into the bushes, some ancient caution making him move stealthily, silently.


  If there was one object on earth which Percy hated with his entire soul it was this dog, Killer. Killer was owned by a big red-necked man who took a savage delight in his dog’s viciousness. Killer had chewed up all the dogs in the area and had frightened most of the children to death. Several times he had chased Percy down the block, and only a frantic lunge behind the gate to his property had saved Percy from losing a mouthful of his trousers. He had complained about it to the dog’s owner—Tom Benton—and had been laughed at for his trouble. Once Killer had chased him down the block and Tom Benton had stood on his porch roaring with delight at the spectacle.


  Now Killer was trotting toward him, and Percy could understand his low, savage growls.


  They said: “I belong here, you don’t. Whoever you are, I’m going to chase you away.”


  “I belong here more than you do,” Percy said. “You’re on my property right now, as a matter of fact.” Percy spoke with indignation, for he knew himself to be in the right; and his meaning was translated into a series of ominous growls.


  KILLER came to a slow halt, and every muscle in his massive frame was quivering with anticipation. He barked once, softly; and it was an invitation to battle.


  Percy felt very little fear of Tom Benton’s dog, and that struck him as odd. He got swiftly to his feet and trotted out of the bushes; and Killer lunged at him with the speed of a lightning bolt.


  But Percy, to his own surprise and delight, moved a great deal faster. He whirled away from Killer’s rush and slashed at his shoulder as the airedale skidded impotently past him. His long curved fangs tore deeply into Killer’s side, and he struck twice more before the other dog could turn again to the fight.


  Killer backed away cautiously, and Percy saw with pride that he stood at least three inches taller at the shoulder than the airedale, and outweighed him by some thirty pounds.


  “Come on and fight,” he said. “You’ve had a fine time chasing the tame puppies who live on the block. Now try it with someone your size.”


  He lunged at Killer, but the once-vicious dog wheeled in fright and scampered across the lawn toward his own house. The last Percy saw of him was his stubby tail disappearing over the fence.


  Percy chuckled to himself and returned to the comparative comfort of the shrubbery. That encounter had done him a world of good, he realized. For years he had wanted to get even with Killer, and now that score was paid in full.


  He put his long jaws between his paws and settled down comfortably. He didn’t know what to do with himself, so he rested quietly, because some instinct was warning him that he might need all his strength in the


  future.


  Finally he fell asleep . . .


  He woke with a start to see the first gray light of dawn breaking behind his house. With a start he scrambled to all fours and peered about; everything was deathly quiet and still. Very well! Confidently he started forward, intending to explore a bit; but he plunged awkwardly to the ground, his face striking the cold damp earth with painful force.


  Groggily, he sat up; and as he did he realized that he was once again wearing his human form. He stared dumbfoundedly at his arms and legs, studying them as if they were weird appendages he had never seen before.


  Well, this was queer, he thought! One minute a wolf, the next a human being. It was enough to make a man neurotic.


  Puzzled and apprehensive, Percy got to his feet and crossed the lawn to his house. He let himself in stealthily and tip-toed up to his room. Luckily he didn’t wake Cynthia. He crawled into his bed, wondering bleakly what tomorrow would bring. This was too painful a thought to contemplate, and he was desperately grateful when sleep finally came.


  AT breakfast the next morning Percy was heavy-lidded and exhausted. Cynthia sat across the dining table from him, an expression of grim disapproval on her face.


  “You expect me to believe you walked until three o’clock this morning? Come, I should think you could invent a more plausible excuse than that.”


  “But it’s the truth, dear. I—I was thinking and I forgot all about the time.”


  “And what were you thinking about that caused you to drift about for six hours like a zombie?”


  Percy had an inspiration. “I was thinking how pleasant it will be at the van Rensalers. I know you will look just stunning in riding clothes, and I was thinking that maybe I might pick them up for you today.” Cynthia, as is the case with most vain women, was not too discerning. Flattery never seemed anything but the barest truth to her and she seldom examined its source or motivation. She smiled at Percy, forgiving him a bit.


  “That was sweet of you,” she said. “Most women would be worried if their husbands stayed out all night. But I wasn’t. Not really.”


  “No? Why not?”


  Cynthia laughed musically. “I know you too well. You’re no wolf, my dear,”


  Percy saw Tom Benton standing on his porch as he left for work.


  “Hello there, how’s that puppy of yours?” he called cheerfully.


  Tom Benton came down his porch steps shaking his head. “Something got Killer last night,” he said, with awe in his voice. “Poor devil’s all cut up. Must have been a puma or something.”


  Percy looked full into Tom Benton\s cruel piggish eyes and laughed aloud.


  “The nearest pumas are eight hundred miles away,” he said. “You’d better keep your dog on a leash after this. It was probably a pomeranian that got after him.”


  With another cheerful laugh he strolled off to catch his train.


  CHAPTER II


  THE VAN RENSALERS lived in a stately home surrounded by many acres of rolling wooded land. Everything that met the eye on their estate was of the finest quality; a testament to the inspired thievery of old Nelson van Rensaler, the founder of the clan, who had made the money to support the six following generations by selling rotgut liquor to the Indians and stealing land from ignorant immigrants.


  The current head of the clan was young Tony van Rensaler, a lissom alcoholic who was married to a showy blonde whose only interesting characteristic was a penchant for knick-knacks and jewelry that belonged to someone else. Cheryl van Rensaler was also a flagrant dipsomaniac, but her indiscretions had been carefully hushed up through the potent power of the van Rensaler name and money.


  Percy and Cynthia drove up to the entrance of their home on a spectacular autumn morning. The trees were a riot of colors, ranging from pale gold to the deepest purple. Above, a lambent sun poured a warm benediction over the countryside. It shone brightly on the buttons of the footmen and gilded the silver hair of the butler as they came forward to help Percy and Cynthia from their car and welcome them to Shady Manor, the name of the van Rensaler country seat.’


  Inside the vast foyer Tony van Rensaler was waiting to greet them. He was a thin young man with lank blond hair and bloodshot eyes. With him was a huge heavy-shouldered man with bright confident eyes and square handsome features. His name was Dwight Dinsmore.


  It was Dinsmore who grasped Percy’s hand in a bone-crushing grip and shook his arm until Percy heard his shoulder joint creaking a protest. Dwight Dinsmore was the hearty muscular outdoorsy type—a type Percy found very depressing.


  But Cynthia brightened noticeably as he took her hand. “I’ve heard of you, I believe. You’re the famous gentleman jockey and hunter, aren’t you?”


  Dwight Dinsmore smiled modestly.


  “It’s good of you to put it that way. Do you hunt?”


  Tony van Rensaler glanced at Percy. “Care for a drink, old man? I’ve got a foul head and need a few jolts to make it behave.”


  “I—I don’t think so,” Percy said. “Well, I’ll join you all later.”


  “I’ve never really hunted,” Cynthia was saying to Dwight Dinsmore. She looked as if she were ready to crawl into his pocket, Percy thought.


  “You’ll get your baptism tomorrow morning then,” Dwight said, with relish. “There’s a fox in this country that I’m just aching to run down.”


  “Is he vicious?” Percy asked with obvious innocence.


  Dwight Dinsmore glanced at him with a frown. “No, of course not. But it’s sport, don’t you see? To chase one of those little red devils for miles and miles, and then run him into the ground and watch the hounds get him—” Dwight Dinsmore let out his breath happily. “Brother, that’s a thrill.”


  “I can imagine,” Percy murmured. “Would you like to look over the horses now?” Dwight said eagerly. He was speaking only to Cynthia, Percy knew.


  “I’d be delighted. Percy, see about our things, will you? I’ll be back in an hour or so.”


  “Yes, of course,” Percy said. He was glad to get away from Dinsmore, the bloody savage; and he didn’t care very much what Cynthia did.


  They hurried off, Dinsmore holding Cynthia’s arm protectively.


  THE footman took Percy’s and Cynthia’s things upstairs. Percy changed into a tweed jacket and went back downstairs. He found a huge library on the first floor and slipped into its cloistered coolness with a feeling of gratitude. He was sure that here in the peaceful society of books he would be safe from Dinsmore and his host.


  But he didn’t have the place to himself, he noticed with a pang of disappointment. There was a girl sitting by the window reading. She glanced up at him and Percy noted there seemed to be a touch of disappointment in her face.


  “You probably lost your way,” she said. “The bar is down the hall to the right.”


  “I wasn’t looking for the bar,” Percy said.


  “No? Perhaps you wanted the game room or the swimming pool.”


  “As a matter of fact I wanted to read a book,” Percy said. He was slightly piqued at the girl’s assumption that he was either after games or liquor.


  “Well, this is a surprise,” the girl said, putting down her book. She was a plain looking girl with soft brown hair and gentle eyes.


  “The people here don’t care much for books, is that it?” Percy said.


  “That’s quite an understatement.” The girl smiled. “My name is Elma Wilson. Forgive me for the way I talked to you.”


  “Certainly. I’m Percy Pettibone. I won’t disturb you by reading here, will I?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Thank you.” Percy went to the shelves, selected a volume on medieval architecture, which was once one of his hobbies, and settled down in a chair opposite the girl. They read in silence for a few moments, and then the girl said: “Are you down for the hunting tomorrow?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you like fox-hunting?”


  “I’ve never tried it, actually. But I’m sure I won’t. It seems a foolish and vicious business.”


  “Well, why are you going then?”


  “My wife is very keen on it,” Percy said.


  “Oh, your wife.” The girl put a lot into the words. “I hate it, but I’m a poor relation so my opinion doesn’t matter much.”


  “That’s too bad.”


  “Oh, I don’t mind. Being a poor relation, that is.”


  “Well, that’s not what I meant. I meant it’s too bad your opinion doesn’t matter.”


  “You don’t seem like the others who come down here,” the girl said, regarding him with a curious expression.


  “Well, frankly, you don’t seem like the rest of the people here either,” Percy said. He had a warm and friendly feeling toward this girl. He felt he could talk to her with his defenses down. She wouldn’t laugh at him, or mock him for being sincere.


  “That’s a very nice thing to know,” she said, and smiled.


  THEY both put their books aside after that and talked for the next hour or so. Percy hadn’t enjoyed himself so much in years. Elma Wilson was informed and intelligent. She didn’t chatter about clothes or gossip about friends. They talked about literature, politics and art. They had a fine time.


  It came to an end when the door opened and Dwight Dinsmore and Cynthia entered. They carried drinks and were laughing wildly about something or other. The peace of the library fled instantly.


  “Well, well, I told your wife we’d find you in here,” Dwight Dinsmore said. His normal tone was a cross between a school yell and the shout of a First Sergeant. “Yes sir, you seemed the bookish type to me. I can spot people right off.”


  “Percy, introduce us to your friend,” Cynthia said, regarding Elma Wilson with poorly disguised contempt “Are you also the bookish type, my dear?”


  “Possibly,” Elma said, smiling. “What type are you?”


  “Well, thank heavens I’m not the bookish type.”


  “I wouldn’t have suspected that you were.”


  “What do you get out of reading books all the time?” Cynthia said.


  “Now that’s a sensible question,” Dwight Dinsmore said. “What the devil do you get out of books?”


  “Perhaps if you tried one—or had a kind friend read one to you—you might find out,” Elma said, standing. She smiled at Percy. “It’s very pleasant talking with you. We’ll see each other around, I’m sure.”


  When she had gone, Cynthia glared suspiciously at Percy. “I don’t like that girl, you know.”


  “Wet blanket,” Dwight Dinsmore said with an emphatic shake of his head.


  Percy felt strangely angry. “She’s a charming, civilized person,” he said heatedly. “How did you expect her to react after treating her as an idiot simply because she’s interested in books?”


  “Percy is always defending underdogs,” Cynthia said, smiling at Dinsmore. “Likes attract, I suppose.”


  “I’ve got no use for underdogs,” Dinsmore said heartily. “Most of them are whining cowards. I like red-blooded men. Now you take hunting—that shows, a man up in his true colors. You’ll see tomorrow, Pettibone.” Percy could only nod glumly.


  That night there was a large dinner at which Percy met Mrs. van Rensaler and the other guests. Everyone was quite drunk by nine o’clock, and the great house resounded with the squeals of women being chased from room to room, and occasional bickerings that broke out among the men. He didn’t see Elma Wilson about, nor did he see much of Cynthia. She was off in the garden somewhere with Dinsmore, he knew. They were drifting toward an affair, but Percy hardly cared. He wandered around until ten o’clock, feeling lonely and bored; and then he slipped upstairs to his room.


  Lying in bed and staring out the open window at the dark moonless sky, he thought about tomorrow. He wondered almost nostalgically if he would ever again turn into a wolf. That had been good fun. Then he rebuked himself sharply. That simply hadn’t happened. It had been his imagination, or the unaccustomed drink he’d taken. Still—what about Benton’s dog? Something had chewed him up. Percy pulled the covers up to his chin uneasily, and finally drifted into a troubled sleep. He dreamed that Dinsmore was a great ugly bulldog and that he was a wolf who chased him all over the place.


  CHAPTER III


  THE next morning Percy woke when the first weak rays of the sun entered the room. It was five o’clock, and Cynthia, he saw, was still sleeping soundly. He got out of bed quietly, and after shaving and showering, dressed and tip-toed from the room. He went downstairs and wandered outside. The day would be a beautiful one, he saw. Everywhere was the mark of Nature’s glory—in the flowers, the trees, the clean cool air, the sparkling green grass.


  Percy wandered through gardens to the rear of the house and stood looking gloomily at the distant stables. He felt tired and depressed; all his energies were gone. Today he would be expected to climb onto a great rearing horse and go galloping about the countryside in pursuit of a half-tame fox. That was the way the people here repaid Nature for the glories she surrounded them with—by wanton killings.


  He remembered that Elma Wilson hadn’t liked the prospects of fox-hunting either. Percy wished he could chuck the hunting and spend the day with her, walking through the woods perhaps, or reading beside a soft-voiced stream. Why couldn’t he? he wondered dispiritedly. Where was his courage, his convictions?


  There was no answer to those questions. Percy had deferred to his wife so long that there was no spark of rebellion in his breast.


  Percy strolled across the expansive grounds behind the house, passing greenhouses and kennels until he came to the stables. They were freshly painted in white with green trim on the huge double doors. The doors were open so Percy entered cautiously and peered about, entranced by the huge size of the place and by the horses which stood with their heads emerging from their stalls and staring at him nervously. One or two of them neighed shrilly and several began kicking the backs of the stalls and tossing their great heads in excitement.


  “Whoa!” Percy muttered uneasily. “Take it easy, boys.”


  Suddenly a stall gate swung open and a horse plunged out into the wide corridor that ran between the stalls. Percy bleated in fear and ran—away from the open door at his back. This was not a wise maneuver since it put him on a straight-away with the horse charging at his heels. He heard the frightening drumming of the horses’ hooves at his back, heard them coming closer, with each instant, and in his mind he saw himself trampled into the sawdust beneath those churning iron studded feet.


  Then, from somewhere, he found a new speed in his legs; he raced over the ground like a thunderbolt. Ahead loomed the doors at the far end of the stables; and they were closed. Percy skidded to a stop before them, and wheeled about in panic; but as he whirled he caught sight of something that caused his heart to hammer with excitement and fear.


  Percy saw a tail!


  Yes, there was no doubt about it, he realized, spinning about in a circle. He had a tail, and he was down on all fours again. The conclusion was inescapable; he had turned into a wolf.


  THERE were compensations for every circumstance, Percy thought with impressive detachment. Now the charging horse was no longer a problem. The great animal had reared in fright at the sight of the wolf, and while he was still pawing the air with his hooves, Percy shot between his legs and trotted out of the stable. He circled the yard once, wondering aimlessly what to do, and then he became aware of a great commotion in the kennels. The dogs were tearing about madly and giving tongue with every ounce of lung power they owned. Percy realized intuitively that he was the source of their excitement. Obviously they had got his scent and knew him to be something alien and strange. Their racial memories were coming awake at the presence of an ancient and dreaded enemy.


  Well, that wouldn’t do at all, Percy realized. There was no course left to him but the one of discretion, so he trotted away from the van Rensalers and headed for the welcoming fastness of the woods he could see in the distance. He covered the meadows and fields at full speed, and his long lithe form was only a gray blur streaking through the tall grass. Once in the comforting gloom of the woods he slowed down to a jogging, ground-devouring trot. He was enjoying himself immensely, he decided. It was grand to feel strong and resourceful.


  He drank from a flowing stream and settled in a thicket about half a mile away. His eyes were wonderfully sharp. He watched a finch building a nest, and he could have counted each twig and blade that was used in the job. He watched two ants fighting on a leaf a hundred feet in the air, and he could tell the moment one of the adversaries landed a mortal blow. His ears were incredibly sharp, too. He heard worms crawling under the ground, and the steady beat of a bird’s wings high in the air, and the billion other significant noises of the forest.


  The sun climbed slowly into the sky, and Percy rested, confused and uncertain about what had happened to him, but withal, oddly at peace . . .


  Another sound drifted through the air, and Percy’s long ears straightened sharply. It was an ominous chilling sound, and it was coming steadily closer. He recognized it immediately as the baying of hounds on a scent and he knew it meant danger.


  Scrambling to his feet he trotted from the protective thicket and moved about in circles, testing the wind with his nose, and drawing a fix on the hounds with his sensitive ears. These wonderful instruments allowed him to plot the position and course of the hound-pack with the certitude of a navigator equipped with quadrant and compass.


  The hounds were setting out from the van Rensaler estate now, followed by a troop of men and women on horseback. They weren’t coming directly toward him, he knew; they were setting a course that would take them past him by at least half a mile. Encouraged, Percy trotted swiftly back to the edge of the forest where he had a view of the fields and meadows surrounding the van Rensaler home. He paused in the concealment of a heavy bush, his body immobile as a figure cut from wood, and watched the pack of dogs and horses tearing across the countryside. There were sixteen dogs, all of them lean spotted setters, and behind them came a dozen horsemen and horsewomen. Percy saw that Dwight Dinsmore was leading the group. He was riding recklessly, defiantly, in the tradition of a great horseman, and his crop rose and fell on the flanks of his horse with the regularity of a metronome.


  Percy wished fervently that he would fall and break his neck. But that didn’t seem likely. Dinsmore was too good for that. Suddenly he caught another scent in the wind. He swung his head about in that direction and saw a small brown fox tearing along about a mile ahead of the hounds. The fox was heading for the woods and seemed likely to enter them about a mile from where Percy was crouching at the moment. The fox wasn’t in the best of situations, Percy realized. The hounds were gaining on him swiftly, and now that they had him in sight it would be difficult for the fox to lose them.


  Percy’s anger at Dinsmore and this whole brutal business grew swiftly. He knew there was little he could do, but at least he might provide some moral support for the harried fox.


  TURNING swiftly, he dashed into the forest and raced ahead on a course that would intercept the fox. He covered the half mile or so in slightly more than a minute and came to a stop in a tiny clearing. His ears told him the fox was approaching, and they also told him that the hounds were converging swiftly on this place.


  The fox, a beautiful, tiny, but harried-looking animal, shot into the clearing in a matter of seconds. He slid to a surprised and desperate stop when he saw Percy.


  “Relax, I’m a friend,” Percy said. His barks were meaningless to him, but obviously they got his point across. The fox trotted toward him warily. He barked sharply, and Percy got his message; “Where in hell did you come from?”


  “Never mind that. Let’s shake those dogs.”


  “I’m all for it. You got any ideas?”


  “No.”


  “Then follow me.”


  The fox dashed across the clearing and into the woods, with Percy at his tail. They ran to the stream and followed it for several hundred yards, splashing through the shallow water near the bank. The fox swam across the stream at its widest point, and Percy joined him as swiftly as he could. They shook the water from their fur, and plunged into the trees again.


  “That’ll slow ’em down,” the fox barked over his shoulder. “Bunch of dim-witted dogs if I ever saw one. They couldn’t find me in their own kennels.”


  But his optimism wasn’t justified by the events of the next hour. Urged on by Dinsmore the hounds kept on their trail, driving them through the forest, across meadows, up and down hills, until they were both panting with exhaustion.


  The fox was brilliant and clever, Percy realized, but at the moment it didn’t seem that his wits would be enough to save them. They toiled up a steep hill and below them in the fields, the hounds and hunters raced along their trail, barking and yelling with the expectation of the kill.


  The fox paused wearily at the crest of the hill, his flanks heaving with exertion.


  “I’m all done,” he said, with a gasping bark. “What do them dogs get out of this anyway? Why don’t they let me alone?”


  “We can’t give up yet,” Percy said. He looked ahead and saw that their present course would lead them into a narrow canyon.


  “Any way out of there?” he asked. The fox leaped into the air with sudden excitement. “I’m getting soft in the head!” he cried. “There’s a tiny tunnel at the end of the canyon. I can get through but the dogs can’t. Come on!”


  “Hey, wait a minute. What about me?”


  The fox paused, studying Percy’s huge size. “No, I guess that’s out. You’d never make it.”


  “Well, you go ahead.”


  “No, we’re in this together,” the fox said unhappily.


  Percy stared at the canyon, and its sweeping walls for a few seconds, and suddenly an idea hit him with the force of a loaded club.


  “I got it, I got it!” he cried. “You lead the pack into the canyon. Never mind about me. I’ll fix ’em all right if you can get them into that draw.”


  “That’s easy. I’ll wait here a few more minutes until they’re sure to see me. What are you going to do?”


  “‘Never mind. You just get them into that canyon.”


  PERCY ran off, grinning happily.


  He skirted the mouth of the canyon and scrambled up to a point where he was overlooking its narrow entrance. From here he could see the fox, a tiny figure on the table before the, canyon, and below him the noisy hounds and hunters charging up the hill.


  The fox pranced about impudently in full sight of the onrushing pack, and then when they had been inflamed to a frenzy by this sight of their quarry, he wheeled and raced into the canyon. Soon the first of the hounds crested the hills and bounded on into the canyon, baying madly. Others followed. Then came the horsemen.


  Percy saw Dwight Dinsmore urging his horse brutally. He raised himself in his stirrups and waved an encouraging arm to the other hunters.


  “We’ve got him penned in here,” he bawled at the top of his voice. That delighted him, obviously; his voice dripped with passion and excitement.


  Dinsmore dashed into the canyon after the hounds, and the remaining horsemen followed him at the same break-neck speed. Percy saw Cynthia in the rear group. She was having a fine time too, he decided. Her lips were flattened over her teeth, and the expression on her face was cruel and triumphant.


  “Now let’s see how you enjoy a taste of the same medicine,” Percy thought with pleasure.


  He trotted to the edge of the precipice overlooking the canyon and peered down. The hounds and hunters were several hundred yards into the narrow chasm, and ahead of them he saw the fox hurtling along like a red streak.


  Percy turned about and began to scratch furiously at the rocky ground with his hind paws. A trickle of pebbles cascaded over the edge and bounded down the side of the canyon. They dislodged larger pebbles and stones, which in turn joined the growing stream falling and sliding into the canyon.


  Percy redoubled his efforts. Stones and rocks flew out from beneath his churning paws, and suddenly he heard a loud ominous roar. Turning he peered into the canyon and saw that a large boulder had broken from the sidewall and was crashing into the mouth of the canyon. Another followed, and then, before Percy’s delighted eyes, several tons of dirt and rock slid away and dropped into the canyon with the cannonading roar of artillery. That was the start. For the next two minutes earth and rock plunged downward in a very impressive landslide, and when the dust eventually began to settle, the entrance to the narrow canyon was plugged with a small mountain of boulders.


  Pleased by his work, Percy trotted along the rim of the canyon and studied the reaction of the hounds and hunters trapped by the avalanche. The hounds were taking it pretty well, he saw. There was no sign of the fox, and they were circling anxiously and baying in confusion. The hunters were considerably more perturbed.


  Their voices floated up to Percy.


  “There’s been a landslide!”


  “We’re trapped!”


  “Don’t lose your heads. I’ve been through worse things than this and come out top-hole.” (That was Dinsmore playing the man of action to the hilt, Percy thought.)


  Percy barked triumphantly. He was answered by a shriller but equally happy bark, and, turning, he saw the fox trotting toward him with a wide grin on his face.


  “Well, it worked like a charm,” the fox said. “That’s a neat trick, if I ever saw one. Most wolves are pretty dull, but you’re different, my friend.”


  “Well, thanks.”


  They studied the trapped pack for the next fifteen minutes, laughing heartily over their explanations of how the landslide had occurred and sneering at their attempts to rescue themselves.


  Finally the fox tired of such sport. He thanked Percy profusely for his help, promised to do him a good turn if the chance occurred, and trotted off, tail set at a cocky angle.


  Percy went slowly back toward the van Rensaler home. There was no reason for him to choose that as a destination, but it was as good a place as another. He paused at the stream that ran through their property and drank thirstily, his face plunged deeply into the cold clear water. When he had his fill he smacked his lips, and opened his eyes.


  And got a shock!


  Staring at him from the water was the pale serious face of Percy Pettibone!


  Yes, it had happened again, he realized. He was back in the old body. Standing, he peered at his arms and legs, flexed his fingers, and scratched his head. Yes, everything was okay. But this was getting tiresome. Now a wolf, now a man! It just wasn’t natural. Percy wondered gloomily why he had been chosen for this on-again-off-again comedy of mutation. He had a strong feeling now that the sinister young man he’d met at the bar could answer that question.


  He trudged the remaining mile to the van Rensaler’s in a dispirited frame of mind.


  CHAPTER IV


  THE PLACE was deserted except for servants. Percy went up to his room, showered and changed because he’d had an exhausting morning, and then went down to the dining room where an elaborate hunt breakfast was laid out on sideboards.


  Percy was keenly hungry, and there was enough food around to take care of a famished battalion. Kippered herring, livers in wine and butter sauce, bacon, sausage, eggs, and mounds of toast and biscuits were stacked invitingly on all sides of the room, and three impassive, white-jacketed servants stood ready to serve.


  “Was it a good hunt, sir?” one of them asked Percy respectfully,


  “Not bad at all,” Percy said, helping himself to another egg.


  “Did you trap the quarry?” the servant asked, with a subservient twinkle in his eye.


  “Oh yes, we trapped them all right.” Percy smiled and nibbled at a chicken liver.


  “ ‘Them’ sir? Was there more than one?”


  “Oh, yes indeed. There was quite a pack.”


  “I say, that must have been exciting, sir. Are the others coming in soon?”


  “That’s hard to say,” Percy said reflectively. “They were talking about it when I left them I”


  “I daresay they’ll be along shortly.”


  “Well, you never can tell,” Percy said. “Hunting’s a precarious business.” He winked cheerfully at the servant and went on with his breakfast.


  Afterward he strolled outside. Aimlessly he wandered through the gardens. He heard the murmur of the stream and turned in that direction. When he got to the bank he realized that he had unconsciously made an excellent decision, for Elma Wilson was sitting there on a stool and applying paint to a canvas tacked to a three-legged easel.


  “Hello there,” he said. “‘Not intruding, am I?”


  “Oh, hello. No, not at all. How was the hunt?”


  “Not quite what I expected,” Percy said truthfully. “Mind if I watch you work?”


  “Of course not.”


  PERCY sat down with his back to a tree and lit his pipe. It was peaceful and quiet along the stream. Sunlight fell in dappled patterns through the leaves and there was a pleasant smell of earth and water in the air.


  Elma Wilson frowned hard as she painted. She was doing a view of the bend of the stream, and it wasn’t bad. It was simple and unpretentious, aspiring to nothing more nor less than was in the subject.


  She wore a white linen dress and moccasins. Her arms and legs were bare, brown and slimly graceful.


  They talked as she worked—idle, non-demanding talk—and Percy found himself relaxing from the tensions that had beset him the past few days. He wished he could tell her about the amazing transformations that had been coming over him, but he dreaded disrupting this peaceful and delightful interlude. He felt she would understand what had happened to him and would listen to him intelligently. She was a tolerant, sympathetic person, he knew.


  A sketch pad was beside him on the ground, so he picked it up, took a broad pencil from his pocket and began making a picture of her. When he finished he found somewhat to his confusion that she was watching him with a little smile.


  “How did I turn out?” she said. “I’m sorry. I should have asked your permission first.”


  “Nonsense. There’s, a sort of exchange privilege among artists. May I see it?”


  “You mightn’t like it.”


  “Well, I’ll say so if I don’t,” she said, smiling.


  She studied the sketch for a few moments. Her expression was thoughtful. Finally she looked at him and said, “You’re an artist, of course. I mean a real one.”


  “Thank you,” Percy said, flushing with pleasure.


  “I don’t quite understand you,” she said. “This is wonderful work, I know. But you’re in the advertising business, I understand.”


  “Well, there’s not too much market for art today,” Percy said. “I have to eat.”


  “And go fox hunting?”


  “You’re right, of course. I just don’t have the courage to chuck everything and paint. I’d like to, but—”


  “It’s not my affair. I’m sorry I brought it up.”


  She turned to her easel and began folding the legs. Percy moved to help her and their hands brushed together lightly. For an instant they looked at each other, and then Elma colored and turned away from him.


  They walked back to the house in self-conscious silence.


  THE hunters showed up at two-thirty in the afternoon. They were tired, crabby and hungry. The horses were still penned up in the canyon, and grooms were dispatched with picks and shovels to clear the entrance.


  Cynthia was in a simmering rage. Her lips tightened when she saw Percy and Elma.


  “Where were you this morning?” she demanded of Percy. “Why did you run out on the hunting?”


  “Well, it wasn’t a bad idea, it seems, considering all the trouble you people got into,” Percy said. For some reason he felt more confident in his attitude toward his wife. This didn’t escape Cynthia. She looked quickly from Percy to Elma, and made a shrewd guess as to the source of his new strength.


  Dwight Dinsmore approached them, drink in hand. He was tired, sweaty and confused. “I’ll get that wolf if I have to spend the rest of my life here,” he bellowed. “Hear about the wolf, Pettibone?” he said, turning to Percy. “Biggest damn animal ever seen in these parts.”


  “My, my,” Percy said. “And he got away?”


  “Yes,” but I have a feeling he’s nearby.”


  “You may be quite right.”


  “I’d have dropped him if I had a gun with me,” Dinsmore said. “Tomorrow will be another story, believe me.”


  “I want to help you,” Cynthia said grimly.


  “Good girl!” Dinsmore said, patting her shoulder. “You’ve got the killer instinct, all right.” It was his highest compliment.


  Later, when they had gone to their room, Cynthia lit a cigarette and said casually to Percy: “You aren’t carrying on with that washed-out Wilson girl, are you?”


  “That’s a ridiculous thing to say.”


  “You never can tell.” Cynthia smiled and blew a languid plume of smoke in the air. “You’ve never shown any interest in that direction before, but there’s always a first time.”


  “You’re a fine one to be talking.” Percy said, suddenly defiant. “How about you and that roaring ass. Dinsmore?”


  “Well, how about us?” Cynthia said, and laughed lightly. “Your suspicions, I am pleased to tell you, are thoroughly justified. This isn’t the first time by any means.”


  “I’m not very surprised,” Percy said.


  “But I don’t intend to let you get out of hand, my dear. You see a stable, outwardly serene marriage, is very important to me. It makes me much more attractive to men. It provides a very safe framework within which to operate. So don’t make any more calf-eyes at that Wilson creature. I’ll be forced to embarrass her quite ruthlessly, if you do. After all, the injured wife always gets a great deal of sympathy, you know.”


  “You leave her alone,” Percy said, trembling with a strange anger.


  “I will if you do,” Cynthia said sweetly. “Now, you must excuse me. I have a date with Dwight.”


  SHE left the room and Percy slumped into a chair, exhausted and distressed. He knew that Cynthia was perfectly capable of putting her threat into action, which meant he mustn’t see Elma Wilson at all for the rest of their stay here. He couldn’t stand the thought of dragging her into an embarrassing mess.


  Harassed and troubled to the point of desperation, Percy fell into fitful sleep. He dreamed a series of wild dreams, and woke finally, cold and trembling.


  He got to his feet and headed for the bathroom with the thought of splashing cold water over his face.


  And then he realized that he was trotting!


  He whirled about in a circle, his claws digging into the thick pile of the rug, and saw his ropy tail waving like a banner. His heart was hammering with terror. He was caught, trapped! The welcome fastness of the fields and forests were far away. He would be shot down like a dog. No, like a wolf.


  He ran to the windows and stood on his hind legs to peer out. It was a long sheer drop to the ground, and anyway, the windows were closed tight. His paws would be unable to open them. He dropped back to the floor and, turning, saw that the door was open. Cynthia hadn’t closed it firmly as she left. A ray of hope broke through his gloom. He was out the door in a flash and loping down the hallway to the stairs. Pausing at the head of the stairs he peered into the foyer and saw that it was empty. But the great front door was securely closed.


  Have to find another exit, he thought. He scampered down the steps and slid crazily as his paws struck the marble floor. Getting up, he looked about hopelessly and helplessly, and then slunk down the wide corridor that led to the dining room. He could hear voices coming from there. The hunters were having their long deferred breakfast, obviously.


  Percy peered in at them. There were sixteen or eighteen persons in the long dining room. Dinsmore was helping Cynthia to kippered herring, Percy saw, and his host and hostess, the van Rensalers, were quarreling about something or other in bored voices.


  Dinsmore was saying heartily, “I tell you, my dear, if I saw that wolf I’d strangle it with my bare hands.”


  And just at that moment a blonde girl saw Percy. She dropped her plate and began screaming. Heads turned and instantly the room was in bedlam.


  Percy had no choice but to chance a wild and bold breakthrough. He dashed into the room, leaped a serving table and headed for the open French doors. Dwight Dinsmore, he saw from a corner of his eye, was leaping for a rifle that was leaning against the wall.


  Percy ran down the porch steps and streaked through the rear gardens, past the kennels, where the dogs immediately set up a frantic howling, past the stables, and finally hit the broad open meadows that surrounded the van Rensaler home.


  A GLANCE over his shoulder showed him that Dinsmore was running toward the stables with the rifle in his hands, and after him came Cynthia. Percy redoubled his speed. He had to make the woods before Dinsmore had a shot at him; but his luck was running out. Dinsmore was already in the saddle and plunging across the meadow to intercept him before he could get to the woods. Percy was forced to give up the attempt to reach the forest. He cut off on a right angle and dashed for hilly country.


  A bullet whizzed past him, cutting the air spitefully; and then he heard the report of the gun. It shook him with terror. The grass was fortunately high enough to provide some cover, and it made Dinsmore’s shooting difficult.


  Two more shots screamed past him, and then Percy was in the rocky foothills where the were boulders to hide; he had to get away. And that meant going up the rocky face of the hill and exposing himself to Dinsmore’s fire.


  He scrambled up the scaly sides of the hill, zig-zagging desperately; and Dinsmore’s bullets slammed into the rock causing splintered fragments to carom wildly through the air.


  Percy reached the crest of the hill, panting and tired. He plunged the last ten feet in a wild dash, and then he was safe for a moment as the top of the hill was between him and Dinsmore. But it was only a momentary safety. He could hear the horses coming up the side of the mountain, and he heard Dinsmore and Cynthia shouting to them for even greater efforts.


  He gathered together what was left of his strength and dashed on across the plateau on top of the hill. Ahead he saw a narrow wooden bridge that had been built across a deep chasm. He headed for it with all his speed.


  Crossing it a few seconds later, Percy saw something that brought a surge of hope to his tired heart. The wooden beams on the far side of the bridge were splintered and sagging; the bridge trembled precariously from his comparatively light weight. It wouldn’t hold two horses with their riders, he thought exultantly.


  Cynthia and Dinsmore would wind up on the rocks two hundred feet below the bridge.


  And that was just fine, Percy thought grimly, as he raced across the bridge and headed for a clump of bushes a few hundred feet from the chasm. They were out to kill him without mercy. Why should he be different? Not only were they prepared to kill him as a wolf, they were ready to destroy him as a human being. Cynthia with her cynical idea of marriage; Dinsmore, equally cynical, moving in on her without qualms. They were a precious pair, destructive, amoral, vicious; and they wouldn’t be missed.


  Reaching the bushes, he turned to watch the bridge. Dinsmore and Cynthia came into sight then, spurring their horses on shouts and yells.


  Even at that distance, Percy could see the cruelty in their expressions, the wanton inhumanity in every line of their bodies.


  And he knew then, somewhat sorrowfully, that he couldn’t go through with his plan. He couldn’t let them die. They might be selfish, inhuman, and vicious; but that didn’t give him the right to act that way also. An honest man did what was right, because of his convictions; not what was wrong because others behaved wrongly.


  Percy knew he had to stop them from crossing the bridge. He trotted out from the bushes and ran forward, barking wildly.


  DINSMORE pumped a shot at him; Cynthia squealed with excitement and anticipation.


  Percy flattened himself on his belly with the slim hope of providing a less easy target, and continued to bark a warning at the onrushing horses.


  But his efforts were unavailing. Seeing that they weren’t stopping, Percy dashed onto the creaking bridge, hurling himself at the horses’ churning hooves. He hoped to frighten them into turning back, but they were caught with the passion and anger of their riders by now and nothing but a solid stone wall could stop them.


  They thundered onto the weakened bridge, and the supports shuddered once and then snapped with an ominous roar.


  Percy wheeled with desperate speed and dashed up the collapsing bridge. He heard a hoarse bellow from Dinsmore and a scream from Cynthia, and they merged with the bleating cries from the horses and the rendering noise from the bridge timbers,


  Percy’s hind legs found a firm support, and he put all his strength into one giant leap that carried him off the bridge and up to the edge of the chasm. His front paws caught the ground, and his rear paws clawed at the side of the canyon frantically, and then he got up and over and onto level earth. He turned and looked over the edge of the precipice; two horses and two riders lay motionless on the rocky ground far below, their bodies intertangled with the wreckage of the bridge.


  He turned away sorrowfully, tiredly, and then his ears pricked up as he heard a light, mocking laugh. Wheeling toward the sound he saw a lean, dark-haired young man sauntering toward him from the edge of the woods. The young man wore a corduroy jacket with tweed trousers, and carried a haversack on his back. He swung a gnarled stick jauntily as he approached Percy. There was the look of the open fields about him, but his eyes were odd; they were the eyes of a devil or saint. Percy recognized him then; he was the Mr.


  Black he had met in the taproom such a seemingly long, long time ago.


  “Well, let us see what you did with your freedom,” Mr. Black said in a bantering tone. “Have you used it wisely? Are you free and happy now? No, I didn’t think so.” Mr. Black stared down at Percy and a small disappointed smile lurked about the corners of his mouth. “You might have been free if you hadn’t tried to stop them from dying. But your conscience got the better of you. You are still helplessly bound by the stifling coils of decency. I see no hope for you at all. Still, I had to try you out. Sometimes my little experiments work very well. Other times they are shockingly disappointing.” He sighed and waved his stick at Percy, and Percy suddenly found himself on his hands and knees, back to his normal self again. Rather wearily he got to his feet and dusted off his trousers.


  “Why did you choose me?” he asked.


  Mr. Black shrugged. “Experience has taught me that no one is quite so evil, as a once-good man. I thought you might be developed into something quite spectacular. Even a werewolf, with luck.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Oh, come now. Let’s don’t be silly. You know well enough who I am. You won’t admit it, and neither will your scientists or philosophers. Even your churches are beginning to deny my existence. That only makes my work easier.”


  Percy stared into deep mocking eyes—those eyes of a saint or a devil—and knew with whom he was dealing.


  “That’s better,” Mr. Black said. “Goodby my friend. You have some happiness ahead of you, I think. It won’t come easy, but it may come if you work at it.”


  He waved genially to Percy and strolled back to the woods, and his thin lithe figure was soon lost among the trees.


  Percy stood alone in the suddenly chill air, shaken and frightened. Then he thought of Elma and squared his shoulders resolutely and started out on the long trip to her.


  THE SECRET OF JOHN MARSH


  First published in the September 1951 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Sometimes a wife can get on your nerves. But John Marsh knew how he could get away. What he didn’t know was how to get back . . .


  TROUBLE, John Marsh thought, as he came down the stairs that morning and saw his wife in the dining room. Irene didn’t join him for breakfast unless she had a reason—and such reasons usually meant—trouble.


  For an instant he thought of his secret, as he usually did when life got unpleasant, and then, feeling slightly, better, he walked into the room.


  “Good morning,” he said, and kissed her on the cheek.


  “Good morning, John,” she said. She didn’t withdraw from him, but he always got the impression that she might at any moment. It was something about the way she held her shoulders, he had decided a long time ago.


  He sat down facing her and spread his napkin. “Looks like a nice day,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  The early Spring sunlight that streamed through the windows was very flattering to his wife’s blonde loveliness. She was a slim, petite woman with deep violet eyes and features as delicately wrought as a fine work of art. Her blue silk house coat was knotted snugly about her slender waist, and her make-up and hair were in perfect order. John Marsh had never seen her mussed up or disarranged in the nine years of their marriage.


  She was always cool, immaculate, and self-controlled and, while she’d never said so, he knew that she was faintly contemptuous of people who let themselves be dominated by passionate emotions.


  They had no children.


  “Coffee?” she asked.


  “Yes, dear.”


  He watched her as she poured, noting with objective interest the turn of her wrist and the way she sat in her chair, erect and yet graceful.


  A small resentment tugged at him. She did very little but take care of her own body, so it wasn’t surprising that-she was always such a picture of charm. The money she spent every week on beauty care and massages would have fed a normal family for the same length of time.


  “John, there’s something I wish to talk to you about,” she said, as he took the cup of coffee from her hand.


  “Yes, dear?” Here it came.


  “The Prescotts have a gardener this year,” she said.


  THE PRESCOTTS lived across the street from them in the same sort of smart suburban home. They seemed to be pleasant people. Jim Prescott was in banking.


  “Yes?” he said, glancing inquiringly at his wife.


  “Well, don’t you see? You simply can’t take care of the lawn yourself this summer.”


  “But, dear, I enjoy taking care of the lawn. It’s the only exercise I get.”


  “That’s because you have that odd idea about golf.”


  John was accustomed to his wife’s truly spectacular conversational agility, and the gazelle-like speed with which she could dodge the point of an argument. He sighed and put down his fork. “I don’t play golf, dear, because I can’t afford greens-fees and locker room expenses every week.”


  “You never think of me. How can I live here at all if everyone knows you have to, slave over your own yard just to save a few pennies?”


  John Marsh began his breakfast and let his wife continue talking. He knew there was no point in the argument. Irene would win, as she always did, because John didn’t care enough to put up a fight. Something kept him going, through the motions of being a dutiful husband, but his heart wasn’t in it.


  Perhaps it was because of his secret, which, even his wife, for all her sharp-eyed acumen, hadn’t guessed. The secret was downstairs in his workshop, securely protected by a locked door at all times? John turned his mind to it at times like this when his wife was goading him on toward some pointless extravagance, or when life was sterile and unrewarding.


  The secret was his sanctuary.


  “I have to be running along,” he said.


  “And you’ll see about the gardener?”


  “Yes, dear.”


  His day was exacting and tiring. He worked for an advertising firm, as an account executive, and that morning there were copy conferences, then lunch with a petulant client, and finally a number of niggling details to take care of in the afternoon. By the time he caught his train that evening, he was too tired to read the paper. He sat looking out the window and wondering why all human beings seemed to get caught in this eternal rat race. It was run, run, run all the time, and in the end you wound up pretty much where you’d started.


  The maid let him in and told him that Mrs. Marsh had phoned to say she was staying at the club for dinner. There was a bridge tournament with play scheduled for later in the evening.


  AFTER HIS own solitary dinner, John smoked a cigar and glanced through the paper. He was feeling better now. The house was quiet, and soon he’d change into his work clothes, light his pipe and go downstairs.


  But he was wearier than he thought. He closed his eyes for a second and promptly fell asleep. The sound of a key in the front door waked him, and when he looked up, he saw Irene letting herself in. She came into the living-room and put her mink jacket neatly across the arm. of a chair. Smiling impersonally at him she sat down.


  “Busy day?”


  “So-so.”


  “Did you see about the gardener?”


  That had slipped his mind. “No, but I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”


  “I hope you’re not thinking I’ll forget about it,” she said.


  He knew from the faintly blurred quality of her voice that she’d been drinking. That had been happening regularly of late. He could tell from the bar bills from the club.


  “No, I’m sure you wouldn’t,” he said. He glanced at his watch, saw that it was ten-thirty and felt cheated. The time he might have spent in the workshop was wasted. But perhaps he could salvage an hour or so.


  “I think I’ll putter around the workshop a bit before I turn in,” he said.


  “Don’t be late,” she said absently. She had picked up the paper and was reading it, but suddenly she paused and looked at him with an odd expression. “What are you working on down there? It must be fascinating.”


  He smiled; but his heart was hammering loudly. She must never learn of his secret. The thought of sharing that with her was somehow obscene. “Just tinkering,” he said.


  “But you must tinker with something.”


  “It’s nothing you’d be interested in.”


  “I suppose,” she said, seeming to lose interest. “Things mechanical leave me rather cold.”


  He watched her as she skimmed the news, her selfish but exquisite little face blandly contented. Yes, he thought, mechanical things aren’t the only ones that leave you cold. Anything warm or human or beautiful also leaves you cold. Nothing excites you but the pleasure of pampering and feeding your smooth greedy body.


  John wondered at his sudden resentment and decided that her attempt to pry into his workshop had caused this reaction. Now that she had subtly threatened his secret, he could feel all his subconscious anger at her foaming to the surface of his mind.


  “I thought you were going downstairs,” she said, turning a page.


  “I am,” he stood up. “See you in the morning.”


  “Night.”


  HE WENT into the dark kitchen, opened the door to the basement and went downstairs. His workshop door was constructed of heavy timber, with special locks on both sides. He opened it now, snapped on the powerful overhead light and closed the door behind him. But didn’t lock it because he didn’t intend to work very long.


  Almost immediately, he began to feel better.


  The room was small, clean, comfortable, without windows, but with a tiny blower fan connected with an


  air-duct to keep the atmosphere fresh. There was a long work-bench, equipped with vises, lathes, and drills, a shelf of books against one wall, and chests of fine, well-oiled tools against another.


  John sat on a stool before the work bench and gazed in contentment upon the slender shining object which was mounted there on a special stand. This was his secret, his symbol of peace and harmony.


  He had worked on it for several years now, shaping it with his heart and mind, as well as with his hands. And yet, despite the honesty and intensity of his effort, he knew he could hardly hope to succeed, and that if people knew what he was doing, they would probably call him a fool.


  For John Marsh was building a space ship . . .


  A model, of course, it was about two feet long and six inches wide, with a graceful, bullet-shaped body, and fins that flared out excitingly beyond the jet nacelles that bulged from the tail.


  John Marsh was literally in love with space. The books on his shelves; the well-worn works of Einstein and Whitehead, had taught him something of its nature; but his love was pure and ideal, independent of knowledge of its object.


  He loved the idea-of space. Sometimes when he retreated from Irene, he could almost feel that he was in space, that he had joined its vastness, was part of its peace and harmony.


  The theories of the great scientists weren’t completely clear to him, but he read and reread their books, taking from their vaulting imaginations the same pleasure a music-lover might find in Beethoven or Bach.


  And this was the secret of John Marsh. He loved the thought of the vast-singing silences of space, and the harmony of planets and stars wheeling in their classic, inevitable patterns, locked together forever by the invisible bonds of gravity.


  His first love had been astronomy, then had come physics, and eventually the daring theories of the greatest scientists. Finally, in an attempt to get closer to the thing he loved, he began to build a model space ship. He had dug into the subject of metals, the stresses likely to be produced by light-like speeds, and then, forced on inevitably by the demands of his dream, he had studied meteor and asteroid patterns, the natures of absolute zero and the Heaviside layer until he felt he was ready to build his ship. He didn’t care about the time, of course.


  NOW, THE time to test his ship was almost at hand. It could navigate space, John felt in his heart. And its radio signal would tell him what it encountered out in the great reaches where his own heart longed to live.


  He had spent a great deal of time choosing the destination. Finally, he had selected a tiny area of Venus, which his investigation led him to think was salubrious and pleasant. Because, if this model worked, John Marsh was going to build a great ship, one that would carry him—


  Suddenly, he felt a draft on his neck. Turning, he saw Irene standing in the open doorway behind him, a highball glass in her hand. He tried to hide the space ship with his body, but she had already seen it. “Goodness, what’s that?” she said. He tried to hold back his anger.


  “Something I’m building,” he said.


  “Well, I can see that. It looks like one of those ships you see in science-fiction magazines.” She laughed. “Is it a space ship, John?”


  “Yes, it’s the model of a space ship,” he said slowly.


  “Oh, John,” she laughed. She wandered to the bookshelf and began reading the titles aloud in gently mocking accents. “My, how smart you are,” she said. “I had no idea you were interested in such things.”


  “No, you wouldn’t,” he said.


  She studied him thoughtfully. “You know, John, sometimes when I’m talking with you, I’ve noticed that you seem to . . . drift off in an odd way. It’s worried me. But now I think I understand.”


  “What do you understand?” He felt a sensation of panic.


  “You retreat from me, don’t you, John? Your mind runs off and hides in this little room, with this toy ship and the books.” Her smile was triumphant. “Isn’t that it?”


  Nothing could be the same now, he knew. He couldn’t come here again for peace and solitude. Not after this. “Yes, that’s right.”


  She moved slowly to the door, smiling at him. “I’ll know how to fix that in the future, of course. I’ll just laugh at you, my dear. I hardly think you’ll be able to dream about these toys while I’m laughing at you.”


  “No, I probably won’t.”


  “Good night then, John. Do see about the gardener first thing in the morning, please.”


  He sat still, staring at the clean floor and listening to her high heels picking their way carefully through the basement, and then ascending the stairs to the kitchen. He heard her steps above him crossing the dining room floor, and they died away as she went up to her room.


  John Marsh locked the door of his workshop and turned to his space ship and began working with controlled and desperate speed. He hardly knew what was driving him, or what he wanted; but he had to do what he was doing. He had loved space too long to have it laughed at, and he felt in some half-insane fashion that the gods of space wouldn’t let him down.


  He worked on furiously until something quite amazing happened . . .


  THE YOUNG officer from the Missing Persons Bureau was politely brisk, “Now, Mrs. Marsh, tell me what led up to your husband’s . . . er . . . desertion.”


  Irene Marsh had changed subtly in the week since her husband had disappeared. The quality of well-lubricated composure that had been her trademark was wearing a trifle thin. Her hair was not quite so well-cared for and there was a run in her stocking. Also, a tiny muscle was twitching in her cheek.


  “He did it to spite me,” she said, pacing the floor of the living room, her hands clasped tightly together. “He ran out, just to make me suffer. We haven’t a penny. Creditors are starting to hound me, do you hear? Me! I’ve got to sell this house, my car, and I’ve been posted at the club. He—”


  “Well, that’s not our concern, of course,” the officer said.


  “My lawyer told me to go to work!” Irene cried.


  “When did you see your husband last?” the officer asked brusquely.


  “Just a week ago tonight. I left him in his. workshop. The next morning, his bed hadn’t been slept in, so the maid and I went downstairs and forced the door of his workroom. It was empty, of course. He’s run out on me for spite.”


  “You’ve heard nothing from him?”


  “No.”


  “You’ve talked to the people he worked for?”


  “Yes, they don’t know a thing.”


  The officer frowned at his notes, then glanced at her with raised eyebrows. “Just a second. You said that you forced the door of his workroom. You mean it was locked from the inside?”


  “Why, yes, of course.”


  “Then how did he get outside?”


  THE MUSCLE in Irene’s cheek began to twitch at a slightly accelerated pace. “I never—”


  “I’d better have a look at that room,” the officer said.


  John Marsh’s workshop was silent and empty. The books stood in their accustomed places, the tools gleamed with oil.


  The officer poked around, then shrugged. “No way out except through that one door. And you insist it was locked, on the inside?”


  “Yes, we had to break the lock,” Irene whispered.


  She stared about the room and suddenly put both hands to her mouth to stifle a scream.


  “What is it?” the officer said in alarm.


  “Oh!” Irene sobbed.


  She sobbed because she knew. She knew with her unerring feminine instinct what had happened. She knew that John Marsh had got away to a place she couldn’t follow him.


  Because the shining model space ship was gone.


  THE TRAVELLING BRAIN


  First published in the March 1952 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Tired of your wife—or your way of life? The follow Mortimer Mincing: just press the button, and hit a new combination . . .


  MORTIMER MINCING was a very happy man. He had a good, steady job with the Traveller’s Bank. His home, while modest and unassuming, was paid for. He was saving regularly for his old age, and his health was good. Physically he was not prepossessing; small, with narrow shoulders and a rather worried look about him, Mortimer was no matinee idol. But his faithful wife Minerva didn’t care. “There is more to marriage than . . . ah . . . physical things,” she said frequently, pursing her lips distastefully.


  Minerva was Mortimer’s greatest blessing. She had toned down his youthful exuberance after their marriage, had banked, so to speak, his mildly glowing fires of passion.


  Life was not a gamble, Minerva had shown him. It was an orderly, business-like affair,-, to be conducted with propriety and self-restraint. Frugal, determined, and cautious, she had seen to it that they bought their house and car, and planned for their old age. In this dedicated program there had been no time for children or hobbies.


  “Children cheat you out of your own life,” Minerva frequently said with a baleful glance at the heavens—as if her remark were directed against all unborn children who might be scheming to cheat her out of life. “Hobbies are a waste of time,” she insisted.


  Mortimer, like most men, had looked forward as a young man to raising a family. It wasn’t such a strong need, obviously, since Minerva, had talked him out of it easily enough. But he had enjoyed thinking about having a son. A nice, husky kid he could take to football games, say; or a daughter. A sweet little kid who’d sit in his lap while he read the comics to her.


  But those ideas—“poppycock” was. Minerva’s word for them—were part of his past, like his golf games, and the poker parties he’d once enjoyed.


  And good riddance, too, perhaps.


  The golf was never very important to him. He liked playing in the mornings, when the green fairways were still wet, and the sun was palely warm on the horizon. That was nice, of course. And the kidding around in the locker rooms, and the cup of coffee on the veranda after the match, and the feeling of being clean and tired and relaxed. But he hadn’t actually been any good at golf, and Minerva had made him realize it was a waste of time. ‘If you didn’t do a thing well, then stop it’, was her advice. It was the same with poker. He seldom won. But the stakes were small, and he rather liked sitting, around some friend’s kitchen table drinking beer, and chatting about work, and hoping for a Royal Flush.


  But it was no pastime for a banker, obviously. Not that he was a banker with a capital B. No, Mortimer was just another of the young-old men in, clean shirts who worked in Small Loans. Two years ago the president of the bank had looked at him with a flight frown: “Who the hell is that?” he had later asked, an assistant. “That’s Mortimer Mincing, a very steady chap,” he was told. “Been with us sixteen years.”


  “Hmmm” the president had said.


  The next, day he had stopped at Mortimer’s” desk and said, “Well, hello there, Mincing. Been hearing good things about you.” He had gone on, and had never had any occasion to speak to Mortimer again. But he had left behind a small glow of pride in Mortimer’s body. He had told Minerva about it, and she had smiled pursing her thin lips, obviously pleased. They had speculated for some, time about the identity of the person who had said the good things about Mortimer, and what their nature had been; but since nothing ever came of the president’s, comment they eventually stopped talking about it.


  AS USUAL, on this particular March evening, Mortimer entered his home at a quarter of six. He put his hat and coat in the hall closet and entered the living room. Minerva rose from her chair, to greet him, a tall, thin woman with graying hair, and a lined, slightly suspicious face. Everything about her was neat and orderly; the plain gray, frock, the no-nonsense black shoes, the practical, steel-rimmed-spectacles. The room, the house itself, reflected her own air of antiseptic order. It was clean, neat, and colorless.


  “Good evening, Mortimer,” she said, as he touched her cheeks with his lips.


  “Good evening, my dear.


  “Dinner will be ready when you wash your hands. Did you have a good day?”


  “Oh, yes, the usual. Excuse me, my dear,” he said, and he went upstairs to the bathroom and washed his hands.


  After dinner, which was well-balanced and dietetically impeccable, with a variety of vitamin-crowded things such as leek, chard, kale, and cabbage, Mortimer helped his wife with the dishes. The chores done, the garbage set out in its neat gleaming can, the kitchen door locked and bolted, they repaired to the living room to read through the evening papers. Mortimer didn’t, smoke—it smelled up the house, Minerva complained—so there was nothing to distract him from the comics, the foreign news, and the little items about townspeople.


  Minerva knitted complacently. Another day was done, added, to the thousands of others which she had efficiently finished and put behind her. It had been another little triumph. Nothing had gone amiss. Minerva was a good woman by conventional standards. She kept a clean house, set a good table, and didn’t run around with strange men. True, she hadn’t been, tested on this last score—but it could be inferred from her normal conduct that she would, meet any such temptation with unflinching sternness. Also, as is the case with conventionally good women, she was generous with lesser, or weaker, creatures. That is, she was generous with moral disapproval.


  “The Chadwicks, I see, are having a baby,” she announced now, through censured lips. “They’ll find out soon enough what they’re” getting in for.”


  “That so?” Mortimer said.


  “Yes, indeed. Mark my words! That Florence Chadwick needs a little come-down, if you ask me. Weeding her garden in those shorts and kissing her husband right out on the street. Oh, they think they’re very smart and modern, I’m sure. With their cocktail parties, and friends coming in at all hours. Wait till they have a crying brat on their hands. They’ll sing a different tune.”


  “Weeds the garden in shorts, eh?”


  Minerva eyed Mortimer sharply. “Naturally that would interest some men,” she said. “I dare say that’s why she does it.”


  MORTIMER looked noncommittal.


  “Perhaps,” he said, knowing that agreement was essential to harmony. Still, the thought of Florence Chadwick in shorts! She was a slim, friendly girl, about nineteen or twenty, with bright blonde hair, and wonderful legs.


  Mortimer had said good morning to her a few times. The thought of her in shorts; walking and bending in a flower garden, was a sharp prick of desire. He ignored the sensation; turned his mind from the slow, almost forgotten hunger, quickly and guiltily.


  “—he’s two months behind in his rent, and they’re going to chuck him out next week. Good thing, too. He’s a disgrace to the neighborhood.”


  “Who, dear?”


  “You might listen while I’m talking,” Minerva said, with a little sigh. “I was speaking of Professor Walthouski. Professor, my foot. He’s probably some foreign spy.”


  Professor Walthouski lived across the street from the Mincings. He was a bald-headed gnome of a man who gossip said, was a once renowned, scientist who had suffered some sort of mental crack-up. Mortimer had nodded to him a few times. He seemed all right. Pleasant smile, bright eyes. But lonely. As if he were waiting for mail, or for someone to talk to him.


  He’d asked Mortimer in for a cup of coffee once, but Mortimer had declined. He knew how Minerva felt about the old man, and he didn’t want to upset her.


  “Yes, they’re chucking him out.” Minerva said, in a satisfied voice. “I never trusted him, you know. He’s a foreigner, and you can’t trust foreigners. I’ll be glad to get a decent, God-fearing American in his place.”


  “Yes, that would be nice,” Mortimer said absently.


  It was then nine o’clock. Minerva put away her-sewing. She and Mortimer retired early. It was the healthy way of life. No salt or spices, plenty of chard, kale, and cabbage, no tobacco or liquor, of course, and plenty of calm, refreshing sleep.


  When Mortimer’s time at the bank was up, they were going to spend their declining years at a little resort in the Eastern mountains. It was the place where they now took their vacations. A two-storied hotel, it catered to a genteel clientele consisting mainly of retired school teachers and asthma victims. It faced a rocky field that sloped up a low mountain: On good days everyone sat in rockers on the porch “and looked at the rocky field.


  When it rained one sat inside and looked at the samplers on the wall. It suited Minerva ideally, and of course Mortimer liked it too. That’s why they led such abstemious, healthful lives. In order to have that many more years to rest and regard the rocky field.


  “I’m going up how, my dear,” Minerva said. “You’ll be coming presently?”


  “Of course, my dear,” Mortimer said, standing. He wound the clock and was about ready to snap off the lights when the front doorbell rang.


  MINERVA put a hand nervously to her throat. She was the type who always expected the worst. Penny postcards were portents of disaster until she had skimmed their inevitably serene messages. Anything outside her rigid little life was ominous and suspicious. And a caller at nine in the evening was miles outside her life.


  “Go to the door, Mortimer.”


  “Very well.” Mortimer opened the door and blinked with surprise at the smiling but care-lined face of Professor Walthouski.


  “Good evening,” the professor said hopefully. He had a large box under his arm, and his near-sighted eyes were entreating. “I saw your light and . . . I thought I’d come in and say—well, you know, hello.”


  “We were just, retiring,” Minerva said.


  “Oh! I see,” the professor’s tone cried of disappointment. He was a small man, with bushy gray hair, and a kind but hopeless-looking face. “You see, I needed someone to talk to, and I thought—”


  “Come in for a moment, anyway,” Mortimer said. His words shocked him slightly. Inwardly, he cringed from Minerva’s reaction. But she contented herself with a little sniff.


  “I’m going on up,” she said. “I shall expect you shortly. Good night, Professor.” She used his title the way she would throw out the word dogcatcher.


  She ascended the stairs, a picture of stately irritation, and Mortimer led the professor into the living room and snapped on the light. “Sit down,” he said.


  “Thank you, thank you,” the professor said. He seemed overcome by the hospitality. He put his burden on the coffee table, and drew a large slightly soiled handkerchief from his pocket. He blew his nose lustily and then returned the handkerchief to his pocket. “You see, I had to talk to someone tonight,” he said. “It is so good of-you to help me.”


  “Why do you have to talk to someone tonight?”


  The professor patted the heavy box which he had placed on the coffee tables and said, “This is the reason. My last invention, and my greatest one, Mr. Mincing.”


  MORTIMER looked at the box with more interest. It was about the size of a table radio, and one side of it was generously studded with dials and rheostats. Two rubber tubes emerged from the inside of the box, and at the ends of these hung a gadget that looked like a doctor’s stethoscope.


  “What is it?” Mortimer asked.


  “Well—this sounds silly, I know—but I’m not quite sure,” the professor said apologetically: “It began years ago as a means to improve the practice of anesthesia. I worked on the principle that if the brain, memory and personality of a. man could be removed from his body during an operation, then the body would naturally feel no pain.”


  “Well, that’s logical enough,” Mortimer said, rather interested.


  “Yes, but where would the mind go when it left the body? That was the problem. Finally, I worked out a theory. We could send the brain to the mind of another human being. Supposing, for instance a man was being operated upon. We divorce his body from his brain. We send the brain to his wife, where it would, to put-it simply, set up housekeeping until it was time to return to its own body.”


  Mortimer thought of setting up housekeeping in Minerva’s mind, and shivered slightly.


  The professor was smiling triumphantly. “You see how it works out?”


  “Yes, yes,” Mortimer said. “Then what’s your problem?”


  “That’s the hitch,” the professor said, chewing his lip. “There is a problem. I couldn’t control just where the brain would go, you see. It might wind up in the head of some diamond miner in Africa, for all I could tell.”


  “Well, it would be rather exciting for the travelling brain, I think,” Mortimer said. He had determined to humor the old boy, although he was obviously a prime loony-bin candidate.


  “Yes, but it’s not very scientific,” the professor said, chewing his lips again. “I couldn’t be sure that I could get the brain back into its original body. That could cause all sorts of trouble, of course.”


  “Oh, yes, indeed,” Mortimer said.


  “The thing is, I’ve never tried it on anyone,” the professor said, looking at Mortimer with an expression of hopeful appraisal. “I . . . well, I don’t know how to put it, but I’ve been getting forgetful of late. I’m slipping a bit, I think. And this is my last invention. But before I end my career I’d like to try it, on someone.”


  “Well, naturally,” Mortimer said.


  “You do see my problem, don’t you?” the professor said eagerly. “You will, help me, won’t you?”


  “Me?” Mortimer said.


  “Yes, I have no one else to turn to.”


  MORTIMER thought of half dozen ways of saying no. But then he reconsidered. It wouldn’t take, more than a minute or so, and it would please this old man. “All right,” he said.


  “I’ll never be able to thank you,” the professor said, his voice trembling with emotion. He stood up eagerly and lifted the dangling rubber tubes in his hand. “Just put these in your ears,” he said, handing the stethoscope-like appendages to Mortimer. “They won’t hurt, you’ll feel nothing at all.”


  “Very well,” Mortimer said, doing as he was told. He hoped Minerva wouldn’t get it in her head to come down. He’d never hear the end of this.


  The professor flicked a switch on the box and a faint, not unpleasant humming filled Mortimer’s head. He leaned back comfortably in the chair.


  The professor reached cautiously for another switch. “Have to be very careful now,” he muttered. There were two switches of the same size set close together, and the professor’s hand hovered indecisively for an instant over them. “The one on the left is temporary,” he said at last, nodding his head vigorously. “The one on the right is permanent. That one—the right one—would send the brain out of the body forever.” He paused, frowning. “I think it would,” he added dubiously. “Now, are you ready?”


  “All set,” Mortimer said.


  “Very well!” The professor closed the left switch.


  The humming ceased. Mortimer opened His eyes in slight surprise. He felt suddenly dizzy. “Hey, wait a minute,” he said. “Let’s don’t carry this too far.”


  He reached for the plugs in. his ears, intending to pull them out: But his hand fell limply in his lap. He slumped in the chair, breathing easily, a faint smile on his lips.


  It looked as if he had merely fallen asleep.


  “HEY, WAKE up, Angelo! I ain’t got all day to spend buying a pound of tomatoes.”


  The words penetrated, Mortimer’s, mind, caused his eyes to flutter open.


  He found himself, staring up at a large, smiling, middle-aged woman who had a market basket on her arm. Mortimer blinked his eyes.


  Who was this person?


  “Come on,” the woman said good-naturedly. “You ain’t no millionaire, Angelo, what can sleep, all afternoon.”


  Mortimer stared past her, around her, and his eyes widened. He was in a fruit and vegetable shop. Crates of beans, tomatoes, oranges, peppers, and cabbages were stacked around the walls. He himself was sitting behind a low wooden counter and, as his. eyes came downward, he saw that he wore a large white apron over denim overalls. He scratched his head anxiously, felt strong thick hair under his fingers. Something was wrong!


  Mortimer’s hair was thin and scanty, a breeze could cause it to float upward in gentle waves. But this hair—it was like steel wool.


  “Come on,” the woman said again. “Tomatoes. Remember?”


  A lifetime of obedience came to Mortimer’s aid. “All right,” he said, but the voice wasn’t his own; it was a deep voice, rich and strong.


  Subconsciously, through some psychic instrument of perception, Mortimer must have known what had happened to him, the minute he opened his eyes and found himself in a fruit shop. Because he knew now—and he accepted with a fantastic calmness. Therefore, he must have been prepared for it; otherwise he might have gone mad.


  The thing he knew was that the professor’s Rube Goldbergish invention had worked—and that Mortimer Mincing, beloved husband of Minerva Mincing, and assistant chief clerk in the Small Loans department of the Traveller’s Bank had been transplanted into a new environment, a new physical framework. His mind, his memory, his soul, was in the body of a man named Angelo, the owner (it could be hoped) of a fruit store.


  The comedown was colossal! Mortimer felt cheated. From a responsible job in a bank to this. It was highway robbery! The only thing he’d got out of the deal was a good head of hair.


  DISPIRITEDLY, he moved, around the counter, picking up a-brown paper sack on the way. His hand moved out for it automatically, instinctively, and he realized with surprise that Angelo’s (whoever he was) motor reflex were still functioning. He selected two pounds, of tomatoes with experienced accuracy, weighed them out, and took the woman’s money.


  When she had gone Mortimer waited a moment, then hurried into the street and looked at his reflection in the plate glass, window. He saw a big man, solidly built; about forty. Angelo had a strong solid face, with a touch of humor in it, and level brown eyes. Not a handsome man, really, but a strong man, and one you might trust. That was Mortimer’s conclusion, based on years of studying prospective borrowers. Yes, this Angelo looked all right.


  Mortimer wandered back into the store, feeling at loose ends. Strangely, however, he experienced no sense of loneliness or homesickness. He sat down again behind the counter, looking with satisfaction, at the crates of fresh, colorful vegetables and fruit. There was.an account book on the counter. Mortimer picked it up, glanced through it. It was badly kept, the heavy figures scrawled together and running over each other, but. Mortimer’s experienced eyes picked order from the confusion. Things weren’t going too well here, he saw. Overhead was up, income was down. Mortimer pursed his lips, frowned.


  A door opened. A warm, happy voice called: “Angelo! What d’ya want for lunch?”


  Mortimer looked up, startled. A woman had appeared from the rear of the shop, from a doorway that apparently led back to living quarters.


  She was a tall woman, with a strong full-bosomed body, and long, shining black hair. Her lips were very red without lipstick, and her eyes were, blue, bright with humor and contentment. She was wonderful to look at, Mortimer thought. Everything about her was blooming and confident—her fair skin with its underblush of warm passionate health, her wide hips, her long straight legs. But it was something else, a look on her face, that moved him most. He had never seen such a look on a woman’s face. It was a look of love, and it startled and confused him.


  “Oh, stop worrying about the store,” she said; taking the book from his hand. She sat on his knee and rumpled his hair. “Things’ll work out okay.”


  MORTIMER felt his soul warm and expand under the glow of her loving eyes. It wasn’t for him, this tenderness, this confidence, this feeling; it was for Angelo. But Mortimer, took it regardless, as a hungry man would snatch at a crust of bread.


  “What about lunch?” she said. “Would spaghetti, a steak, and some cheese be okay? With wine?” Mortimer’s gastric juices roiled. “Sure, sure, that’s wonderful,” he said.


  “Okay, I’ll get at it,” she said, and kissed him hard on the mouth. “That’ll hold you till lunch. By the way, that Johnson kid is coming in to see you.” She stood up and smoothed down her dress. “He’s pretty upset, you know, going off to the army and everything. Try and help him, will you?” She smiled and touched his cheek with the back of her fingers. “Silly question. You’d help anybody,I know, if you could.”


  Mortimer wet his lips. “Why is he coming to me?”


  “Well, you’re the smartest guy on the block, aren’t you?” she said. “That’s reason enough, I guess. Who should he go to? O’Brien, the druggist? Meyers, the real-estate man? I guess not.”


  “How am I the smartest man on the block when I can’t even run a fruit store?” Mortimer asked her, perplexed.


  “Oh, you do all right with the store,” she said. “But that kind of stuff just takes brains. You know, making money, things like that. But you got heart, Angelo. And people with, heart are the smartest people, and everybody knows it. Now, don’t take too long with him. Lunch is in half an hour.”


  Ten minutes later a tall, rangy, awkward boy of eighteen or nineteen came in. He had wheat-colored blond hair, and a shy, likable grin. “Hello, Mr. Moravia,” he said, putting out a large square hand.


  “Hello, son.”


  “I just thought I’d come over and have a little talk with you, Mr. Moravia.”


  “Sure, sure. Sit down, why don’t you?” Mortimer didn’t know how Angelo would have acted, but he guessed it would be friendly and natural. “Now, what’s on your mind?”


  “Well, I don’t know,” the Johnson boy said, scratching his head. “You see, I’m going into the army. And I’m—well, I’m in love with Millie Anders. You know her, of course.” His eyes lit up. “She’s the blonde girl with the funny little smile who works in Kaplan’s delicatessen.”


  “Oh, sure, sure,” Mortimer said, already feeling beyond his depth.


  The Johnson boy frowned. “Well, we want to get married, but we—me, I guess, really—can’t make up our minds. You see, I don’t have any future, and I don’t feel right asking Millie to marry me. But it’s a tough decision. I kind of hate to leave her, you know, not knowing if I’ll ever get back to her.”


  “You’re sure you love each other?”


  “Yeah, that’s definite,” the Johnson boy said quietly.


  MORTIMER RUBBED his chin.


  What could he tell this boy? He, himself, knew nothing of love, or of war, or of life’s uncertainties. His life had been planned like a time-table by Minerva. But he was remembering the look on Angelo’s wife’s face. It was a look he’d never known, but it was a fine thing. “Look, loving each other is a big thing, maybe the biggest thing,” he said. (What else would Angelo say? Mortimer thought frantically.) “Another thing, you got a future, don’t think you haven’t. The job you got to do is an important one, and isn’t that what a future is? Having something, important to do?”


  “I never, thought of, it that way,” the Johnson boy said.


  Mortimer frowned. He’d never taken chances, risked anything. Maybe that was the best way to go through life protected, coated with caution.


  “Millie’s a funny girl,” the Johnson boy said. “She-likes me to have fun. She says that’s fun for her, too. You know, she don’t bowl, but she makes me go once a week because she knows I like it. And she wants me to play cards with the boys, because—”


  “Marry her,” Mortimer said abruptly. He hardly, realized he’d spoken. But his voice was firm as he repeated: “Marry her. You’ve got a prize there, son. Don’t pass it up. You’ve got a future. You’ve both got a future. Remember that.”


  “Gosh, I sure will, Mr. Moravia,” the Johnson boy said warmly. “Thanks a million.”


  Ten minutes later Mortimer was having lunch with Angelo’s wife. They sat close together at the table, and Mortimer was grateful to have Angelo’s huge appetite to help him enjoy the food.


  When they finished, Mortimer sighed and relaxed in his chair. He’d never eaten, like this in his life. They smiled at each other in the quiet, savory kitchen.


  “Sleepy?” she said.


  “A little.”


  “Like a little nap?” She grinned and ran her hand along his forearm.


  Mortimer coughed suddenly. After all . . . Angelo’s wife . . . It just wasn’t proper. But it was Angelo’s body.


  “I think so,” he said, and smiled at her.


  Later, he smoked a quiet cigarette and listened to her even breathing beside him. Life was rich and rewarding for Angelo, even without the usual props of security and money, Mortimer was thinking. Angelo had a good deal . . .


  MORTIMER suddenly felt dizzy. Something was happening to him. His mind felt light and rootless. Drifting.


  He knew then what it was, what was happening. He was leaving Angelo.


  Already his-thoughts were spinning hazily, he put out a hand and touched the woman’s shoulder, gratefully, in a gesture of farewell. He didn’t know her name, he remembered sadly. But that didn’t matter. He was going now . . . going.


  “CHIEF, THIS thing needs action, and fast!” The voice, crisp, alert, anxious, prodded insistently into Mortimer’s slumbering brain. “Chief, all hell is breaking loose.”


  Mortimer struggled out of a deep, heavy sleep. “W—what?” he. sputtered. He shook his head like a badly battered fighter, as memories poured into his mind and organized its fluttering thoughts. Where had his peregrinating psyche .landed this time?


  “Who am I?” he demanded, opening his eyes.


  The tall, vigorous man standing before him laughed politely. “Having a little dream, eh, Chief?”


  Mortimer rubbed his forehead. Be canny, he warned himself. “Yes, I guess so,” he said.


  His new voice was vibrant with power and authority. He ran his hand over his head. Thinning hair, though, damn it. He glanced down at himself, saw an expensive suit, gold watch chain and a body that looked spare and fit. Well, not too bad. He looked around, saw that he was in an immense office carpeted in gray, with ceiling-high windows that afforded a panoramic, view of a city’s skyline. There was a bar in the office, and a couch, and a secretary’s desk, and a ticker-tape. It was like a Hollywood director’s idea of a mogul’s lair.


  The man standing before him had intelligent, but harried, features and the fingers on one of his hands were tapping his trouser seam nervously.


  “We’ve got to get into action;” he said.


  “Ah . . . yes,” Mortimer said.


  A woman in a smart gray suit came hurrying in with a sheaf of papers which she put before Mortimer. “Here are the lists of your companies, Mr. Colby, with approximate evaluations—”


  “Evaluations,” the young man cut in, “figured on the basis of-fast conversion. We’ll lose on every one of them.”


  COLBY, THAT was the only word Mortimer had understood. Colby, one of the great names of finance, in the world! A man whose deals involved governments and empires, whose impact was felt from Portugal to Shanghai.


  “Sir, what are we going to do?” the young man said.


  “Hmmm,” Mortimer said. He got to his feet, walked around the desk, rubbing his chin in what he hoped was a thoughtful manner. His image was reflected in the window pane. He thrilled at the sight of those thin, hawklike features, the high forehead, the bold fighter’s eyes that had stared at the nation from newsreels and magazines for a generation.


  “Sir, you’re in a spot,” the young man said.


  “Am I? Oh, yes, of course,” Mortimer said. What was he supposed, to do? What kind of spot was he in? He said cautiously, “It’s bad, eh?” and watched the young man narrowly.


  “Well, I think so, sir. You’ll probably have no trouble coming to a decision however.”


  “No, of course not.” Mortimer rubbed his chin. “Supposing we review the situation, eh?”


  “Yes, sir. I’d be eager to hear your analysis of it.”


  “Oh, but I want yours” Mortimer said, laughing lightly.


  “Mine?”


  “Yes, fresh, outlook and all that” you know,” Mortimer said, and. waved his hand grandly.


  “Well, the Bailey crowd didn’t take your buying yesterday very happily,” the young man said. “That’s the essence of it, I suppose.”


  “Oh.” Mortimer walked around in a small circle. “Well, now we’ve got the essence of it. Let’s have the non-essence. The details.”


  “They didn’t take it lying down. They’re fighting back,” the young man said. “If you’re after copper, so is Bailey, and he’s converting all his assets into fast buying power. And he’s buying copper. We do the same—or we back down.”


  “Hmmm,” Mortimer said, and went back to the desk. He picked up the papers the young lady had brought in, and glanced down at them. Real blue chips, he thought admiringly, looking at the stocks. Suddenly he found that he was perspiring. He had to sell these stocks at a loss—or do nothing. Supposing he sold them and lost—Colby lost, that is—everything? They’d send him—Mortimer—to jail. You didn’t just go making grand gestures with railroads and insurance companies because you happened to get into a man’s head. On the other hand, if he did nothing, he might be losing a priceless opportunity. Did he have the right to deprive Colby of this chance? Oh, it was a hell of a note.


  COLBY STOOD up and began pacing. What would Colby do? How could he get a clue as to Colby’s character?


  His interoffice communication set buzzed, and the young man put down the switch. “Mrs. Colby is here to see you, sir,” a cool voice said.


  “Send her in, please,” the young man said. He glanced worriedly at Mortimer. “I’ll step outside, Chief. But we should get moving, you know. You’ll pardon me, but you seem—well, like a different person, today.”


  “I do?” Mortimer coughed “Well, stranger things have happened. But I don’t know where,” he added.


  Frowning, his young assistant left the office, and a moment later a tall, well-groomed woman in her late thirties came in. She was perhaps the most extravagantly beautiful creature Mortimer had ever seen. Her hair was. jet-black, swept back from a pate high, forehead, and her eyes were a deep, deep blue. Her head was small and arrogantly poised on the slender neck. She came toward him with a regal carriage, and the small smile on her lips was cool and indrawn. The clothes she wore might have financed a revolution in a small country. Her mink was a thing of rippling beauty, her straight black cocktail dress was a Paris inspiration, and the rhinestones in the heels of her black sandals weren’t rhinestones—they were small diamonds.


  “Hello, dear,” she said casually. “I was in town, so I stopped to say hello. Am I interrupting anything?”


  “No—nothing at all,” Mortimer said hastily.


  She sat on the edge of his desk, still smiling, and let one perfect slender leg swing slowly. “Cigarette?” she said.


  “Oh, yes, I have some.” Mortimer slapped his pockets. “No, I don’t. Wait a minute, I’ll get some.”


  “Oh, never mind,” she said. “Please, it’s not that important. Dear, I want to talk to you a minute, if you don’t mind. Please don’t interrupt. When we were married, I told you I was an expensive woman. Do you remember that? Well, I have been, haven’t I?” She stopped smiling, and met his eyes directly. “Probably more expensive than any human being has the right to be. I know about Bailey, you see. I know you’re facing an all-out fight. And I think you’ve changed. I’ve heard a whisper or two already this morning. You don’t want to fight. You don’t want to risk everything, as you used to, because now you’ve got an expensive, mink-lined millstone around your neck.” She raised a slim hand. “Let me finish. You’d fight, if you were alone, but you may be thinking of me. You wonder how I’d act if the money was gone. And that’s made you hesitate.”


  She stood and put both slim warm hands on his shoulders. “I’m through with my little speech now. I’ll wind it up by saying I love you, more than any warehouse of minks, or any harbor of yachts. Do what you want now, dear, and tell me about it tonight. We’ll have caviar or beans, depending on what happens. And either way, remember, I couldn’t love you more than I do.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed him warmly on the mouth. “Goodbye now, darling,” she said, and walked swiftly out of the office.


  “Whew!’” Mortimer said.


  The door opened almost immediately and the young man returned. “Well, Chief?” he said anxiously.


  Mortimer smiled thinly. Now he knew what Colby, would want to do. This whole body he was inhabiting was alive—pulsing from head to toe: This was a fighter’s body, the body of a man who lived every day to the hilt of his energy and strength, a “Sell everything!” Mortimer snapped. “We’ll show Bailey something before the day is over. I want every asset I own converted into cash—my homes, cars, everything. I’ve never backed down, and it’s too late to learn a new way of operating. Now, get moving on this. Fast!”


  “Yes, sir,” the young man snapped. He scooped up the papers from the desk and left the room on a run.


  Mortimer smiled and drew a deep breath. This was living! Suddenly his head buzzed warningly. The dizziness again. He was on his way! Damn it, he thought. He’d have liked to stick around and find out how this thing would turn out. He hurried to the leather-covered divan and stretched out comfortably, smiling. Still, his next visit might be even more interesting. He closed his eyes.


  A VOICE SAID, “The Times, Shorty.”


  Mortimer opened his eyes, and blinked them twice. A large, young man in a dripping raincoat and snap-brim hat stood before him, holding a coin in his hand. It was late evening and crowds were hurrying past Mortimer, running to get out of the drenching rain. He stood under a leaking, tarpaulin, a bundle of newspapers under his arm, a change apron tied about his ragged overcoat.


  “Come on, Shorty, it’s raining,” the young man said good-naturedly.


  “Sure, sure,” Mortimer said. He gave the man a, paper from under his arm and accepted a nickel. With a sigh, he watched the young man hurry off and lose himself in the crowds.


  This was a fine note, he thought indignantly. A minute ago he was selling railroads as if they were sticks of chewing gum, and now look at him—a newsie! He edged out into the rain and caught sight of his reflection in a drugstore window. And what a character! Small, red-faced, shoulders hunched against the cold and damp, a shadow of whiskers along his slack jowls. Mortimer ground his teeth in irritation—and then cut that out hastily. The teeth, were false, and they didn’t fit very well.


  “Times, Shorty!”


  “Sure, sure,” he mumbled.


  This customer was an older man, well dressed, with a pleasant, intelligent face. He put the paper in his pocket, and said, “No news yet on your boy, eh?”


  “Well . . . no”


  “Mortimer said, since the questioner sounded as if he anticipated a negative answer.


  The man stood there, ignoring the rain, a little frown above his eyes. “Well, it’s no use to say not to worry,


  I know. But believe me, ‘Missing in Action’ isn’t the end of things in lots of eases. Soldiers get into tough spots, you know, cut off from their outfits, and they might take weeks getting back. You know how that is.”


  “Yeah, sure,” Mortimer said in his new husky voice. So he—or this newsie—had a son missing in action!


  “And your boy would know how to take care of himself, I think,” the man said. “He was a fine athlete, I know.”


  “Yeah, that’s right,” Mortimer said.


  “Well—if there’s anything I can do just say the word,” the man said. He patted Mortimer’s arm and walked on with the crowd.


  Two or three other customers asked about the same things in the next half hour. Shorty was obviously a familiar, well-liked figure on this corner. Mortimer began to feel a new warmth for this man Shorty. He was not much on looks, or brains, perhaps, but he was respected by the people who knew him. And that was something.


  IT WAS ABOUT eight o’clock when the two boys appeared. They both said “Hi,” to him and ducked in beneath the tarpaulin. They were good-looking kids, in their early teens, with frank, friendly faces. Without self-consciousness they huddled close to him to get away from the rain.


  “No news yet, Shorty?” one of them said hopefully.


  Mortimer shook his head.


  They were both silent a moment, shifting awkwardly on their feet. Then one of them blurted out: “Shorty, we came to ask you a favor.


  Some of the gang said we shouldn’t—because of Jimmy—but we came anyway.”


  “I’m glad you did,” Mortimer said. “What is it?”


  “Well, it’s the clubhouse our dads built. We’re opening it tomorrow night,” one of the boys said. “And we’re having a dinner.”


  “Yeah, our mothers all chipped in on the food,” the other said.


  “And we want you to come,” the first one said. “We want you to come for the first night. Some of the kids thought you wouldn’t want to. But we hoped you’d come. It just wouldn’t seem right without you there. After the way you’ve helped us.”


  “Sure I’ll come,” Mortimer said. He spoke with perfect confidence; he knew that’s what this Shorty would say.


  “Gee, that’s swell! Will you really? Thanks, thanks a million, Shorty,” one of the boys said. “We’ll, come by tomorrow night to get you. Okay?”


  “That’ll be fine,” Mortimer said.


  The kids ducked out from the under the tarpaulin and raced down the street.


  Mortimer watched them, a little smile on his face. Nice kids, decent kids. Kids like this Shorty’s son had been, without a doubt. Shorty wasn’t a happy man these days, Mortimer thought. But he would still be doing, what he could to keep going, keep living.


  Mortimer sold three more papers before the buzzing started in his head. He sat down on a little up-ended fruit crate beside the stand, and stared at the falling rain.


  His eyes closed then and he went to sleep.


  “LOOK, HE’S waking up!” a voice cried.


  Mortimer was in a deep chair, and someone was fanning his face. With a pleasurable feeling of anticipation, he wondered where he was and who he was this time.


  He opened his eyes.


  “Mortimer, you’re all right?” Minerva cried.


  “Oh,” Mortimer said. Disappointment welled up in him as he stared at Minerva’s thin, face, and realized that he had come back to his own timid, joyless existence.


  The professor was on hand too, rubbing his hands anxiously, and peering at Mortimer with near-sighted concern.


  “Did it work?” he said imploringly.


  “Yes . . . yes, it worked,” Mortimer said slowly.


  “I’ll have the law on you,” Minerva shouted to the professor. “Exposing my husband to your dangerous inventions. He’s been unconscious for more than an hour.”


  Mortimer sat up slowly. The earplugs were still in his ears, but the machine was silent. He looked at it thoughtfully. Then he looked at Minerva. She was in command again now. Sternly, uncompromisingly, she stared at the professor. “You’ll go to jail,” she announced.


  Mortimer looked about the antiseptically clean and hostile room. How he’d always hated those animal figurines on the coffee table! And those lamps, covered with cellophane to protect their shades. He suddenly groaned as the scenes of his life flashed in front of him like a stepped-up movie. The bank, the lifeless, desolate bank, and Minerva, with her gossip, her health meals, her plans for final retirement to a boarding house in the mountains. It was all stale, all without juice.


  “We thought you were dead,” Minerva said to him now, in a crisp and accusing voice; “I’ll have, something to say to you about this ridiculous nonsense, Mortimer.”


  “Yes, I’m sure you will,” Mortimer said.


  “You gave me an awful fright. You looked Just like a dead man.”


  “Did I?” Mortimer said. “Well, I. wasn’t. I was alive, Minerva, very much alive.”


  THAT WAS true, true as truth itself, he thought. For the first time in his life he had been alive. Through the courtesy of other human beings.


  He had lived by proxy for a little while, and had learned what promise and excitement life might hold. With Angelo he had known love, and the life of a strong good man. With Colby it had been, excitement, primeval, dangerous excitement, the life of a fearless, stalking animal, who asked no quarter and yielded none, and took what he wanted from the world with strong confident hands. And with poor little. Shorty, what had it been? Sacrifice, pain, a humble little job. But Shorty was living, too. He’d had a son; an athlete, and Shorty had probably seen him racing past enemy tacklers on cold fall days, or sinking baskets while an excited auditorium roared his name. And Shorty had friends now. Those kids. They were his friends.


  These, three people, Angelo, Colby and Shorty, were living the human drama to the hilt. They knew love, anger, pain, sacrifice—the very stuff of life. Mortimer was the dead man, a walking dead man, waiting for the necessary formality of rigor mortis so that he could be put in a box and lowered, into the ground. He wouldn’t be any deader then than he was now, of course.


  “Now, get that machine and yourself out of my house,” Minerva snapped at the professor.


  Mortimer’s hand moved slowly, surely, as if it had a life of its own, and snapped on the machine.


  “I’ll help you,” he said meekly as the buzzing began again in his ears.


  He lifted the machine and, as he did so, his hand moved again, quickly, happily, and snapped down the right switch—the one the professor had told him was the permanent switch.


  Mortimer straightened, holding the machine to his chest. The buzzing was louder, and he was already very sleepy.


  He started for the door.


  “Mortimer, where do, you think you’re going?”


  Mortimer was smiling. He wasn’t conscious of falling.


  “I’m going—” he said, and then he struck the floor, and the machine shattered under his weight. But Mortimer wasn’t conscious of this. Mortimer was gone. To take pot-luck with humanity.


  THE MAN WHO BOUGHT TOMORROW


  First published in the April 1952 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Reggie paid a nickel for a look at tomorrow’s news . . . and demanded a fast refund!


  THE SEQUENCE went about like this: A printing machine, in some unaccountable manner, fouled up an ad in one issue of a magazine called True Astrology.


  A month later, a Chicago news vendor sat on a fruit crate beside his stand peering at this one particular copy of the magazine. His name was Creepy Brown, and he was a small, red-nosed little man, with narrow, alert eyes, thinning brown hair, and an impressive gift for self-delusion. Creepy was an optimist; he believed in astrology, in fortune tellers, in the exploiters of the occult—in anything, for that matter, that promised him a break, a train trip, a blonde, a pot of gold. Creepy, on this night, was reading one particular ad over and over, his lips moving slowly, his forehead crinkling with effort. There was something wrong with the ad. Some of the words were strange to his eye. The ones he recognized offered a promise of help, but the sense of the message was destroyed by the unfamiliar words.


  Still, it was exciting to roll those words on his tongue. They had a nice solid ring to them, and gave him a sense of power which he enjoyed without understanding.


  Supposing someone should help him, he thought pleasurably. Wouldn’t that be fine! But how? What did he really want? Girl’s? Money? Well, of course. But supposing he could have anything he wanted. What would it be?


  Creepy’s thoughts strayed along the horizon of his interests, on which loomed nothing so trivial as atom bombs, wars, and the state of the world. Standing prominently before all else was the forthcoming fight between Ace Nelson and Wild Billy Bell for the middle-weight championship of the world. That was it! If he could only know how that battle was going to turn out. What more could anybody want? Now, if someone would just tell him that little thing—or better still, let him see a copy of the newspapers after the fight. That would do it.


  Smiling and rubbing his jaw, Creepy bent closer to the book and reread the ad in a clear, slow voice


  YOH-AGPARTH twitched in his century-old sleep, and caused a tremor that dislodged a mountain side in the Himalayas. He rose on one elbow, and the frown on his dark face was blacker than the lightless depths of his vast cavern. Again it came, the faint, tugging, loathsome command, bringing him up to a sitting position. How long had it been since that call had brought him from these passages? Not since the Egyptian seer, Farak, had divined the secrets of Bal.


  And now again! A slave to human whims. Yoh-Agparth cursed horribly, and the demons of hell, hearing him, tried piteously to cross themselves.


  And what was it this time? Ah, the same foolish plea. The future! Always they wanted to know what was coming. Why couldn’t they wait? Did they expect tomorrow to be kinder? The fools!


  Yoh-Agparth stretched his arms and leaped skyward, and his harsh laughter trailed behind him like a plume . . .


  ON THE same night that these two things occurred, Reggie Saint Gregory strolled from his club and stood for a quiet, rewarding moment contemplating the glacial serenity of Lake Michigan. Reggie rather liked nature. Trees and bushes and water. Things like that. A chap knew where he stood with them. They were solid and comfortable. No shifting around, no back talk. You could look at a tree all day without getting into trouble. No confusion about trees. A chap stood here, the tree stood there, and that was that. But people—altogether different matter.


  “Nice night, isn’t it, sir?” the doorman said.


  “Ah . . . yes,” Reggie said. He rather liked conversation, too. Until it got out of hand. At the moment, though, it was going fine. A fine, spirited give-and-take.


  “But a bit cold after all,” the doorman said.


  “Well . . .” The talk was going off on a tangent now, Reggie realized moodily.


  The doorman stifled a yawn. His feet hurt and he wished Reggie would go home. “Considering last year though, it’s not bad,” he said.


  Reggie thought hard, trying to remember last year’s weather. It must have been important, or this chap wouldn’t have brought it up. Something fishy about last year’s weather, maybe. What could it be? “Ah . . . yes,” he said, straddling the issue slyly.


  The doorman eyed Reggie’s lean, pleasantly vacant face with misgivings. Sometimes talk with this young man had a way of trailing on indefinitely. “Anyway, the farmers are probably happy,” he said, seeking another avenue of interest.


  Reggie frowned slightly. What the devil did the farmers have to do with it? This doorman, he thought, while obviously a good solid chap, behaved as if his mind were on a pogo stick. Really, it was wearing. He sighed. “I don’t know any farmers,” he said. “I couldn’t say.”


  “Well, naturally,” the doorman said, with a little laugh.”


  Reggie pondered this. Why was it “natural” that he knew no farmers? Come to think of it, why didn’t he? With a little start of alarm, he realized that the conversation had taken a mad turn. He had to break it off before it got completely out of hand, “Well . . . good night,” he said.


  “Good night, sir,” the doorman said, and went gratefully back to his cubicle beside the lobby.


  ALONE, REGGIE strolled down the quiet, wind-swept grandeur of Lake Michigan, mulling over the evening. It had been pleasant, in a dullish sort of way. Dinner at the club, and then a quiet snooze in the library. After that a bit of poker. Actually, Reggie didn’t play poker; he wasn’t allowed to. But he watched with great enthusiasm. He never understood why the members were so damned secretive about their cards. Acted as if money were involved instead of a lot of silly chips,


  Reggie walked past the Water Tower, past the Tribune Tower, and then turned East on Ohio street. He had a small bachelor apartment in this neobohemian but still elegant area of Chicago. The streets were empty now, and the, wind coming off the lake was definitely cold.


  He hurried along, eager to get out of this weather and into his apartment. The streets were empty, and bits of waste paper somersaulted along the curb. High above him a cold, pale, lonely star blinked in the black sky. Reggie turned up his coat collar and put his hands deep in his pockets. Hellish weather. He remembered something about the farmers, but he couldn’t pin it down. They either were happy or unhappy about it, that was it.


  He plowed along, head bent against the wind, until he came to the first intersection east of Michigan Boulevard, where there was a newsstand at which he bought his papers. There was a nickel in his overcoat pocket, cold to the touch even through his gloves, and he fished it out and raised his head to the wind. He was almost abreast of the newsstand, and what he saw then made him raise his eyebrows in astonishment.


  The newsdealer whose name, Reggie knew, was Creepy, was sitting on a fruit crate and leaning back limply against the wooden side of the stand. His eyes were fixed straight ahead of him in a glazed state, and his teeth were rattling together like hot dice. On his lap was an open copy of a magazine.


  Directly before him knelt a tall, splendidly proportioned man, with calm, noble features and eyes that gleamed with a crimson light. This magnificent creature wore a flowing white robe, and his curling black hair was held in place with a heavy, jewel-encrusted band of gold. In his powerful outstretched hands he held a golden tray; and on the tray rested a single newspaper.


  “Well, well,” Reggie said.


  He put his hands on his hips and studied the weird tableau. This is dauced queer, he thought, regarding the seemingly paralyzed newsdealer and the kneeling figure of the strange man with a little frown. Deuced queer way to sell newspapers, he thought. He dropped his nickel on the golden tray and took the newspaper and put it in his pocket. Must be a new merchandising stunt. Damned lot of overhead, though. Two men at every stand, instead of just one, and neither of them paying much attention to business.


  Mildly curious, Reggie picked up the magazine from the newsdealer’s lap, and looked at it. True Astrology. An ink-ringed ad on the open page caught his eye, and he read it slowly, stumbling over several words that were unfamiliar to him. The gist of it, as nearly as he could make out, was that if you got into a jam someone would come and help you out. Like his Uncle Ephraim. His Uncle Ephraim was always bailing him out of trouble. But that was over now, Reggie thought with regret. Uncle Ephraim had died of a heart attack several months ago in a Paris bordello, and had left the bulk of his not inconsiderable fortune to a scientific foundation that was studying the breeding habits of plant lice. Well, Reggie thought, dropping the magazine back onto the newsdealer’s lap, maybe he could use this help sometime. If he ever had an anchor around his neck and was about to practise high-diving . . . But at the moment he didn’t need any help, thank you.


  He strolled on to his apartment, leaving the kneeling man and the newsdealer staring at each other with unchanged expressions . . .


  THIS MAN let him in and helped him out of his coat.


  “There were three telephone calls for you, sir,” Roberts said, as he took Reggie’s hat. “From Miss Alicia.”


  “Well, well,” Reggie said, strolling into the living room. “Miss Alicia, eh?” He frowned suddenly and looked to Roberts’ long, solemn face for enlightenment. “Dash it, don’t just throw names at me that way,” he said petulantly. “Who is Miss Alicia?”


  “Miss Alicia is your fiancée,” Roberts said.


  “Oh,” Reggie said. “Well, that’s better. Alicia, eh? What did she want?”


  “It seems you had an appointment with her for dinner,” Roberts said. “She seemed quite upset about it, if I may say so, sir.”


  “Well, of course you may say so, Roberts,” Reggie said. “After all, Magna Carta, Bill Of Rights, and so forth. Speak up, man.” He rubbed his high forehead with a thin hand. “Dinner date, eh? I seem to remember something about it. Well,” he said in a brighter voice, “too late to do anything about it now, eh? I mean, it’s latish for dinner, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well, that’s settled then. Anything else?”


  “The manager of the building stopped by again, sir. In a word, he wants the rent. He was quite unpleasant about it, sir.”


  “Well, did you give it to him?”


  “I?” Roberts looked pained. “No, sir. We have no money, sir.”


  “Oh, that’s right, slipped my mind,” Reggie said, chewing on his lower lip.


  “He was most unpleasant about it, sir.” Roberts disliked bothering his master with these details, but there was nothing else to do. “He said he would put us out in the street.”


  “What nonsense!” Reggie said. “It’s cold outside, in case he doesn’t know it. What makes him imagine we’d enjoy living in the street?”


  Roberts sighed. He was a tall, impeccably dressed man, with a high balding forehead, and the air of an unemployed Shakespearian actor. “He’s a brute, sir. He is quite capable of doing it.”


  “Tonight?” Reggie asked worriedly.


  “Well, I don’t think so, sir.”


  “Then let’s stop fretting about it,” Reggie said contentedly. He had a concept of time that would have amazed scientists. Time wasn’t a flowing river to Reggie, it just didn’t exist. Tonight existed, of course, but tomorrow to Reggie was as misty and vague a place as Mars. “I’m going to look through the papers,” he said. “Turn in, Roberts, and stop worrying.”


  “Very well, sir. Would you like something to eat or drink before I go to bed?”


  REGGIE waved him away. “Not a thing.” He deposited his lean, elegantly tailored frame in a comfortable chair, and opened his paper with a little smile of anticipation. This was a big moment for him. He turned to the comic page, ready for an hour or so of intense concentration. But tonight, for some reason, he couldn’t get into the spirit of the thing. In some dim recess of his mind there was a faint stirring of anxiety. He thought about Alicia. Stunning girl, perfectly ripping and all that, but hipped on this marriage idea. All girls were like that, perhaps. A little nuts on that subject. He had met Alicia—when? Oh, sometime last summer, maybe. They’d got along fine. She was stunning, all right, perfectly ripping. They’d talked about families, and how cunning little babies were, and about houses in the country with roses growing all over the place. Nice elevating conversations. Then, the damndest thing happened. The tenses got mixed up. Pretty soon they were talking about how nice the cunning little babies were going to be, and how nice the rose-covered cottage would be—and after a bit of that, her father was shaking his hand and they were all having a drink and making plans to be married. Damned confusing business.


  Reggie sighed. Well, there was no help for it now. The fat was in the Rubicon for fair. He might as well enjoy the time that was left. So he turned his mind back to the comics section of the paper. The comics were his favorite diversion, his natural milieu. Day-to-day living presented him with a thousand baffling, illogical problems, but the comics were always a serene and pleasant area of escape.


  But tonight, he hadn’t been at them for more than a few minutes before he realized that something was drastically, absurdly wrong! They were all mixed up. The Flying Space Cadet, for instance. Last night the Cadet was just getting ready for a trip to the moon. But here, tonight, he was already on the moon, and about to be killed by a clique of three-headed villains. How the hell had that happened? Reggie asked himself indignantly. His gaze strayed to the top of the paper, and he noticed the date. Ordinarily Reggie paid no attention to such things, but he happened to know that today was the first of the month, because he had got his club bill today, and the tart note that accompanied it had fixed the event in his mind. But the date on the paper was the seventh! Something wrong here, Reggie thought shrewdly. He got up and began pacing. This was next week’s paper he had been reading. Suddenly, a deep suspicion grew in his spongy brain. The episode at the newsstand came back to him, and he clapped his hands together angrily. Now he understood the meaning of that hocus-pocus. It was all trick, a cheap stunt to foist off worthless papers oil gullible suckers.


  “Ha!” Reggie cried. The devious plot was crystal clear to him. “Ha!” he cried again. Hoodwinked, that’s what he’d been. Of what use was next week’s paper to anyone? Not a bit, certainly. Those foxy cheats—the newsdealer and the kneeling man—obviously got a lot of next week’s papers from somewhere and were passing them off as the real thing. What nerve!


  Reggie sat down again and looked through the paper, glancing sullenly at the stock market reports, race results, and sporting news. All next week’s news. What earthly good was it? But then a cunning smile touched Reggie’s lips. There might be some money in this thing, he thought, chuckling slyly. After all, he knew how certain affairs were going to turn out, and there should be a way to parlay that information into ready cash. For several minutes he stewed over ways and means. Finally, his smile widened; he had it.


  At the club there was one Doaby Forsyth, a genial young man who shared Reggie’s enthusiasm for the comics. Doaby’s family lived in New York, but they paid Doaby a nice sum every month to live in Chicago. Now, Reggie could bet Doaby on what would happen in the various comic strips in the coming week—and the beauty of it was that Reggie couldn’t lose. Excited, he got up and began pacing again. How much could he safely bet? How much would Doaby stand for? Ten dollars a day? No, that would be crowding it a little. No sense in being greedy. Make it a flat five dollars a day. At the end of the week he’d have all of twenty-five or thirty dollars.


  Reggie had never made any money at all in his life, and the prospect of picking up a cool thirty dollars was a heady thought. Flushed with his anticipated prosperity, he toddled happily off to bed.


  ABOUT THE time that Reggie was sinking into the happy depths of his first dream, Creepy Brown was standing before the long mahogany desk of one Malachy Nolan, a Celtic gentleman who owned quite a few night clubs and slot machines. Nolan was a big, broad slab of a man, with coarse red features, thick black hair, and round, cunning eyes. He sat behind his desk in his large, comfortable office and watched Creepy with very little expression on his heavy face.


  Creepy was talking long, earnestly, and excitedly. When he finished, he leaned closer to Nolan and, in a voice hoarse with passion, said, “Now, whaddya think of that?”


  Nolan lit a cigar and drummed his fingers in time with the music that drifted up from his night club. “Well, let’s see,” he said at last. His voice sounded like gravel being poured down a concrete chute. “You say you read something in this astrology book, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s right,” Creepy said breathlessly.


  “And right away you thought how nice it would be if you knew who was going to win the Ace Nelson-Wild Billy Bell show, eh?”


  “Yeah—”


  “And so you wished for next week’s newspaper, eh?” Nolan said, nodding. “And a big guy in a white robe brought it to you on a gold platter.”


  “I swear to hope to die if I ain’t telling the truth,” Creepy cried. “I was too lightning-struck to do a thing but stare at the guy, and that’s when this young swell comes along and walks off with the paper. So I came right to you. You see—”


  “Creepy, go home,” Nolan said in an unkind voice.


  “But look—”


  “Beat it, you’re drunk,” Nolan said.


  “You know I never touch the stuff,” Creepy said.


  “Then you’re on the junk. Get out, scram, beat it.” Nolan shook his head. “Of all the damn wild stories I ever heard—”


  “I’m no dopey and I never tasted a drop of booze,” Creepy said desperately.


  “Beat it,” Nolan said.


  “Well, all right,” Creepy muttered, and started for the door.


  “Wait a minute,” Nolan said, and Creepy scurried back to his desk like something on a string. It was true that Creepy didn’t drink or use a junk. And Nolan, like most people mixed up in unsavory enterprises, had a broad streak of superstition down his back. He had seen too many weird things happen in his life to be completely certain that there weren’t strange powers at work in the world. Why, just last week he’d heard of a copper who’d turned down a bribe. . . Figure that one, hey?


  “Creepy, who’s the guy who got the paper?” he said.


  “I don’t know. He lives in the neighborhood of my stand. One thing I know, though; he’s a member of the Drexel Club. He came by my stand one day with Judge Bench, and the Judge said, ‘Well, I’ll see you at the Drexel,’ when they broke up.”


  “The Drexel Club. That’s a fancy joint,” Nolan said. He frowned at his desk top. Should he give Creepy the brush, or look into this thing? He decided to look into it. It was crazy enough to be on the level. Also, his night clubs were in hock to the town gamblers, and he could get out from under if he had advance information on the Nelson-Bell fight.


  “What does he look like?” he said to Creepy.


  “Well, he’s a little funny-looking,” Creepy said. “He’s tall, and has light hair, and—well, he acts like a bug, if you get me. Talks to himself, grins as he walks down the street, that kind of stuff. But harmless, Mr. Nolan, harmless as a flea.”


  NOLAN RUBBED his face. “Talks to himself,” he muttered. With the feeling that he was making a kingsized mistake, he picked up his phone and asked one of his men to come up to his office. Handsome in a rather jaded fashion, with graying temples, pouchy eyes, and very good clothes, the man arrived within a minute. His name was Benjamin Nelson.


  “What is it, boss?”


  “Ben, I got a job for you,” Nolan said. “You know the Drexel Club?”


  “Yeah, so to speak.”


  “Can you get in there?”


  Ben rubbed his jaw. “Yeah, I guess so. I know a bartender there. What’s the deal?”


  “Tell him, Creepy,” Nolan said. When Creepy finished, Ben started to laugh. He laughed for a long time and then he noticed that he was laughing alone. Nolan was staring at him with a frown. “Got all the yaks out of your system now?” he said sarcastically.


  “Well, sure,” Ben said, looking serious. “You want me to contact this guy, get the dope on the fight from him, eh?”


  “Well, find out if there’s anything to it,” Nolan said.


  “Okay,” Ben said. “But supposing I use a dame, too, just in case I can’t make a dent in the guy. If he won’t go for me, then I’ll toss in the dame.”


  “That’s okay,” Nolan said. “And I got the dish for the job.” He picked up the phone again.


  “You wanted to see me, Mr. Nolan?” Sari Ward said from the doorway a few minutes later.


  “That’s right. Come in, kid. You know Ben, of course, and this is Creepy Brown.”


  They nodded around at each other. Sari Ward worked as a cigarette girl in Nolan’s club. She distributed all brands of cigarettes, an occasional wisecrack, and nothing else at all. Customers frequently complained. She was a slender, sweetly-built girl of twenty-three, with long, perfect legs, a tiny waistline, short blonde hair, and blue, eyes that kept an eye on the score.


  “Let’s all sit down,” Nolan said. “Sari, I got a job for you, kind of a reward for good behavior, you might say. This is a real opportunity for you, baby, and—”


  Sari looked cynical. “What do I have to do?”


  “Nothing much at all, baby. There’s a guy in town who’s got some advance information on the Ace Nelson-Wild Billy Bell fight. We want you to get next to him, in a nice way, of course, and find out what he knows. See? It’s simple.”


  “Yeah, very simple,” Sari said, leaning back and crossing her legs. She was wearing tiny spangled tights and hip-length black silk stockings, and her simple leg-crossing gesture almost caused Creepy’s eyes to cross. “Look, Mr. Nolan, you can count me out. I sell cigarettes, and I like my job. I don’t want to get mixed up with gamblers and fixed fights. That’s a fine way to die young, I’ve been told.”


  “But, baby, this guy isn’t in the rack—I mean, business,” Nolan said. “He’s just a nice simple chump who stumbled onto some information about the fight.”


  “You mean he’s on the level?” Sari said.


  “Well, pretty much, I guess,” Nolan said. “No guy is completely on the level, you know.”


  “Yeah, I know,” Sari said, with a touch of bitterness. “Well, give me the rest of it. If I don’t go along, you’ll bounce me out of here, I suppose.”


  “Now, baby,” Nolan said.


  “Well, wouldn’t you?”


  “Sure, but I wouldn’t like it,” Nolan said. “Now, here’s the pitch: you’ll work with Ben here. Tomorrow . . .”


  THE NEXT morning Alicia Masterson awoke in a bitter mood. She threw back the covers and put on a white silk dressing gown and slipped her feet into a pair of mules, and as she did, she said, in a savage voice, “Damn you, damn you, damn you, Reggie—”


  Alicia was a tall, dark-haired woman in her early thirties. Her figure was still excellent, but there were tiny lines at the corners of her eyes. Alicia was two people; when she was with someone she was trying to impress her face was soft and feminine, and her laugh was a tinkling bit of music. But alone, her face was hard, and her eyes were cold and calculating. Now she was not only alone, but in a foul humor, and she looked like some Empress who had just been kicked out of the royal palace to make room for a teen-aged dancing girl. After combing her hair and making up her face, she went into the sitting room that adjoined her father’s bedroom.


  Her father, Colonel Masterson, was already up, eating his breakfast. He was consuming bacon and eggs, and between mouthfuls telling the waiter of certain High Command’s mistakes in the last war. The Colonel was a bluff, hearty man, with a complexion like raw meat, and thick, brush-cut gray hair. He wore tweeds, and smoked a pipe, and talked of little but horses and war.


  “Morning, Daddy,” Alicia said cheerfully, and kissed him on the cheek.


  “Ah, good morning, my dear,” the colonel said. “Just in time for coffee. I’m meeting General Thayer of the Second Army this morning, so I’ll have to be leaving shortly.” He laughed—the man-to-man laugh of a man who wouldn’t like to scare the ladies. “Nothing to it, my dear. The usual thing. They want me back. But I’ve told them that old war horses need a rest.”


  “I hope you don’t have to go away, Daddy,” Alicia said.


  “Well, duty, you know,” the colonel said.


  When the waiter had gone, the colonel said, “Now there’s a smart youngster. He was in the Air Force last time, and I was simply explaining to him—”


  “Oh, shut up, for God’s sake,” Alicia snapped. “The whole hotel is laughing at you. They know our bill isn’t paid, and they also know that the only army you ever served in was the Salvation.”


  The Colonel coughed into his napkin. “Don’t shout so, my dear,” he said. “What’s got into you this morning?”


  “Reggie stood me up again last night,” she said, putting her cup down with a little crash. She stared at her father. “Do you know what that means?”


  “Why, nothing at all, my dear. We can always—well, you know—breach of promise and all that.”


  “I want his name, I want to marry him, you old fool,” Alicia cried. “I’m tired of being a half-trollop, half-lady. I want to relax. I want to be Mrs. Saint Gregory, and have tea in my own home, and go to horse shows, and flower shows, and live like a human being. I don’t want to go into court fighting for money from a man who doesn’t want me. I’m tired of that.”


  “Well, I’m sure he forgot about it,” the colonel said. He frowned slightly. “Are you sure he’s got money?”


  “Of course he has. He’s from one of the oldest families in the country.”


  “I would prefer a new family with oil wells to an old family with just traditions,” the colonel said a bit anxiously, “But, I suppose you’re right. At any rate, there’s always breach of promise.”


  “That’s the last resort,” Alicia said sharply.


  “Of course, of course, my dear. You know, I’ve been thinking, I’d like to get back to polo again. After the marriage, of course when—well, the financial horizon is clear once more. Polo, you know, is the sport of kings, my dear. Once—”


  The phone shrilled. Alicia scooped it up, and said, “Yes?” Then her voice drifted softly into a tender reproach. “Reggie, you are a naughty little boy. I waited last night, just worrying myself sick. I thought something might have happened to you. Lunch? Why, that would be delightful.”


  She winked across at her father, and he blew a stream of contented smoke toward the ceiling.


  THAT MORNING, about eleven o’clock, Reggie stood in the men’s bar of the Drexel Club, smiling with fishy affection at Doaby Forsyth.


  “I say, seen the papers yet?” he said, patting Doaby’s shoulder.


  Doaby Forsyth was a large, cheerful-looking young man, with blond hair and round blue eyes. He was thoroughly normal in most respects, except that he suffered from the conviction that if he went outside in the daylight he would be struck by an automobile. For that reason he stayed indoors until dusk, usually hiding out in barrooms. Now he glanced at his watch, a beautiful, paper-thin platinum affair, given to him by his family to celebrate his twenty-first birthday, and said, “Well, no, old man. Papers aren’t in yet, you know.” Doaby knew the papers weren’t in because he had glanced at the table on which they were customarily deposited and had seen that it was empty. The glance at his watch was a bluff; Doaby couldn’t tell time.


  Reggie chuckled. This really wasn’t cricket. “I say, I’ll bet you I know what’s going to happen to the Space Cadet,” he said.


  Doaby glanced at him sharply. “Without seeing the papers?” he said.


  “That’s, right.”


  Doaby stroked his chin, “Bet you can’t,” he gambled.


  A man standing at the other end of the empty bar looked at them with interest. He was a well-dressed man, handsome in a jaded fashion, with graying hair and pouchy eyes.


  “All right, he’s getting ready to leave for the moon, right? I’ll bet he takes off.”


  “How much?”


  “Five—no, seven dollars,” Reggie said.


  “But you can’t know unless you’ve seen the papers,” Doaby said.


  Reggie’s smile was superior. “Seven dollars says I know,” he said.


  “All right, it’s a bet.”


  ‘TEN MINUTES later the papers were delivered. Doaby scampered for them, opened one to the comics page. “We’ll see now,” he said. “I’ll . . .” His voice faltered. He stared at Reggie with solemn respect. “Damn it, he did take off for the moon.”


  The man with the pouchy eyes drifted over to them, smiling. “Say, that’s a neat trick,” he said. “How does it work?”


  Reggie blushed with pleasure. “Oh, it’s nothing, really.”


  “It’s damn clever,” Ben said.


  “Damn clever.”


  Reggie scraped a toe on the floor. “Well, I guess you might call it that,” he said.


  Ben scratched his head, smiling admiringly at Reggie. “You must have second sight, or something. Maybe you been reading next week’s paper,” he said, and laughed loudly.


  “‘Well, let’s try it again tomorrow,” Doaby said moodily, and paid Reggie seven dollars.


  They all had a drink then, and another. Reggie found himself warming up to the well-dressed man with the pouchy eyes. The man was all right I Kept patting Reggie’s shoulder and telling him how clever he was. Yes sir, a fine chap. After a bit the fellow, whose name was Ben, suggested they go to watch some prize fighters who were training for a big match. This struck Reggie as very exciting. Doaby, of course, wouldn’t consider it.


  “But why not?” Ben said.


  “And get hit by a car?” Doaby said. He shook his head. “Not on your life. You go ahead, if you want, but I’ll stay here where it’s safe.”


  Ben ran a finger under his collar. He had the feeling that the room was a bit too hot. Reggie seemed unperturbed by Doaby’s attitude, and that added to Ben’s disquietude.


  “Doaby won’t go out in the daytime,” Reggie explained. “Car might hit him.”


  “Might,” Doaby said with a hollow laugh. “Willi”


  “Can’t blame the chap,” Reggie said to Ben. “You wouldn’t go dashing into the street if there was a car there waiting to pounce on you, hey?”


  “No, of course not,” Ben said weakly.


  They took leave of Doaby. Outside, Ben excused himself to make a phone call. He got Malachy Nolan.


  “Look, I think this thing is on the level,” he said, when Nolan answered. “This character, his name is Reggie Saint Gregory, is making and winning bets about what’s happening in tomorrow’s comic strip.”


  “Good, now get the dope on the fight,” Nolan said.


  “WE’RE HEADING over to Ace Nelson’s gym right now,” Ben said. “If Reggie knows anything, I’ll try to jolt it out of him.”


  “What kind of a guy is he, by the way?” Nolan said.


  “Oh, a simpleton, but all right. He’s not afraid to go out in the street, anyway.”


  “Well, why should he be?” Nolan said.


  “A car might get him. You know, sometimes I worry—” Ben stopped, suddenly cold. He wet his lips. “Boss, that Drexel Club is a hide-out for rich screwballs. They got me half-goofy, X. I’ll call you when I get the info on the fight.”


  Ben hurried out of the booth, collected Reggie, and they cabbed over to Ace Nelson’s training quarters.


  This was a new world for Reggie. Grown-up men danced about skipping rope, and pint-sized managers with cigars in their mouths screamed at their hulking meal tickets. “Snap that left, map k, you stupid jughead! Ya ain’t wavin’ at ’im, you’re trying to hit ‘im.” The place, a huge sweat-and-liniment-reeking hall, was crowded with hangers-on, sightseeers, panhandlers, young kids looking for fights and managers looking for likely prospects.


  Ben steered Reggie to a front seat near the centrally located ring. After a bit a bell rang and Ace Nelson climbed through the ropes. There was a good amount of cheering. Ace was a barrel-chested, finely-muscled young man, with dark hair and small eyes. He shook his hands over his head and danced around the ring. His sparring partner came in and they began to fight.


  Ben nudged Reggie. “Well, what do you think of him?”


  “Which one?” Reggie said. “Nelson, of course.”


  “Hmmm,” Reggie said.


  “You think he’s got a chance?” Ben whispered tensely. He watched Reggie’s face for a tell-tale sign.


  “A chance at what?”


  “The big fight, the championship,” Ben said nervously.


  “Oh, sure,” Reggie said, with a grand gesture. It gave him quite a pleasant thrill to be consulted this way.


  “A good chance?” Ben said in an insinuating voice.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Reggie said. He felt the conversation getting muddy. He peered up at the ring. “Is this the fellow he’s fighting for the championship? I mean, the one he’s fighting now?”


  Ben smiled weakly. “You’re a great kidder, aren’t you? No, he’s fighting Wild Billy, Bell. Would you like to watch him, too?”


  “Who?”


  “Wild Billy Bell.”


  “Sure. Why not?”


  THEY WENT to Wild Billy Bell’s training quarters and watched that young man box three rounds with a lumbering heavyweight. Ben watched Reggie’s expression, he pumped him with questions, he laid clever traps for him, he tried to trick him into an inadvertent disclosure.


  He learned nothing.


  Outside, in the middle of the afternoon, he wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. He was feeling badly used. A concentrated dose of Reggie frequently left people limp. He decided to call in reinforcements. Excusing himself again, he ducked into a drugstore and made a phone call. When he came out he was beaming.


  “Well, let’s have a bite of lunch,” he said to Reggie.


  “Lunch,” Reggie said, and frowned. “Well, what’s wrong with that?”


  “I seem to remember something about a lunch date with someone,” Reggie said. “Well, it couldn’t have been important,” he said, after a bit of knotty reflection. Smiling again, he turned into a restaurant with Ben. After lunch, Ben said he had to go to his office to sign some letters. Reggie was somewhat perplexed by this abrupt termination of what had been an extremely exciting acquaintanceship.


  “I say, you’re dashing off, eh?”


  “Yes, but we might get together tomorrow,” Ben said.


  “Well, fine, top-hole,” Reggie said. “Watch some more boxers, eh?”


  “Sure thing. You finish your coffee, don’t bother leaving with me. I’ll see you tomorrow.” With a wave of his hand, Ben was off.


  Reggie finished his coffee and to his surprise learned that his chum, Ben, had already taken care of the check. This was fortunate since Reggie had not a nickel in his pockets. For a few moments he sat lost in thought, chewing reflectively on a toothpick. The day stretched ahead of him, long and lonely, unbroken by any prospect of fun or excitement. He might go back to the club and talk to Doaby Forsyth, of course. This was hardly under the heading of fun, though, for all Doaby liked to talk about, outside of the comics, and the cars that were lurking about to smash into him, was a distant ancestor of his named Fortune Forsyth, who had gone to his grave insisting that he was the inventor of the Phoenician Alphabet. For some reason, obscure to Reggie, Doaby considered this tic of his ancestor’s highly interesting, and talked of it endlessly.


  REGGIE decided on a walk and, as he left the restaurant, he was wondering just who it was he had been supposed to have luncheon with. Because of that, perhaps—since when Reggie wondered about something he gave it his heart and soul, not to mention his eyes and ears—he didn’t see the girl who was turning into the restaurant as he left it. They collided sharply, and the girl bounced off Reggie’s chest and let out a little yelp of pain.


  “Oh, I say, I’m terribly sorry,” Reggie said, removing his hat.


  “You should watch where you’re going,” the girl said indignantly.


  “Why?”


  “Well, for Heaven’s sake, so you won’t be barging into people like a Sherman tank,” the girl said.


  “Oh, of course, of course,” Reggie said, flustered. He hadn’t meant to say, “Why?” But this girl’s very definite loveliness had added to his normal state of confusion.


  “I turned my ankle,” she said, putting one hand against the wall of the building and taking the weight from her foot.


  “Oh dear, that’s shocking,” Reggie said, and fanned her face with his hat. “Shall we get a doctor, or something?”


  “No, I’m not likely to need an operation. And stop fanning me, please.” She laughed, looking up into his harried face. “If you’ll help me to some place where I can sit down, I’ll be all right.”


  There was a bar a few doors down, “Take my arm,” Reggie said, feeling unaccountably masterful. “We’ll have a drink, and you can rest a moment. My name is Reggie Saint Gregory. I feel like an awful ass, really.”


  “Well, it’s not that serious.”


  A moment later they were sitting in a booth, and a waitress took the orders for drinks. Reggie beamed at the girl. The day was suddenly very bright. She was a ripping thing. Silky blonde hair, very fine features, piquant to the point of sauciness, and level, intelligent eyes that would be difficult to fool. If she weren’t so pretty, she would almost seem cynical, Reggie thought. Disillusioned, or something equally mysterious. She wore a black suit, a tweed coat, and a tiny black hat,


  “Now, let me see that ankle,” he said.


  “Really, it’s much better.”


  “Nonsense. Can’t neglect a thing like that,” Reggie said. He blinked owlishly at her. “I once knew a chap in Burma who let a little thing like that go for a few days. Turned into leprosy. Frightful mess. Had to shoot him, I think. His father was Resident Governor. Terrible row all around. Changed the local laws. Sprain an ankle in Burma today, tonight for that matter, and they pop you into bed under quarantine. Censor your mail. Terrible to-do. Come now, let’s have an examination, save you from a fate worse than death.”


  She was laughing. “Did anyone ever tell you you’re crazy?”


  “The word has a familiar ring,” Reggie said.


  SHE PUT her foot on the edge of his seat and Reggie was pleasurably massaging her ankle when the waitress appeared with their drinks. It was a very nice ankle, Reggie decided; his fingers fitted about it quite comfortably.


  The waitress coughed.


  “Ah, beverages!” Reggie said. “By the way, what’s your name?”


  “Sari,” the girl said.


  The waitress raised her eyebrows as she served the drinks. Moving away, she muttered, “Now, there’s fast work for you. He don’t even know her name.”


  After the drink, the girl said, “Really, I’ve got to be going now.”


  “Oh, please don’t,” Reggie said. He was enjoying himself immensely. He liked this girl. “I’ll tell you what—let’s, go to my apartment.”


  “You’ve got the wrong slant on me,” Sari said. “Spraining a girl’s ankle doesn’t entitle you to any special privileges.” She spoke very coldly and sharply, but actually she was a little sad. This droll and slightly touched young man had seemed very pleasant; but he was just like the rest, it seemed.


  Reggie stared at her blankly. “Nothing to be mad about, old girl,” he said. “The truth is, I’ve got something to show you.”


  “Etchings, perhaps?” Sari said, with a sweet smile.


  “No, of course not,” Reggie said. He leaned closer to her, grinning. “I’ve got an electric train. We could run it around on the floor. I’ll let you be the switchman. We change off, of course,” he added hastily.


  Sari rubbed her forehead. “You know,” she said after a minute, “I’ll bet you do have an electric train.”


  “Of course I do. Come on.”


  There was a little confusion about the check. Sari paid it, finally.


  “ROBERTS!” Reggie cried as they entered the apartment. “Company. Get out the train.”


  Roberts came in, impeccably groomed as always, and nodded gravely to Reggie and Sari. “Very good, sir,” he said, and went to a closet in the hallway and began taking out several large cardboard boxes.


  “Reggie, you have a train,” Sari said.


  “It was a Christmas present,” Reggie said happily.


  “Who gave it to you?”


  “I gave it to myself,” Reggie said.


  “Now sit down. On the floor. No, over there. Where we put the tunnel.” He pushed several chairs back to make more floor space, and removed his coat. “I say, this is going to be wizard,” he said.


  Looking slightly dazed, Sari sat down on the floor, crossing her legs, tailor fashion. “Now,” she said thoughtfully, “I have seen everything, Reggie, do you like prize fighting?” Reggie paused and stared at her. “This is an amazing coincidence,” he said. “All day I’ve been towed around by a chap who’s buggy about it. We watched a lot of blokes knocking each other around. Really grim, I thought.”


  “Who did you see?”


  Reggie thought hard. “Well, we saw, let me see, a chap named Nelson and—oh yes, a bloke by the name of Wild Billy Bell.”


  “They’re fighting next week for the middleweight championship, aren’t they?”


  “Yes, I believe they are. Now, just give Roberts a hand with the track and we’ll be all set.”


  “All right.” A minute later, Sari glanced at Reggie’s beaming, transfigured face, and said casually, “Reggie, who’s going to win that fight?”


  “Huh? How should I know, old girl? Now, get set! Here comes the Orien.t Express. Wheee!”


  Sari sighed. She looked at the little train racing about the tracks, and again at Reggie’s eager, happy face. Then she shook her head slowly, unbelievingly.


  ALICIA LIT a cigarette with trembling fingers and threw the match in the direction of an ashtray. She paced the floor rapidly, her high heels sounding with staccato irritation.


  “Now, my dear, you must remain calm,” the colonel said soothingly. He was sitting in a deep chair, a whisky and soda in his hand, and an open copy of The Military Affairs Quarterly on his lap.


  “Oh, shut up!” Alicia cried. She swept a lock of black hair back from her forehead and threw herself into a chair. “He stood me up for lunch, can’t you understand that, you rattled old idiot? He’s through with me, fed up. The honeymoon is over before it started.”


  “Well, you might call him, I should think. Perhaps he forgot and—”


  “Forgot, my foot. I’ve got some pride left.”


  There was a knock on the door. “See who that is,” she said. “It’s probably the hotel manager to suggest that Colonel Masterson and his daughter clear out of his place or pay their bills.”


  “I’ll handle this, my dear,” the colonel said, and marched to the door in step with an invisible drumroll.


  The man in the corridor was handsome in a rather jaded fashion, with pouches under his eyes. He smiled familiarly at the colonel.


  “Well, I’m glad to find you in,” he said.


  “And who are you, sir?”


  “Just call me Ben,” the man said, and strolled past the colonel into the sitting room. He bowed slightly to Alicia. “Miss Masterson, I guess. Nice to meet you, I’m sure.”


  “And what do you want?”


  Ben skimmed his hat on the sofa and sat down, crossing his sharply creased trouser legs. “Well, I want to talk with you two a little bit,” he said, smiling pleasantly. “Why don’t you sit down, Colonel? Might as well be comfortable, I always say.” He struck a match on his thumb nail and lit up a cigarette.


  Colonel Masterson took a deep breath and swelled up to his full height. “Sir, I find your manner highly offensive.”


  “Well, that’s too bad,” Ben said.


  “Hate to give offense, myself. Now listen a minute,” he said, and his voice was sharper, although he was still smiling. “My boss is interested in a character named Reggie Saint Gregory. Ah, the name means something to you, eh? Well, in checking into this Reggie’s background, so to speak, we find out that you, Miss Masterson, are engaged to him, for the purposes of marriage or blackmail, whichever looks to be most profitable.”


  “Sir!” thundered the colonel. “You are speaking to my daughter!”


  “Well, naturally,” Ben said. “I don’t see anyone else in the room by the name of Miss Masterson. Now, let’s cut but the phony stuff. We’re all friends here. Colonel, unless we’re way off the track, and it happens we know we ain’t, you’re wanted in France, by complaint of the French Line, for swindling a number of passengers on a trip last summer. Is that right?”


  “THEY WERE legitimate games of chance,” the colonel said, and coughed loudly. His face was even redder than usual. “A gentlemen’s game, that’s what it was.”


  “Oh, shut up. Dad,” Alicia said wearily. “What’s on your mind, Ben? What do you want from us? But first, how about a drink?”


  “Well, this’s better,” Ben said, grinning. “Well, the thing is this: Reggie knows something about the middleweight fight between Ace Nelson and Wild Billy Bell that’s coming off next week.”


  “That jerk doesn’t know the time,” Alicia muttered.


  “Well, we have reason to think he does. And we’re trying to get that information out of him.” ~


  “Where do we come in?”


  “You don’t, that’s just it. You stay out, understand?”


  “No, I don’t,” Alicia drew herself up angrily.


  “All right. I’ll draw pictures. We lined Reggie up with a dame this afternoon, a dame who’s good at getting information out of people—if they’ve got eyes and are under eighty, that is. They’re in Reggie’s apartment right now. What they’re doing I’ll leave to your imagination. And the thing is, we don’t want the little love birds disturbed. Get it?”


  “You’re muscling me out!” Alicia cried.


  Ben held up both hands. “Now, take it easy, princess. You can have him after the fight. But right now we don’t want any scenes that will take Reggie’s mind off—well, let’s say our business.”


  “But I love him,” Alicia sobbed. “Well, we thought of that, too, and we felt like a bunch of heels,” Ben said. “Here we are lousing up one of the nicest love affairs since Dillinger met the Lady in Red. We asked ourselves: can we do this to that sweet little girl?” Ben shook his head again. “And the answer was yes,” he said sadly. “So that’s the way it’s got to be.”


  “All right, you creep,” Alicia said. “What do we get out of it?”


  “We’ll give you the winner when we get it,” Ben said. “Fair enough?”


  “Where will we get any dough to back him?”


  “Hock something,” Ben said.


  “Now just a minute,” the colonel said. “Perhaps you might allow Alicia to see Reggie just once this week, and on that occasion she might borrow a little money from him against—ha, ha—the future pleasures of their union.”


  “That’s out. He’s flat,” Ben said. “Pardon me,” the colonel said. “I didn’t hear that last word. It sounded just like you said flat.”


  “Well, that’s what I said. He’s flat, stony. We checked on him today. He owes everybody. His tailor, his club, his friends—he’s going to be tossed out of his apartment any day, as a matter of fact.”


  “This is very distressing news,” the colonel said, making a brave effort to keep his voice steady. “Alicia, did you hear what Ben said?”


  Alicia had fainted.


  FIVE DAYS later, the day of the big fight, Sari walked into Nolan’s office. She looked dejected. Nolan sat behind his desk, a cigar in his big red face, and a carnation in the buttonhole of his blue suit. Ben lounged in a chair, his legs crossed.


  “Hail to Mati Hari,” he said sourly.


  Sari sat down and shook her blonde head. “I struck out, Boss. He still isn’t giving out?


  Nolan took the cigar out of his mouth. “For God’s sake, whatcha been doing all week?”


  Sari smiled softly, more to herself than to Nolan or Ben, What had she been doing? This last week had been a little like taking a flying trip into the land of Oz. They had gone to circuses, to a marble tournament, and out to the shabby home of a man who collected old dog collars. Reggie had a surprising number of friends. Pan handlers, waiters, cab drivers, acrobats—the unlikeliest people. The only thing they had in common was a rather unexplainable affection for Reggie.


  “He’s really a sweet guy,” she said. “Oh, this is great,” Nolan said, standing and striking his forehead with the heel of his hand. He nodded to Ben. “Great, isn’t it? She’s discovered that he’s a sweet guy. And in just a week. Maybe in a year or so she’ll have some more interesting dope. Sari, the guy has got to give!” He emphasized with a slam of his hand on the desk top.


  “Well, he says he doesn’t know,” she said. “Maybe he doesn’t.”


  “There’s always that cheerful thought,” Ben said.


  “No, don’t say that, don’t say that,” Nolan’s voice was shaky. “He’s got to know. He knew about the comics, didn’t he?”


  “Yeah, that’s right,” Ben said.


  “Are you seeing him this afternoon?” Nolan said to Sari.


  “Yes,” she said listlessly.


  “Okay, take Ben with you. Get him drunk, put a pistol to his head, but get that information.”


  SARI AND BEN met Reggie in the lounge of the Drexel Club.


  “What ho!” Reggie cried, seeing Ben. “The old prize-fight man. Sari, I want you to meet—”


  “I know him; he came with me,” Sari said.


  “Great, grand,” Reggie applauded. It didn’t occur to him to ask how they happened to know each other. He had reached that state where everything that Sari said or did had the unqualified authority and sanctity of a Papal Bull.


  They had a drink, and then another, very rapidly. Ben kept smiling and talking and ordering drinks. Reggie, after fifteen minutes, was pleasantly chilled. They began talking about the fight.


  Ben asked him how it was going to come out.


  “Don’t know, old man,” Reggie said regretfully.


  A few minutes later Sari asked him.


  “Don’t know, old girl,” Reggie said unhappily.


  The poor things wanted to know so badly, he thought. And here he was, bosom friend, staunch and true, letting them down. It was unpardonable. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he kept repeating.


  “Well, then, have another drink,”


  Ben offered.


  A few minutes later Reggie excused himself, smiling broadly. He tottered back to the men’s bar and found Doaby Forsyth happily regarding a pitcher of Martinis. “Doaby, old man, I come to you in great need,” Reggie said.


  “Anything, anything at all,” Doaby said.


  Reggie put a finger to his lips, tiptoed over and picked up an evening paper. He spread it out on the bar and turned to the sports section. There were pictures of Wild Billy Bell and Ace Nelson in fighting poses, a rundown of their past histories, their measurements, and quotes from both of them about the outcome of the fight.


  “Now, Doaby old friend,” Reggie said, “I must know how this fight will come out. My girl wants to know.”


  “Well, let’s have a drink.”


  They had a drink. Then another. “Now, let’s see,” Doaby said, staring at Ace Nelson’s photograph. “Could be, you know,” he said.


  “Perhaps a drink might sharpen the old wit, eh?” Reggie said.


  “Oh, first rate idea.”


  “Now,” Reggie said.


  “Girl wants to know, eh?”


  “Righto.”


  “Good. Let’s see, now.”


  “Drink?”


  “Hmmmm,” Doaby said. He closed his eyes, put a finger down. “There it is,” he said. His finger rested on the earnest face of Ace Nelson. “Sure?” Reggie said.


  “Without a doubt.”


  “Thanks a million, old fellow,” Reggie cried.


  Doaby waved a hand. “Not at all. Glad to help out. Fellow’s girl want to know about a fight, fellow’s pals leap into the breach. Right?”


  “Right.”


  Reggie hurried back to the lounge, rejoined Sari and Ben. “About the fight,” he said.


  They both leaned forward.


  “Yes?” Ben said.


  “It’s Nelson,” Reggie announced triumphantly.


  “Damn it, are you sure?” Ben snapped.


  ‘“In the bag.”


  “That’s all I want to know,” Ben said, and left them hastily.


  “You happy?” Reggie said to Sari.


  “I guess so,” she said. “You look a little tight.”


  “Ah, clever girl. I am.”


  “Well, let me take you home then.”


  “Righto,” Reggie said, standing unsteadily. He looked at Sari, pursing his lips. “You aren’t happy,” he said.


  “Oh, sure I’m happy,” Sari said. “Only I feel like hell, Reggie. Let’s go.”


  ROBERTS, it seemed, was out, so Reggie brought in some ice and made Sari a nice cooling drink. He sat beside her on the couch and picked up one of her small hands. She looked away from him and he saw a tiny glistening in her eye. Reggie frowned; tears confused him. He never understood people who cried. There was so much fun in the world, so much pleasure—why should anyone cry?


  “Mustn’t cry,” he said, shaking a finger at Sari reprovingly.


  “All right, Reggie,” she said, with a little sniff.


  “Much better.”


  “Reggie, what would you think of a girl who—well, who got to know a man, and got him to like her, just to get a certain bit of information from him?”


  Reggie stated at her blankly. “What girl?” he said.


  “Well, any girl.”


  “Hmmmm,” Reggie said. He pursed his lips, and gave the question a good mulling over. “I don’t know,” he said at last.


  “Would you despise her?”


  “Who?”


  “This girl—the one who met you just to get some information from you.”


  “Oh, that one.” Reggie peered at Sari, wondering if she were drunk. She was certainly babbling on like a little brook of bonded Bourbon. “Well, it would depend,” he said, being cleverly noncommittal.


  “Would you think she was a designing little bitch?”


  “This same girl?”


  “Yes, yes, of course.”


  Reggie sighed. “I’m frightfully sorry, darling, but I don’t know what you’re talking about This girl you keep referring to—well, who in the devil is she?”


  “Me,” Sari said glumly.


  “You? Well, of course I don’t despise you. I like you, Sari. We’re friends. Aren’t we?” Hopefully.


  “After what I’ve done, you don’t mind?”


  “Of course not. And what have you done?”


  Sari turned to him, put a hand on his arm. “Listen, you sweet, lovable cluck, and listen good. I work for a guy named Malachy Nolan. He arranged for me to meet you—Ben works for him too—because he learned that you had some advance dope on the Nelson-Bell fight. He wanted that dope. Now he’s got it. And that ends my little act I’ve done my job, and if you think I’m a creep, well, so do I. Goodbye, Reggie.”


  “It’s all very confusing,” Reggie said. “But don’t go. We must have dinner.” He frowned suddenly. “Who said I had this advance dope on the fight?”


  “Search me,” Sari said miserably. “It doesn’t really matter. We wormed it out of you, and I feel like a first-class heel. Believe it or not, this isn’t to my taste.”


  REGGIE SLAPPED his thigh. “Well, you’re worrying your silly little head for nothing. You didn’t get any dope from me. You got it from Doaby Forsyth, a friend of mine. See, everything’s all right now.” He squeezed her hand. “Now we can have dinner.”


  “Wait a minute. Who’s Doaby Forsyth?”


  “He’s a friend, good friend of mine. Back at the club this afternoon, when both you and Ben were low, I sneaked into the bar and put the thing up to Doaby. ‘Who’s going to win the fight?’ I asked him. And quick as a flash, he said—Reggie thought a moment, then shrugged. “Well, he gave me a name, but I forget it now.”


  “Nelson,” Sari said in a feeble voice.


  “Right. Nelson it was.”


  Sari breathed deeply. Then she said, “How did this friend of yours, Doaby, know who would win the fight?”


  “Well, you know, I didn’t think of that,” Reggie said, and chewed his lip a moment. Then he laughed. “Old Doaby’s mighty sharp about some things, though. Maybe he knew.”


  “Reggie, you ass,” Sari said in a horrified voice.


  “Well, you were both so down in the mouth, I just wanted to . . .” He paused, staring at Sari’s stricken face. “I messed things up, eh?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” she said, putting her fingers to her temples. “I can’t seem to think. Nolan will bet his money on Nelson, and then, if he doesn’t win—no, I don’t want to think, Reggie. Give me my drink. There are times when it is definitely better not to think, and this is one of those times.”


  Reggie was reaching for her glass when the drapes between the living room and dining room parted, and Alicia Masterson, looking extremely chic and poised, strolled into the room. She was wearing a gray suit with a mink stole, and she looked down at Reggie and Sari as if they were urchins who had just accosted her for a penny.


  “Such a pleasure to see you again,” she, said, loftily. Roberts let me in, but had to rush off on some errand or other, so I just waited.” She glanced at Sari appraisingly. “I wanted to see who had moved in on you, Reggie. I can’t say that I’m impressed with your . . . ah . . . taste.”


  SILENCE HUNG in the air, like something about to fall with a crash. Sari said in an icy voice, “Reggie, just who in hell is this sway-backed clothes horse?”


  “That’s the sort of language I expected from you, my dear,” Alicia said, patting her beautifully waved hair.


  “Reggie, who is she?”


  Reggie had stood up. Now he scratched his head. “I’m sorry, but I haven’t the faintest idea,” he said, in honest bewilderment.


  “Reggie!” Alicia shouted. “You know damn well who I am. You’re lying if you say you don’t.”


  “Oh, I have it,” Reggie said. “You’re my cousin Annabella, from Nova Scotia. Dear Annabella, this is my good friend, Sari—”


  “Damn your Annabella,” Alicia yelled. Her composure was completely shattered by Reggie’s blank, unknowing stare. Let a man desert her, two-time her, pawn her jewelry. That she could take. But not this. “Reggie, I’m your fiancée,” she said desperately.


  Sari laughed lightly. “Well, now the mystery is solved. Reggie, this nice young lady is your fiancée. She just said so. Silly of you to forget it, now wasn’t it?”


  “You shut up,” Alicia said. “Enjoy your little moment, my dear. It isn’t going to last long. Not much longer than it will take me to get a certain Malachy Nolan on the phone. Goodbye.” With an angry flash of her skirts, she marched across the room and out the door. It closed after her with an ominous bang.


  Reggie tugged at his lip. “You know, it’s coming back now,” he said thoughtfully. “I was engaged to that girl. I can’t think why, though.” He shook his head dolefully. “Awfully shrill voice, didn’t you think? Well,” he went on brightly, with the air of a man who’d just cleared up one problem and is ready to tackle the next, “what about dinner?”


  “That condemned man, et cetera,” Sari said, staring at the tips of her shoes. She sighed. “The goose is cooked, broiled, roasted, and burned to a cinder,” she said. “That wench will call Nolan—” She shook her head, got to her feet. “No, I can’t think of it, Reggie. Did you mention dinner?”


  “Well, I’ve been suggesting that for hours,” Reggie said happily.


  IT WAS AFTER dinner that Sari’s forebodings were fulfilled. While she and Reggie waited at a curb, in the efficiently-policed Chicago Loop district, a long black car pulled up before them and stopped. The rear doors opened. Two large men closed in behind them, and Reggie and Sari were propelled into the waiting car. The motor roared and the car rushed away, gathering speed like the winds of an ill fate.


  “I say,” Reggie sputtered. “I didn’t want a cab. We were planning to walk.”


  “This isn’t a cab,” a voice said in Reggie’s ear.


  Reggie turned and looked into the small, unpleasant eyes of a big man with a raw, red face and heavy black hair.


  “I’m Nolan,” the man said.


  “Well, it’s nice meeting you,” Reggie said “May I present my very good friend, Sari—”


  “We’ve met,” Nolan said. “But I haven’t had the fun of meeting you yet. You’re the boy prophet, ain’t you?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  “Things will clear up soon,” Nolan said. “Meanwhile, just close your eyes and take a nap.”


  “Well, that’s nice of you, but I’m not sleepy.”


  “What a shame,” Nolan said. “Hear that, Pete.” He glanced at one of the big men on the jump seats. “He ain’t sleepy, he says.”


  “Damn, that’s rough,” Pete said.


  “Don’t!” Sari cried.


  “Put him to sleep,” Nolan said.


  “Okay, boss.” Pete took a sap from him pocket and swung it down on Reggie’s head.


  Reggie went to sleep.


  HE AWOKE to a display of pin-wheeling fireworks within his head, and the feeling that the top of his skull had been strafed by a B-29 armed with atomic machine guns. He opened his eyes slowly, hoping that it was all a dream and that Roberts’ imperturbable face would be looking down at him. But it wasn’t a dream. Nolan was looking down at him, his big beefy face flushed with anger.


  Reggie was lying on rough planking, in what seemed to be a decrepit warehouse. Beneath him he could hear the faint, but somehow ominous, sound of water lapping about wooden pilings. When he attempted to sit up he realized that he was bound hand and foot.


  “Now, funny man, you talk,” Nolan said.


  Ben stood beside him, and the two huge men were at his back. Sari sat on a bale of waste staring helplessly at her tightly clenched hands. She had been crying, Reggie saw.


  “Talk? About what?” Reggie said, in what he hoped was a reasonable tone of voice.


  “About tonight’s fight, let’s say,” Nolan said. “You told us Nelson was going to win. Acting on that, like an idiot I’ll grant you, I bet everything I own, and some things I don’t, on him to win. Now I understand,” Nolan paused for breath, and his face got even redder, “now I understand you don’t have any real information about it. You got Nelson from some drunken halfwit at that loony bin you hang out in. Now, let’s have the truth. Who’s going to win? Or don’t you really know?”


  “Honest, I don’t know,” Reggie said. He felt cheered. Now that was settled and he could clear out of there. “I’m glad to help out,” he said. “Now if you don’t mind, I’ll just run along. After you untie me, of course.”


  “Boss, I think he’s lying,” Ben said suddenly. “He ain’t as dumb as he looks. Remember those comics.”


  “Yeah, that’s right,” Nolan said. He turned %o the big men at his back. “I’m going up to the office. See if you can’t refresh his memory.”


  “With pleasure, boss,” one of the men said, slowly removing his coat.


  Sari leaped to her feet. “Don’t you dare touch him,” she shouted.


  “Now relax,” Nolan said. “This is going to work out for the best, baby.”


  “No, I won’t let you hurt him,” Sari said.


  Nolan sighed. “Come on with me and Ben, baby. This isn’t going to be anything for a lady to watch.”


  Sari turned helplessly to Reggie, but Nolan caught her arm and then jerked her around and lifted her into his arms. He carried her off into the darkness, kicking and screaming, with Ben tagging along behind him.


  “Now,” one of the big men said to Reggie, “we can get down to business . . .”


  THE NEXT ten minutes were extremely painful for Reggie. The two big men bounced him on the floor like a basketball, and shook him until his teeth rattled like castanets. The violent session disproved to Reggie the theory that one could get used to anything in time; in ten minutes he was no more used to it than he was at the start, and he was convinced that he wouldn’t get used to it if it lasted ten years.


  Finally he was dropped on the floor like an old dishrag, and one of the men said, panting, “Well, he’s a secretive cuss, ain’t he?”


  “Maybe just stupid. All he says is he don’t know nothing,” the other man said.


  “Let’s check with the boss. He might have some ideas.”


  “Okay.”


  They found Nolan sitting behind a bare wooden desk frowning moodily at his big hands. Ben lounged against a wall. Sari was trussed up in a chair with a handkerchief wadded into her mouth. The only sound in the room, as Nolan looked hopefully at his two muscle men, was the muffled, indignant squawks that came from Sari.


  “Well?” Nolan said.


  “No dice. He don’t know nothing.”


  Nolan drummed his fingers on the desk. “This is very serious,” he said into the dusty silence of the office. “I have made contracts with certain gentlemen in town. When those contracts aren’t honored.—as they won’t be—they will be very unhappy. They will feel slightly better perhaps after cutting my throat, shooting me through the heart, and feeding me to the fish. After that, they’ll look for you boys. If you are dumb enough to still be inhabiting the world, they’ll find you and give you a dose of the same. Yes, it’s very serious,” he said, and shook his head.


  “Boss, I got an idea,” Ben said. “It’s chancy, but so is being shot in the head and having your throat cut.” He took a bottle from his pocket. It contained a few ounces of a colorless fluid. “I got this from a doctor. It affects a man’s eyes. Well, as a last resort, why don’t I try to slip a few drops of it into Bell’s water bucket. If I get away with it, we’ll be set. They’ll slap water over his face between the rounds, and he’ll get some of this stuff in his eyes. After a while he’ll have trouble seeing so well. How about it?”


  “Well, don’t stand there talking,” Nolan said. “Get moving!”


  AN HOUR later Nolan snapped on the small portable radio beside his desk. He wiped sweat from his forehead as the announcer’s voice blasted into the room: “From Madison Square Garden we bring you this year’s classic—fifteen rounds of boxing between Ace Nelson and Wild Billy Bell for the championship of the world. A great amount is in the balance tonight, ladies and gentlemen, a great amount in money, fame, and—”


  “Yeah, you can say that again,” Nolan muttered, standing, and rubbing his forehead.


  “I hope Nelson is knocked out in the first round, you cheap hoodlum,” Sari said. They had taken the gag from her mouth to prevent her from choking to death. They were gentlemen of the old school, in some respects.


  “Oh, shut up!” Nolan said. “As if I haven’t enough on my mind without your yammering at me.”


  Sari twisted at the ropes that held her to the chair and shouted, “I’ll fix you if it’s the last thing I do, Nolan.”


  “You want I should quiet her down?” one of the big men said.


  “Ah, let her yap off,” Nolan said distractedly.


  The announcer’s voice cut across the room: “. . . Seconds are out of the ring now, and there’s the bell! Bell moves out fast, catches Nelson in his corner. He scores with a hard left, and then a right. Nelson backs along the ropes. That first exchange left him with a cut lip. Bell looks very strong. He’s closing again, hammering with straight rights and lefts . . .”


  “Wonderful!” Sari shouted. “Kill him, Bell.”


  “Shut up!” Nolan said.


  “It’s all Bell this round. He’s finding the range time and again. Nelson is in trouble now. He can’t seem to get away from Bell’s hard straight rights. He’s taking a lot of punishment in this first round. Now—and there’s the bell. The first round was Bell by a wide margin, ladies and gentlemen. He looks very strong, very sure of himself, as he goes back to his corner. Pie’s grinning as his seconds work on him, wipe the perspiration from his forehead and face. Listen to that crowd yell.”


  “I feel sick,” Nolan said.


  “What’s a nice fast train to New York?” one of the big men said nervously.


  “And here’s round two! It’s the same thing all over again. Bell is out like a tiger, crowding Nelson into a corner. But wait a minute. Nelson is finding the range now. Bell seems a little fuddled, dazed now. He’s wiping his eyes with the back of his right gloves, and moving away. He shakes his head. Nelson is after him, hitting him with solid lefts and rights. Bell is missing. He seems to have slowed down. He’s blinking his eyes, looking around as if he can’t see. Nelson must have shook him up pretty badly with one of his punches, although it didn’t look too effective from where we’re sitting. This is Nelson’s round, without a doubt. He’s coming in more confidently now, as Bell backs away, shaking his head.” A little later: “And there’s the bell ending round two. And just in time, I’ll bet Bell is saying to himself.”


  NOLAN CLAPPED hands together. “Ben did it!” he said in a hoarse, incredulous voice.


  By the end of round five Nolan was grinning widely. His two henchmen were equally cheerful. They sat smoking cigars and chuckling as the announcer recounted the carnage that Nelson was wreaking on Bell. “What’s keeping him up?” the announcer said more than once, in an awed tone.


  “Ha, ha,” Nolan laughed. “That’s good. Fall over, Bell. Lie down and die. Go on, make me a millionaire, you big bum. Good old Ben!”


  At the end of the tenth round Nelson was hitting Bell with everything but the ring posts.


  “Well, it’s in the bag now,” Nolan said, still yawning. “Let’s finish up our little business here. Go get the boy prophet.”


  “What are you going to do to Reggie?” Sari said.


  “Well, that’s kind of a problem,” Nolan said, blowing smoke in the air. He sighed thoughtfully. “We got to get rid of him, of course. And you too, Sari.”


  “No, you wouldn’t,” she said, and then she looked away from him, a tight, nervous smile on her lips. “Yes, you would, of course. You’d boil your mother in oil for a dollar.”


  “Now, Sari,” Nolan said.


  “For half a dollar.”


  “You see, you heard that business about fixing Bell’s eyes,” Nolan said. “Talk could get started about that, and it would make my bookies unhappy. They might think I fixed the fight just to clip them.”


  “But you don’t have to kill Reggie”


  “Well, it’s safer this way. Sari, you know how this business is. I wish you’d stop acting and talking so dumb.”


  The two big men came in carrying Reggie’s bound figure between them. He was conscious, and looked fairly cheerful.


  “This is the end of the line, Sari,” he said. “Don’t worry anymore. We get off here. These men said so.”


  “Oh, Reggie,” she said in a trembling voice.


  “Let’s go,” Nolan said.


  The two men carried Reggie up to the river’s edge. Nolan followed them with Sari in his arms. One of the men attached a heavy iron weight to Reggie’s feet. “Well, this is it, chum,” the man said. “Give my regards to the mud carp.”


  “Now wait a minute, you can’t throw me in the river,” Reggie said.


  “Why not?”


  “Why, I’d drown,” Reggie cried triumphantly.


  “Yeah, that’s the idea,” the man said, and pushed him into the river.


  “Reggie!” Sari sobbed. “Oh, you monsters!”


  AT THAT instant something incredible happened. Something so incredible that Malachy Nolan, who had seen such miracles as honest cops and virtuous chorus girls, very nearly swallowed his cigar in astonishment.


  A flaming streak, trailing plumes of fire like a comet, flashed from the heavens and plummeted into the river. There was a flat, echoing smack! as this phenomenon struck the water, and then it reappeared, climbing in an arc to come to rest on the dank wooden wharf of the river.


  Nolan sank to his knees, dropping Sari like a bundle of old clothes. His face grew pale, his eyes bugged out.


  A man stood before him, a tall, heroically proportioned man with calm, noble features, and long black hair. He wore a flowing white robe and a band of gold gleamed across his head. In his arms he carried the limp, damp figure of Reggie Saint Gregory.


  “What are your wishes, my master?” this incredible figure sad in a deep powerful voice.


  Reggie coughed, spewing out dirty river water. “Well, what do you think? Get these silly ropes off me.”


  “It is done, master.”


  Reggie stood free and unencumbered. The ropes had dissolved with the words.


  “And her, too,” Reggie snapped. Yoh-Agparth waved a hand, and the bonds fell from Sari’s wrists and ankles. She sat up slowly, her eyes round as saucers.


  “Reggie, who is he?”


  “Well, I’ll be blasted if I know,” Reggie said. He studied the man for a moment, then light broke into the dark areas of his memory. “Oh, I say! It’s the fellow who sold me the paper.” Reggie wagged at a finger at Yoh-Agparth. “I’ll just take that nickel, old man.”


  “You desire a nickel?”


  “I should say I do,” Reggie said indignantly.


  Something cold and shining appeared in his palm. It was a nickel. He bit it cautiously, then slipped it into his damp pocket. “Well, that’s better.” He scratched his head, suddenly recalling the words he had read in the issue of True Astrology that he picked from the newsdealer’s lap that night. Of course! It was all very clear now. He had decided that if he ever had an anchor around his neck and were about to do a bit of high diving—well, there it was! Pip! Pip! Here came this chap to help him out.


  “Is there anything else, master?” Yoh-Agparth said. “If my mission is completed, I shall return to my eternal solitude.” There was more than a touch of hope in his voice.


  NOLAN HAD got to his feet. Some of his poise had returned. One of his men said, “Who is this character, boss? He’s upset our plans, in case you haven’t noticed.”


  “Yeah, I noticed,” Nolan said. “Shall we take care of him?” Reggie put a hand on Yoh-Agparth’s massive shoulders. “There’s just one little thing you might do, old chap.”


  “Command, master,” Yoh-Agparth said disconsolately.


  “These chaps here take care of them,” Reggie said, folding his arms and smiling genially at Nolan and his two hulking henchmen.


  “Take care of them? In what manner, master?”


  “Well, let me see,” Reggie mused. “Tell you what. They’re crazy about fighting. It’s on their mind all the time. Supposing you just fight with them a little bit.”


  “I cannot fight ‘a little bit’, master.”


  “Well, fight a lot, then,” Reggie said.


  “Very well, master.”


  One of Nolan’s men suddenly lunged at Yoh-Agparth, whipping a sap from his pocket.


  What happened then was difficult to follow and, if one were sensitive, extremely painful to watch. Yoh-Agparth gathered the lunging thug into his arms almost tenderly, then tipped him upside down and caught hold of his ankle with one hand. Swinging the man about his head in a spinning arc, Yoh-Agparth advanced on Nolan and the remaining hoodlum. Nolan dug into his pocket for a gun, but the human flail struck him at that moment and knocked him twenty feet away, where he landed on his head and lay still. The second thug, showing better sense, attempted to run. Yoh-Agparth let him get a full fifty yards away, then hurled the thug after him like a javelin. His aim was perfect. The two men went skidding along the wharf in a tangle of arms and legs, and came to rest with sickening abruptness against an iron stanchion.


  “And now, master, I bid thee farewell,” Yoh-Agparth said.


  “But just a minute!” Sari cried. “Reggie, the fight. Bell is being murdered. That means these bums will collect fortunes. Oh, Reggie, can’t he do something about that?”


  REGGIE TURNED to Yoh-Agparth.


  “I hate to impose, old man, but—”


  “I am at your service,” Yoh-Agparth said wearily.-


  “Well, I’d like a man named Bell to win a prize fight. Now, it’s rather difficult to explain, but—”


  “I understand,” Yoh-Agparth said. “And is that all?”


  “Well, yes.”


  Something flashed into the sky like an arcing flame. Reggie blinked. Yoh-Agparth was gone. “Skittish sort of chap,” he muttered.


  Sari had run back to the office and was listening to the radio. “It’s the last round, Reggie, Bell is being killed. Listen!”


  “. . . What’s keeping him up we’ll never know. Nelson is hitting him at will. The crowd is demanding that the referee stop the fight and—wait a minute—I think he will. Yes, he’s over in Bell’s corner, Bell’s manager picking up the towel. Bell has put up a game fight, he’s taken a terrible beating, but it will be over in a minute. Nelson is still moving in, still throwing leather—and just a minute! Bell has straightened up and started to fight. He shakes his head. He’s like another man. Nelson is backing away. Bell hits him once, twice, and Nelson is down! This is amazing! Everyone is on his feet. They’re screaming. I’m screaming! Nelson can’t get up! The referee is counting him out. It’s all over, it’s all over . . .” The announcer’s voice broke and he began to babble.


  “Well, shall we go?” Reggie said, snapping off the radio.


  They took a cab to his apartment, where Reggie got into dry clothes. Roberts brought them sandwiches and a drink. They settled down comfortably on the couch. “You know, those friends of yours are definitely not out of the top drawer,” Reggie said. “Definitely.”


  Sari hugged his arm. “When they find out who won the fight, they’ll be hiding in some bottom drawer.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter,” Reggie said. Already the affair was assuming an unreal, dream-like quality. The past was past, Reggie always felt, so why worry about it? Still, there was the future. “You know, old dear,” he said, munching a sandwich, “if I asked you to marry me, and you said yes, then I’d be in a spot, because I have no money.”


  “Reggie, that doesn’t matter,” Sari said happily.


  “Doesn’t it?” Reggie said. “Most girls make a frightful row when you tell them about the lack of the old ready.”


  ROBERTS CLEARED his throat.


  “Pardon me, sir, but I must confess to a most reprehensible bit of conduct. Last week I found an odd newspaper by your chair and, on examining it, I realized that it purported to be a record of coming events.”


  “Yes, it was next week’s newspaper,” Reggie said. “I made a nice bit of cash with it. Picked up seven dollars betting with Doaby on the comics.”


  “I, too, made a nice bit of cash with it,” Roberts said. “I once had some experience in the stock market and, seeing that the market reports in this particular paper were highly interesting so far as certain future fluctuations were concerned, I took the liberty of . . . ah . . . parlaying our meagre assets into a quite impressive sum. You will not have to worry about the rent any more, sir. Or anything else, for that matter.”


  “Well, that’s fine,” Reggie said. “Top hole, and all the rest of it.” He wished Roberts would go away and stop bothering him with these details. Today there was money, yesterday there wasn’t. It was all so boring. He wished Roberts would make up his mind once and for all.


  When Roberts finally left, Reggie kissed Sari thoroughly. Finally she stirred in his arms and sat up straight. She looked him in the eye.


  “Reggie,” she said, “I don’t want to talk about that friend of yours. The one in the white toga. Not now. Not for a good many years. Some day, when we’re old and settled, I’ll make you a cup of tea and sit quietly while you tell me all about him. Do you understand?”


  “Why, sure, old dear. He was a decent chap though, wasn’t he? I’d rather like to get to know him.” Reggie sighed. Good chaps flitted in and out of your life, and that was the end of it. It was very sad. “Yes, I’d like to know him better.”


  Somewhere in the depths of his vast black cavern Yoh-Agparth shuddered uneasily. “Never,” he muttered, and the echoes of his rolling voice cracked the other side of the mountain in the Himalayas.


  I’LL FOLLOW YOU TO HELL!


  First published in the November 1952 issue of Fantastic Adventures.


  Ryan was a copper of the old school. He had determination—and more. He’d trail a man into hell itself. But he found that the trip is usually made on a one-way ticket.


  THEY BROUGHT him in about three in the morning, a slender, graying man with mild, bewildered eyes, and propped him against the counter of the Third Detective Division. One of the cops, a fresh-faced youngster named Wilson, called out, “Customer, gentlemen. Service please.”


  A brooding waiting mood lay over the place—a night-mood that fitted in perfectly with tile dirt, cynicism, and basic hopelessness of a police station.


  Cops, as a breed, are not the most cheerful people in the world. Their business the very nature of it—makes them pessimists. Night after night the lawless—the blank-eyed offenders—are brought in. And not one is ever guilty. They are all maltreated, imposed-upon citizens, and they’ll be the first to tell you so. They tell the cops how badly they are abused and the cops listen with hard, stiff faces and then throw them into the tank until they can tell their stories to the judge and usually the judge finds that they themselves are the abusers—the abusers of the society which gives them aid and encouragement.


  The good citizens do not see these offenders; the judge sees them but briefly. The police, however, are stuck with them in the interim; the police listen to their whinings and their lies. So the cynicism of the police can be understood.


  There were three detectives, the night-shift, in the stale-smelling, dimly lit room. Two were sleeping, one on a wooden bench under the green-shaded windows, the other slumped down in a chair, a gray felt hat pulled down over his eyes. The third, a powerfully built man with reddish-brown hair, was awake, hunched over a report on his desk. This was Ryan, known as the toughest cop in the toughest district in Philadelphia. Ryan never napped on duty; he was always grimly, hopefully awake. Now he stood slowly, moving with the lazy grace of a confident animal, and strolled across the cigarette-littered floor to the counter. He was a tall broad man, solid as a slab of granite, with hard flat features, and eyes that were gray and deep and merciless.


  “What have you got?” he said, glancing with impersonal disgust at the slender graying man between the two cops.


  “A drunk,” the fresh-faced cop named Wilson said. He grinned. “But there was an odd angle about him, so we decided to turn it over to the high-priced help. Meaning you hawkshaws, of course. I—”


  “Don’t be cute about it,” Ryan said, looking steadily at Wilson. “Just give me the facts.”


  The cop, Wilson, nodded and wet his lips. The impact of Ryan’s deep pitiless eyes left him slightly breathless. “Sure, sure,” he said. “We found him in the gutter at the intersection of Sixth and Market. He was laying about twenty feet from a jeweler’s store that had the window knocked in. There was no robbery report from there, but the protection service boys were out on it, of, course. Nothing missing from the jewelry shop, it turned out, but this character was on the scene, and so—” Wilson shrugged, glad to get his story over, unwilling to add any irrelevant details which might irritate Ryan.


  “Okay, any identification?” Ryan said.


  “Nothing.”


  “Money, social security card, clothing labels?”


  “There was nothing. He don’t even have a cigarette butt on him.”


  Ryan stared at the slender little man for a moment or so, noting his pale intelligent face, his mild, oddly, bewildered eyes, his silvery hair. Possibly a dopey, he thought. There was something about him slightly off-key.


  “Bring him in over to my desk,” he said, at last. “I’ll have a talk with him.”


  “That’s another thing,” Wilson said. “He don’t talk.”


  Ryan grinned, and something glittered deep in his merciless eyes. “He’ll talk, all right.”


  “Want us to stick around in case he goes off his nut, or something like that?” Wilson said.


  RYAN TOOK his time lighting a cigarette. He stared over the flame at Wilson. “Thanks,” he said finally. “Thanks a lot. But I’d like it better if you’d do as you’re told and get the hell back to your car. That okay with you?”


  There was no more conversation. The cops did as they were told, dumped the graying little man beside Ryan’s desk, and left. Outside, in the bleak dark street, the fresh-faced cop named Wilson swore savagely and looked up at the green-shaded windows of the detective division. “Who the hell does he think he is?” he said, his voice low and bitter.


  Wilson’s partner, an old-timer named Flannigan, shrugged briefly. “Don’t try to warm up to Joe Ryan,” he said. “He’s got about the same kind of heart you’d find in a rattlesnake. Just keep your mouth shut around him, that’s the best bet.” Flannigan looked up at the green-shaded windows. “I feel a little sorry for that fellow we brought in,” he said.


  “Yeah, so do I,” Wilson said slowly.


  They both shrugged then and walked down to their squad car, which waited for them gleaming and black under chilling winter rain.


  “Let’s start with your name,” Ryan said, facing the slender man with the silvery hair.


  There was no answer. The little man stared back at him, bewildered, uneasy, confused.


  “Now get this straight,” Ryan said in a low hard voice. “We’re going to find out all about you, name, address, family, what you’re doing in town, everything. We’ll get it, believe me. We can do it nice and fast, or we can do it tough and slow. You make the choice, buddy.”


  Again, there was no answer.


  Ryan felt a savage anger building up in him, swiftly, dangerously. This was always the way it went, he thought. You offered them the break, the out, and they sneered at you, called you a fool in the silent depths of their minds. Ryan’s philosophy was a bleak and lonely one: the world, his world, was crowded with thugs, hoodlums, whores, racketmen, chiselers, rapists, deadbeats of all varieties and sorts. That decent people might exist was an academic point to Ryan; he never met them. The sort who made up his world were dangerous, implacable enemies; they would get him if he didn’t hit them first, and hit them hard. He knew no other way of doing his job.


  “Okay, we’ll try once more,” he said slowly. “What’s your name?” There was no answer.


  Ryan stood, tipping his chair over backward. Before it struck the floor he had jerked the little man to his feet and struck him savagely across the mouth. The chair crashed to the floor, and the sound of it obliterated the shocked desperate shriek that forced itself through the little man’s lips.


  “Now we’re in business,” Ryan said, breathing heavily. “you can make noises. Now make some sense. What’s your name?”


  THERE WAS no answer. Swearing, Ryan slapped him again, and dropped him back in his chair. The little man stared at Ryan as he might stare at some prehistoric monster come to life. There was no longer bewilderment in his eyes; his expression was one of numb, desperate disbelief. His lips moved. “Why?” he asked. “Why?” The single word was spoken haltingly.


  “Oh, you want to ask questions now,” Ryan said. “This is good. Well, I’ll play along. I hit you because you’re a little slow to talk, buddy. If you don’t want another sample, keep talking, and talk fast. What’s your name?”


  “I—I can tell you nothing,” the little man said. He seemed stunned. Almost as an afterthought, he added, “I have never been struck before.”


  “You’re going to talk, get it?” Ryan said. He was breathing harder now, and he felt the reins he kept on his temper slipping through his hands. They pushed him to it, he thought, almost desperately. These deadbeats, bums, hoodlums—the responsibility was theirs, not his. “What’s your name?” he shouted, jerking the little man to his feet.


  Five minutes later Ryan called downstairs to the House Sergeant. “Send up a couple of men,” he said. “This drunk I got here just passed out. Dump a bucket of water over him and lock him up for a few hours.”


  “Okay. You got his name?”


  Ryan slammed the receiver down without answering. He paced the floor, drawing deeply on his cigarette.


  Occasionally he glanced at the small huddled body of the little man lying on the floor. Stupid, stubborn, ignorant jerk, he thought. What was he trying to hide? Did he think he could get away with it by just keeping his mouth shut?


  The turnkey and the House Sergeant’s clerk came in and carted the little man out, carrying his frail slender form as easily as they would that of a child. When they were gone Ryan threw his cigarette away and rubbed his forehead tiredly. He sighed finally and went to the basin in the corner of the room and began to wash his hands. This was a ritual of his, unexplained and unexplainable, but it was one he never varied. After using his hands on a man, Ryan scrubbed them thoroughly, painstakingly, with strong soap and hot water. Sometimes a newcomer to the division kidded him about this peculiarity, but no one was likely to make that mistake twice. Ryan didn’t know why he washed his hands after striking a man; but he didn’t like to be kidded about it. He didn’t even like to think about it.


  Twenty minutes later, as Ryan was looking over a report on one of his cases, the phone rang. It was the House Sergeant. “Ryan, I just got a tip-off from the Hall that we’re getting some visitors. It’s big stuff. The Superintendent and the Mayor, and a few carloads of brass.”


  “What’s up?” Ryan said.


  “Damned if I know. But you’d better wake up those sleeping beauties of yours.”


  “Okay, thanks.” Ryan replaced the phone, rubbed his forehead for a few seconds, and then shrugged.


  He stood and snapped on the strong white overhead lights. He shook the detective sleeping in the chair, and walked over and kicked the bench the other man was lying on.


  “The Superintendent’s coming out,” he said as they sat up, blinking and yawning. “Yeah, that’s right, the Superintendent. And the Mayor’s with him. Better splash some water on your faces.”


  THE DELEGATION from City Hall arrived within ten minutes. It was a formidable group: Mayor Jeremy Morrison was in the lead, plump, nervous, and harried, and following him was Dick Gibbons, Superintendent of Police, and three men whom Ryan didn’t recognize. One of the strangers, a tall, quietly dressed man with heavy dark eyebrows and a lean sensitive face, was vaguely familiar to Ryan. He had seen the man somewhere before, of that much he was sure; but he couldn’t connect a name of identity to those well-bred, distinguished features.


  Morrison did the talking. “Ryan, we have a report that a thin gray-haired man was brought in here about half an hour ago. Is that correct?”


  “Yeah, that’s right,” Ryan said. He sensed a sudden excitement in the group; the tall man with the sensitive face let out his breath slowly. What the hell was going on, Ryan wondered. Why this stir over a nameless little drunk?


  “Where is he?” Morrison said.


  “Downstairs in the cell block,” Ryan said. “They just carried him down there.”


  “ ‘Carried’ ?” The tall man spoke for the first time in a voice that was low but authoritative. “Was he injured?”


  “No, he was okay.” Ryan said. “He—well, he gave me some trouble and I had to handle him a bit.”


  Something changed in the tall man’s face, and Ryan felt a touch of color come up into his cheeks. The tall man was staring at him as if he were a particularly repellent form of vermin.


  “You had to handle him a bit, eh?” the tall man repeated.


  “He wouldn’t talk,” Ryan said. “I asked him who he was, that’s all, and he wouldn’t talk.” He felt anger surging through him now. They were all looking at him as if he were some kind of monster. “How the hell am I supposed to do this job, anyway? The only way to handle these bums is to—”


  The tall man made a sharp silencing gesture with his hand. “I’m not interested in your philosophy of police work,” he said, in an icy voice. “It would fit perfectly with gas chambers and racks, I’m quite sure.”


  Ryan took an involuntary step forward. “Now just a minute,” he said.


  Gibbons, Superintendent of Police, said, “Shut up, and stay shut up, Ryan. That’s an order.”


  “Let’s go down to the cell block,” the tall man said.


  Ryan fought back the words that were pounding for release in his mind. The habit of obedience was strong in him, almost an instinctive reflex of his will. He was capable of swinging at the tall man, although he knew he was someone of importance, but the command of Gibbons, his chief, stopped him dead in his tracks.


  THE GROUP filed out of the Detective Division, and went downstairs to the first floor of the station. Ryan followed them, his jaw set angrily. They went through to the roll-call room, and the House Sergeant lumbered out of his office and bellowed for the turnkey. There was no answer. “Must be in the cell-block,” the sergeant muttered. “I’ll take you back.”


  He opened the door leading to the cell-block.


  Ryan heard Gibbons curse.


  He looked over his shoulder and saw the turnkey lying on the floor, and the door of a cell standing open. The cell was empty.


  There was a furious but despairing bit of activity after that, in which it was ascertained that the slender gray-haired little man had apparently vanished into thin air. The turnkey was revived, and told a vague, bewildered story.


  “We brought him in here and dumped him on the cot,” he said, shaking his head slowly and staring anxiously at his circle of questioners. “I came back a while later and he was standing up, right at the door. He beckoned to me, and I walked over to him, thinking, you know, he wanted a drink or something. When I got up close to him—” The turnkey paused, frowning, and rubbed his gray head. “Well, I don’t know just what happened. He reached out and touched me on the side of the face—I mean, he hit me on the face. He must have hit me: sure. That’s all I remember.”


  “Well, for God’s sake, did he just walk out then?” Gibbons demanded of no one in particular.


  The House Sergeant rubbed his damp forehead. “He could have, I guess. I mean, once he got out of the cell he could walk into the roll room and go out the side door.”


  “He can’t be far,” Ryan said. “Let’s move. We can pick him up in ten minutes.”


  The tall man studied him carefully, thoughtfully. “This started with you,” he said, in his low voice. “You had the opportunity to—” He paused and shrugged, a gesture of weariness and despair. “However, you chose to exercise your sadistic needs on him, and drive him away from here.”


  Ryan said, “I tell you we can get him in ten minutes. Just who the hell is he, anyway?”


  The tall man glanced at the Mayor, ignoring Ryan. “I certainly hope this specimen isn’t typical of the men on this city’s police force.”


  Mayor Morrison, an expert politician, reacted almost instinctively to the prod in the tall man’s voice. “You can believe me he isn’t,” he said, in the ringing tones he would use to a Women’s Voter’s League Against Crime. Glaring at Ryan, he said, “You’re suspended until further notice. I want you to turn your badge and gun in immediately. There’ll be a Police Court hearing on this matter, I can promise you.”


  “Okay,” Ryan said. He was trembling slightly and there was a thin white line about his mouth. Nothing showed in his face. “Okay,” he said again, and his voice was slightly thicker. He turned and strode away from the group, his heels striking the floor with measured, angry defiance.


  TEN MINUTES later Ryan stalked away from the station house, his topcoat collar turned up against the chilling drizzle. Light from neon signs flashed and danced on the gleaming car tracks, and above him the bare black limbs of winter trees shook in the face of a high whistling wind. Ryan saw and heard nothing; his eyes, fixed straight ahead, were glassy with a moisture that was not related to the rain.


  He was hardly aware of the hand that caught his elbow. Turning, slightly dazed, he saw Ed Fremont, a reporter from the city’s morning paper.


  “Well, what do you want?” Ryan snapped.


  “Damn it, what’s going on at the district?” Fremont said. “What’s the Mayor and Superintendent doing out on a night like this?”


  “I don’t know a thing,” Ryan said.


  Fremont raised his eyebrows. “Nothing, eh? You saw that tall guy with the Oxford-type face, I suppose. Didn’t that make you a little curious?”


  “I don’t know a thing,” Ryan repeated in the same tone. He caught Fremont’s lapels, in a big hand. “Who was that guy?” he snapped.


  Fremont laughed. “Sure, you’re curious,” he said. “Ryan, you should look at a newspaper occasionally. Reading flyers exclusively isn’t too broadening a hobby.”


  “Who was he?” Ryan growled.


  “Well, that gentleman is the Under Secretary of these United States,” Fremont said. “What did he want at a two-bit slum station? Come on, give me a break. Just a hint, Ryan.”


  Ryan pushed Fremont away from him slowly, and continued on down the street, eyes fixed straight ahead, cursing the tall man in a low, raging voice.


  RYAN WOKE late the following afternoon. He had drunk a pint of whisky to put him to sleep, and now there was an iron band of pain pressing across his forehead, and his eyes blinked against the late sunlight filtering into his room. For a moment he lay still, thinking of what had happened, and then he climbed out of bed, hurrying as if to escape his memories. After shaving and dressing, he left his room and went down to the street: It was a cold, depressing day, with a weak sun trying futilely to force its way through massive ranks of dark clouds. Ryan turned into the restaurant where he usually ate, and ordered tomato juice, coffee and doughnuts. After swallowing the food hastily, he went into a phone booth and called his district.


  “This is Ryan,” he said, recognizing the House Sergeant’s voice. “Did they pick up that little drunk yet?”


  The sergeant’s voice was cautious. “We ain’t supposed to talk about it, Ryan. But they haven’t got him, I can tell you that much.”


  “Just who in hell is he?”


  “Damned if I know. I’m not sure anyone knows. The FBI is in on it now. Maybe he’s a spy or a big smuggler, or something like that.”


  “He’s just a soft-headed lush, if you ask me,” Ryan said. He hung up the phone, paid his bill and went out into the darkening evening. Now we got the FBI in it, he thought, grinning crookedly. Lot of good that would do. Those college kids would run around with trucks full of fancy equipment, using two-bit words, and wind up lost in Brewery Town, or somewhere deep in the South Side. This was a job for cops who knew their way around the city, who knew the joints and the dives, the stoolies and hoods.


  “I could find him,” Ryan muttered into the wind. He stopped at an intersection for an instant, and his next thought was reflexive, inevitable. “I’ll find him,” he said, in a low bitter voice. “Yeah, I’ll get you, you little clammed-up bum. You made a sucker out of me last night, and it’s time to even the score.”


  Ryan Walked swiftly toward his district. He stopped across the street from it, studying the three-story redbrick building with narrow, thoughtful eyes. Fifteen hours ago a nameless little man had sauntered casually out of that place, to disappear into the city. So far the FBI, the local cops, and a variety of imported brass hadn’t been able to trace him. Ryan was facing the side door of the station, the exit the little man must have used in making his escape. Okay, he had come out that door, descended a flight of stairs to the sidewalk—and then what? The little man had the choice of walking in two directions at that moment. He could go left or right. Ryan elected to check right first. That decision, if it was the one the little man had made, would have taken him into a nondescript block of delicatessen stores, business shops, and a few moderately well-kept rooming houses.


  Ryan pulled his hat brim down, and squared his jaw. Okay, I’m coming after you, little man, he thought. He crossed the street and started down the block, moving slowly but purposefully, trying to imagine the chances that would have been available the little, man, and which of them he might have chosen.


  FIRST OF all, Ryan reminded himself, it had been about three-thirty in the morning when the little man evaporated from the station. At that time these shops would have been closed up tight. The little man would have been hurrying along a dark empty street. Since it had been raining at the time, there was damn little chance than any insomniac resident of this neighborhood had been out for a restless stroll.


  So what would the little man have done? Well, that was simple; he’d just have to keep going. Obviously he must get inside, off the streets, and that meant a place that was open in the early hours of the morning. Ryan stopped at the end of the block, and looked down the next one with a grim little smile on his lips. This looked more promising; here there were a few taprooms, an all-night restaurant, and a penny arcade and shooting gallery that was open around the clock.


  “Was this what you ran for?” he said aloud, still smiling. “The bright lights, the chance to roll a drunk, or of finding some lushed-up broad who’d take you home for the night?” He started down the block slowly, a big man with hard flat features, and something of the jungle in his sort measured strides and the depths of his pitiless eyes. I’m right behind you, little man, he thought, right on your heels.


  Ryan remembered then that the little man had had no money. He frowned; that ruled out the bars and the all-night restaurants pretty definitely. You couldn’t hang around such places for long without at least springing for a beer. The penny arcade was a better bet for a guy without funds.


  Ryan sauntered into the brightly lighted arcade, and changed a quarter into pennies at the cashier’s cage. Then he wandered around for a few minutes, stopping to test his grip at a strength machine, and waiting in line to peer through a cloudy lens at a pair of tiny figures doing an Apache dance. After studying the joint a while he drifted over to the open door of a small office. Inside a paunchy balding man in his early forties was looking gloomily at a set of figures.


  “Got a minute, chief?” he said.


  The little man looked up at him frowning. “What’s on your mind?”


  Ryan hesitated. He couldn’t flash his badge and demand cooperation or else. “Matter of fact, I’m in a little trouble,” he said, and the words, faintly entreating, were stiff and awkward on his lips.


  “Well, what is it?” the balding little man said. “Lose your bankroll out there?” he asked, grinning.


  Ryan smiled slightly. “Nothing like that. The thing is I’m looking for my brother. He’s not nuts exactly, but he’s a little slow in the head. He wandered away from the house early this morning, around two-thirty or three, I think, and I’ve traced him this far. I’m wondering if you saw him. He’s a little guy, with silvery hair and kind of a lost look about him. Were you here this morning?”


  “Yeah, I was here till eight. But I didn’t see no one looking like your brother.”


  “Thanks,” Ryan said.


  HE LEFT the arcade, not discouraged, only impatient. The break would come, of course; it always did. Somewhere there would be someone who had seen the little man. Ryan had only to keep plodding along, asking questions, and eventually, inevitably, he’d get on the track of the little man with the silvery hair.


  Ryan spent the next few hours in barrooms, listening to the gossip, asking a few casual questions. He learned nothing of value. When he got a mile away from the district, he decided that he wasn’t on the right trail. The little man had found a hole immediately, otherwise he would have been picked up by the squad cars that had covered the area earlier in the morning. Frowning, Ryan retraced his route until he came back to the district. Now he’d have to start over. Well, that was okay, he thought. A slow illogical anger against the little man was building up inside him. Why hadn’t the little bastard been sensible and talked? He’d given him the chance, hadn’t he? Okay, you won’t get another one, Ryan thought. The next time I’ll play for keeps, he told himself, pounding a big fist into the palm of his hand.


  Ryan stood on the street corner, still frowning, imagining the problem the little man had faced when he left the police station. It had been raining and cold, the street had been deserted, all the shops were shut up for the night, and the little man hadn’t had a dime in his pockets. Where in hell could he have gone?


  Suddenly Ryan had an idea. Undoubtedly the street had been deserted—no one would have been out in that rain at three in the morning unless it was absolutely necessary. This thought brought a grim smile to his lips. Supposing the little man had met someone who had found it necessary to be out at that time of the night. There were such people, of course: cab drivers, waitresses, printers, newspapermen, to list only a few. Ryan moved down the block again, studying the half-dozen or so rooming houses with sharp, alert eyes. Perhaps someone who lived in this block had been coming home from a night job and bumped into the little man . . .


  Ryan turned and walked quickly back to the drug store. He entered a phone booth and called a special number of the cab company. When a voice answered, Ryan said, “Police. I want to know if one of your drivers dropped a fare on Huntington Street around three or three-thirty this morning. Yeah, that’s right. Between Third and Fourth on Huntington. I want this right away.”


  “Okay. What district are you in?”


  Ryan rubbed his jaw. “I’m on a private wire.” He gave the man his number. “I’ll wait for your call,” he said.


  “Okay.”


  Ryan went out to the counter and ordered a cup of coffee. He stared at the reflection of his square hard face in the mirror. There’s nothing to be mad about, he thought, frowning slightly. Things are working out. You’ll get the guy.


  He was on his third cup of coffee when the phone in the booth rang. Ryan hurried over and lifted the receiver.


  “This is Yellow Cab,” a voice said.


  “Yeah, I’m the guy you want,” Ryan said. “What did you find out?”


  “One of our boys dropped a fare at 6534 Huntington this morning at about three-thirty. The cabby knows the fare, by the way. She’s a singer, works at the Kit-Kat Club. She’s a regular customer of this cabby, he says.”


  “What’s her name?”


  “Linda Nelson.”


  “Thanks,” Ryan said softly.


  HE LEFT the drug store and walked down the block to a three-storied rooming house which was numbered 6534. This was it, he thought, smiling slowly. He went up lived. She had come home last night at approximately the same time the little man had been walking down this street. Perhaps they had met, Ryan thought, smiling slowly. He went up the steps and opened the door of the vestibule: Linda Nelson’s name was on a narrow white card held in a brass bracket. Ryan touched the bell under her name with hip forefinger, and then paused. It was about nine o’clock now. She was undoubtedly at the club, the Kit-Kat. Perhaps it would be smarter to see her there. He left the house and walked down the street toward the intersection, moving now with long, eager strides. From across the street a man stepped out behind the shadow of a tree, and looked speculatively at Ryan’s retreating figure. This man was tall, heavily built, and his face was a pale triangular blur in the darkness. He lit a cigarette, and the match flame revealed a broken nose, and flat gray eyes under the ridged fore, head of a professional boxer.


  The man crossed the street and ascended the steps of the rooming house where Linda Nelson lived. He studied the name-plates inside the vestibule, scowling thoughtfully, and then left the building and went down to the sidewalk. Smiling slightly, he turned and started after Ryan, hands deep in his pockets, and a pleased little gleam shining deep in his flat gray eyes.


  RYAN REACHED the Kit-Kat club at a quarter after nine. It was an intimate little spot done in black and white leather, with a circular bar enclosing a minute bandstand. Linda Nelson went on at ten, Ryan learned from the bartender. Ryan sipped a beer and waited. He had a curious feeling that he was close to a lead.


  Ten minutes later a tall, dapperly dressed man of middle years entered the club and took a stool at the far end of the bar. Ryan recognized him as one Soapy Felbin, a horse player by profession and choice, but a police informer by necessity. Soapy was at large by sufferance of the cops—only his cooperation with them kept him out of jail.


  Ryan shifted his position so that Soapy couldn’t see his face. He kept a check on Soapy every two or three minutes, and, when Soapy stood and disappeared into the men’s room, Ryan followed him.


  Soapy was leaning close to the mirror above the hand basin, inspecting a blemish on his chin, when Ryan tapped him firmly on the shoulder. Soapy knew what that meant. Every bad break in his life had occurred immediately after that firm, patient tap on the shoulder. He turned quickly, a furtive, eager-to-please smile lighting up his pale narrow face.


  “Ryan, my boy,” he said, laughing and wetting his lips. “How’s the keed, hey?”


  “What’re you doing here?” Ryan said.


  “Why, nothing at all, nothing at all,” Soapy said. He put an astonished expression on his face. “Nothing wrong with dropping in here for a beer, is there?”


  “Maybe not,” Ryan said. He frowned, studying Soapy closely. He didn’t like this coincidence. “Tell me something, Soapy,” he said.


  “Sure, anything,” Soapy said.


  “You hear anything about a guy who broke out of the Third District last night? A little guy with silvery hair, and a kind of a dumb look about him. What’s the talk about that, Soapy?”


  Soapy’s eyes slid away Ryan’s. He shrugged elaborately. “I ain’t heard no talk, Ryan. Broke out of a jail, eh? He can’t be so dumb, hey, keed?” Soapy laughed pointlessly, trying to coax a smile into Ryan’s square face. “That’s a trick I never learned.”


  Ryan fought down his anger. They never got smart, he thought despairingly. They lied to you, cheated on you, and then wailed for heaven when you knocked the truth from them. With a big hand he gathered up the slack in Soapy’s coat-front “Now listen,” he said, jerking the man’s face within an inch of his own. “I want answers, not jokes. What about this little guy? What’s the talk?”


  SOAPY’S EYES shifted desperately about the men’s room, touching and sliding off everything within sight. “You’re off base, Ryan.” he muttered. “You’re under suspension. You got no gun or badge now.”


  “You know something after all,” Ryan said. “Okay, good. I’m on suspension. That’s means I won’t knock you around.” Ryan raised a big hand and slapped Soapy across the mouth. “See? I can’t touch you. I’m under suspension. I got no badge or gun, so I got to do this the gentle way.” He slapped Soapy again, and the impact of the blow was like a pistol shot in the small room. “Now, we’ll try it the friendly way. What’s the talk?”


  “It’s just talk,” Soapy said in a dull, lifeless voice. He wasn’t protesting any more. He was working now, doing his job, informing. He seemed almost relieved to be back at his trade. “He’s big, I guess. Nobody knows much. But Donello’s after him. After him bad.”


  “Keep going,” Ryan said. Donello ran the West Side of Philadelphia. He was big in the city, in gambling, in insurance, in politics. When Donello wanted something he got it. Or somebody was in for a brick-house full of trouble.


  “Donello has sent his boys out to pick him up,” Soapy said. “I don’t know why. The talk is that this little fellow is wanted by Washington. Maybe he’s a big smuggler, or a spy, or something. Anyway, if Donello knows, he ain’t saying. He’s just turning the city upside down to find the guy.”


  “Where’s the little guy? Anybody got any guesses?”


  Soapy shrugged. “Nobody knows anything. Honest, Ryan, that’s all I can tell you. How about letting me clear out of here?”


  “Okay, beat it. Go do your drinking somewhere else.”


  RYAN WAS sipping another beer when a slim girl with shining blonde hair and a pretty but knowing pair of blue eyes entered the club and signalled to the bartender.


  “I’m late, Joe,” she said. “I wonder if you could do me a favor.”


  “If I can, Linda.”


  The girl was standing beside Ryan, her graceful hands resting lightly on the edge of the bar. She was wearing a delicate perfume, and he saw, in a glance that was studiously disinterested, that her skin was very fair, and that she was probably in her late twenties. She was no dewey-eyed debutante, he guessed. There was a sharpness and hardness about that probably came from a knowledge that life was only sweet and rosy in movies, and the women’s magazines.


  “A friend dropped in on me, Linda said to Joe, as Ryan listened. “A girl I used to work with in Dallas. She’s a little down on her luck now. Here’s what I wish you’d do. Order some coffee and sandwiches and have them sent up there. Tell the boy just to leave them outside the door of my place. She may be asleep, and the poor kid needs that as much as she does food.”


  “I’ll take care of it, Linda,” Joe said.


  “Thanks a million. I’ve got to change now and get back to work, or the boss will have a hemorrhage.”


  She turned, flicked Ryan with an incurious glance, and hurried back toward her dressing room. Ryan finished this beer, paid for it, and walked outside. He was grinning. Now he knew he was on the right track. “So it’s a girl she used to work with in Dallas, eh?” he said to himself, still smiling.


  “We’ll see about that, he thought.


  LINDA NELSON entered the vestibule of her apartment house at three-thirty in the morning. The light was out, she noticed as she fumbled about in her bag for the key. She was tired and irritable. It had been a long dull night, with one table of drunks asking for Stardust again and again, until every word and note in the piece was a torture to hear and to sing. She found her key and began to fumble for the lock.


  Suddenly, without seeing or hearing anything suspicious, she knew that she wasn’t alone in the dark vestibule. There was a blackness on the right of her that was deeper than the other shadows in the hall. She caught her breath, forcing herself not to cry out: a paralyzing shudder went through her, and her heart began to hammer painfully at her ribs. There was nothing to do, no place to run to, or hide. But she had to get away . . .


  A hand came down powerfully across her mouth.


  “Okay, just relax,” a low, harsh voice said. “You’re not going to be hurt.”


  Ryan put up his free hand and screwed the light bulb back into the socket. Illumination flooded the hallway. He released the girl, and put both hands down at his side. “That’s right, be smart,” he said.


  She was too terrified to scream. “What do you want?” she said.


  “I want to talk to you,” Ryan said. “You met a guy in the street about this time yesterday, didn’t you? A little character with silvery hair. He’s the baby I’m looking for.”


  “I’ve seen you before. You . . .”


  “That’s right. At the Kit-Kat. But let’s stay with the little guy. He’s upstairs, ain’t he? He’s the one you ordered the food for.”


  “Are you a cop?”


  “I was, until your little friend got me into trouble. I’m suspended. But I won’t stay that way. I’m going to teach him what trouble is. Real trouble. He’s upstairs right now.”


  “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Don’t get cute with me, baby. We’re going upstairs to take a look. You’re going to let me into your place, and if you say or do anything to tip him off you’ll wish to hell you hadn’t.”


  “I’m not taking you anywhere,” she said, and her voice was suddenly tense and furious. “Roll your hoop the hell out of here. You’re no copper now. I wouldn’t help you if you were after a guy who’d murdered my mother.”


  “I didn’t ask for help,” Ryan said softly. “I just told you what I want.” He caught her wrist and twisted it sharply behind her back. She tried to scream but his big hand closed over her mouth smothering it, and he held her that way, the back of her head pressed against his chest, and her arm twisted cruelly, until she stopped struggling and bean to moan softly.


  “I don’t like doing this,” Ryan said, breathing hard. He was ready to blow wide apart from the tangled pressures inside him. He didn’t want to hurt her. He had liked her looks, liked the toughness and spunkiness about her, but she was standing between him and that nameless little man who had started all the trouble.


  SHE RAISED herself to the tips of her sandals, straining against the pain in her shoulder.


  Ryan removed his hand from her mouth. “He’s upstairs, isn’t he?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Okay, let’s go up!”


  “You’re the one who beat him up yesterday, aren’t you?” she said softly. “You’re a big hero, a real tough guy.” She was crying now, bitterly and silently. The tears fell on Ryan’s hand, which was close to her face, ready to clamp across her mouth if she tried to scream. He jerked his hand away as if the tears were drops of molten lead, and rubbed it savagely against the fabric of his overcoat. It reminded him of something evil and repulsive, of his ritual of washing his hands after he’d struck a man . . .


  “Stop it, damn you,” he said, releasing her arm. “I—I didn’t mean it. But I’ve got to get this guy.”


  “All right, you can get him,” she said, in a weary lifeless voice. “That’s the trouble with this whole dirty mess. Guys like you are always right, and guys like him never have a chance. I’ll take you up, big man. I hope they give you back your gun and badge, and have a mile-long parade in your honor.”


  “I’m doing my job,” Ryan said desperately. “Now let’s go . . .”


  She opened the door of a third-floor apartment and snapped on a light. The small, neatly furnished room was empty. “It’s me, Mr. Smith—Linda,” she called out, and an instant later a door opened and a little man appeared, blinking slightly in the light, and looking as bewildered and lost as he had the night before. He smiled at Linda, tentatively, and then he looked at Ryan and began to nod his head slowly.


  “I thought you would find me,” he said, spacing the words out slowly and carefully. “I hoped so, at least.”


  The scene wasn’t as Ryan had imagined it would be, and he felt the stirrings of an immense and defeating confusion. “I’m taking you in,” he said. “Your little game is over, friend. This time we’ll find out all about you, don’t worry.”


  The girl sat down slowly, lifelessly, on the edge of the sofa and put her hands over her face. “He made me bring him here,” she said in a muffled voice. Ryan saw her thin shoulders begin to shake, and that sight hurt him in a place he had never suspected existed.


  “Yes, I know he did, Linda,” the little man said, looking down on her with compassion. “Please don’t worry about it.”


  “You ready to go?” Ryan snapped. He had to break this mood of indecision, of paralyzing, unexplainable weakness.


  “Of course.”


  “Okay, come on.”


  The little man smiled. “But I’m not going with you. I’m going home.”


  “Very funny,” Ryan said. “You got a great sense of humor. Now, do you come on your two feet, or do I clout you one and carry you in like a sack of potatoes.”


  “I am going home,” the little man said.


  RYAN MOVED toward him slowly, his big hands swinging heavily at his sides, and then, as he was ready to leap, he heard a sound behind him, the sound of a closing door, and he turned quickly, frowning, and stared at a big man with a broken nose and deep-set glittering eyes. The man held a gun in his right hand and his broad back was blocking the closed door.


  “Hiya, Ryan?” the big man said. Ryan knew the man. His name was Myers and he worked for Donello in West Philly.


  “Don’t make a mistake, Myers,” Ryan said. “This is police business. Clear your tail out of here.”


  “I been following you,” Myers said. “Donello thought you might lead us to this character. Donello’s smart, ain’t he?” Myers glanced at the little man with the silvery hair. “Come on, chum. Step over this way. The boss wants a talk with you.”


  The little man didn’t move. He regarded Myers with puzzled eyes. A muscle worked along Myers’ jaw. “Do as I’m telling you,” he said softly.


  “What do you want him for?” Ryan said.


  “I don’t want him, Donello does,” Myers said in the same soft voice. “Lots of big people are after him, the talk says. Donello wants to know the score, that’s all. Maybe he can strike a trade with the big people, he figures. Maybe. I just take orders. And you’ll be smart if you do too.”


  The little man sighed. His eyes were brighter now, sharper. He waved his hand casually, and the gun dropped from Myers’ hand and struck the carpet with a metallic thud.


  Myers stared at his empty hand with narrowed eyes, and then, cursing, he leaped toward the little man. The little man brought his hand up once more, but quickly this time, and Myers stopped in mid-air, as finally and suddenly as if he had crashed head-long into a brick wall. With a grunt of mingled surprise and pain he slid to the floor and lay still.


  “What’d you do to him?” Ryan cried.


  “He’s not harmed. He’ll be perfectly all right in a few moments.” The little man glanced at Linda. “Now I must be going.”


  “Please don’t, please!” Linda said.


  “It’s no use here, I’m afraid.”


  Ryan wet his lips. “You’re coming with me,” he said, but his voice lacked conviction. He frowned at the little man, knowing that he faced something he didn’t understand, something outside his experience, beyond his control.


  The little man smiled as if he were reading Ryan’s troubled thoughts. “You know you are powerless,” he said. “I am going home.”


  “Where’s your home?” Ryan said.


  “It’s a place you’ve never heard of, I’m afraid,” the little man said. “Not by the name we call it, at least. We who live there know it as Esiderion.”


  “Esiderion?” Ryan stumbled over the unfamiliar word.


  “You know it as the planet Mars,” the little man said.


  “Mars? This is great. This is better than the Berle show.” Ryan laughed at the little man, derisively, mockingly, but the sound was oddly shallow in the small room. The little man regarded him thoughtfully, and under the curious impact of his expression Ryan’s laugh faded and died. He was suddenly furious with himself, with everything. “You’re lying,” he yelled.


  “DON’T TELL him anything, please,” Linda said. “He wouldn’t understand. All he knows is kicking and beating people who are helpless and miserable and can’t fight back.”


  “Why should I lie to you?” the little man asked Ryan, who was staring resentfully at the girl.


  “I don’t know,” Ryan muttered, without taking his eyes from the girl. “You know a hell of a lot that isn’t true,” he said to her, in a puzzled, angry voice. “I don’t—”


  “Oh, shut up, please shut up,” she said wearily. “I don’t want to listen to you.”


  “Okay, okay,” Ryan shouted. “What proof have you got that you’re from Mars?” he said to the little man. The idea, articulated, suddenly seemed wildly preposterous. “I know you’re not, but what kind of a story have you got cooked up, that’s what I want to know.”


  “You want a miracle, eh?” the little man said. “That’s your trouble, I think. Unless the truth is buttressed by something mystical, something incomprehensible, you prefer to believe the truth is a lie. It’s literally too good to be true.”


  “Don’t talk to him,” Linda said. “What’s wrong with him talking to me?” Ryan said.


  “You wouldn’t understand,” Linda said. “You’re too dumb, too brutal.”


  “What are you doing here?” Ryan said to the little man in a sullen voice. He would talk, by God, he swore.


  “I came here with the hope that I might be of some use to you,” the little man said. “Your government was most eager to make contact with those of us on Esiderion. Communications were long and difficult. But finally we agreed to send one of us here to help you solve your problems. You do have problems, of course. Your world is going to blow itself up, of course, unless you change your ways.” The little man sighed. “I was chosen to come here. However, something went wrong, there was some tiny miscalculation, and I missed the spot at which I was to meet the representative of your country. Instead, I arrived where I was found by you and your men.”


  “How are you going to help us?” Ryan said. “You got weapons, bombs, things like that?”


  “No, I have nothing like that for you,” the little man said. “But we have learned to live together in peace. We could show you how to do the same.”


  “This is just a lot of double-talk,” Ryan said.


  Linda stood up and Ryan winced at the anger in her face. “That’s what I knew you’d say, you big babboon,” she said. “ ‘Doubletalk’. Anything you don’t understand is doubletalk. You’re too dumb to be helped.” Tears started at the corners of her eyes. “Here’s a guy who could have helped us,” she said, in a weary, drained voice. “But he’s not going to. He’s leaving us cold. And all because he had to meet a sadistic bum like you. He thinks we’re hopeless. He thinks we’re all like you.”


  Ryan stared at the little man. “You’re clearing out because I knocked you around a little?”


  The little man shrugged. “That’s part of it, I suppose. But the important thing is that I don’t think you can be saved. And I’m not sure you’re worth it anyway.”


  BUT I WAS just doing my job,” Ryan said angrily.


  “You like doing it in the cruellest fashion possible, don’t you?” the little man said gently. “You’re a savage who enjoys and thrills to savagery.” He began to shake his head. “No, I see nothing there to save. I’ll return to Esiderion and report the experiment a failure. We will break off communications with your people and take steps to make sure that it can never again be established. It’s a pity, but—”


  “Look, you’ve got it wrong,” Ryan said stubbornly. “You’re making a bum out of me in this deal because I knocked you around a little.”


  “Do you want him to give you a medal?” Linda said.


  “Shut up,” Ryan snapped, fighting down his anger.


  “Go ahead, get mad,” Linda said: “Knock me around. Twist my arm like you did downstairs.”


  “You hurt her too, of course,” the little man said.


  “She don’t understand, you don’t understand,” Ryan yelled. He had to make them see what he felt, but he couldn’t find the words. He stared at them, hating them, baffled and furious.


  “It’s hopeless,” the little man said. “I must go now.”


  Linda suddenly screamed. Ryan wheeled about and saw the broken-nosed man was sitting up, a gun in his big fist. Myers snarled something and pulled the trigger, but by then Ryan had moved, desperately, instinctively, but aware of a savage delight in the prospect of destruction and violence. He hurled himself to one side, in front of Linda because Myers was firing at her, and his big body spun sideways as a slug smashed into his chest. He struck the floor and rolled toward Myers, fighting the pain under his heart, and the immense weakness flowing through his arms and legs. Nothing sustained him but his rage. The dull red anger was like a powerful stimulant that forced him forward against the tides of pain and blackness that threatened to smother him. Ryan threw himself on Myers as another shot sounded. Powder scalded his cheek but he felt no pain, only the brightness before his eyes. The gun in Myers’ hand twisted, bent backward under Ryan’s weight, and the third shot, squeezed off with the last of Myers’ strength, was the only one which did not strike Ryan. That last shot went downward, into Myers’ heart.


  Ryan heard them talking.


  “He’s dying, isn’t he?” It was the girl’s voice.


  “Yes, he is,” the little man said. The girl began to cry.


  Ryan forced his eyes open, saw the ceiling above him, immensely high, shimmering crazily. He was on his back, his head in the girl’s lap. Her tears fell on his cheek.


  “Cut it out,” he said.


  “You saved her,” the little man said. He was kneeling beside Ryan, staring at him with puzzled eyes. “Why did you do that?”


  “You’re smart, figure it out,” Ryan said.


  “Please. Why did you do it?”


  “Don’t bother me,” Ryan said.


  “Tell him, please tell him,” the girl said.


  It was so damn simple, Ryan thought. What were they excited about? “I had to,” he said, in a slow, patient voice. “He was going to shoot her, so I had to stop him. That’s my job.”


  THEY BOTH leaned closer to him as he spoke, and he knew that was a bad sign. He was barely whispering now; soon he’d begin to choke. Ryan had observed this fatal sequence so often that he had some difficulty realizing that this time he wasn’t a spectator.


  “I don’t understand,” the little man said. “I don’t understand.”


  Ryan tried to laugh. It struck him as funny. “Jeez, you’re real smart,” he said.


  “Why did you strike me? I felt you didn’t want to.”


  “I had to.”


  “But why?”


  They wouldn’t leave him alone. “I got to take care of the good people,” Ryan said. He knew it was about all over, but suddenly he wanted to talk. He experienced a vast sense of release now, and he knew he could make them understand. They were wrong about him, and he would set them straight. “I never wanted to hit anybody,” he said. “But I had to. I had to take care of the good people. I didn’t know any of them, but it was my job to take care of them, you see.” This wasn’t it, he realized sadly. He didn’t know the words that would explain everything simply, inevitably.


  “I’m a bad guy,” he said, trying another tack. “But it was because I was fighting something bad.” That was closer to it, but still not exactly right. Suddenly he was tired of talking. “What the hell,” he said. “It don’t make no difference.”


  “Is he dying?” the girl said again, in a tight, anxious voice.


  “Yes. I was wrong about him, I think. When he struck me I hated him, and that destroyed my judgment. I’d never known hatred, you see, and it’s the one disease that kills all that’s worth while in us. He was a moralist of sorts. But without judgment. He chose the right thing to protect, but he protected it with primitive techniques.”


  “He saved me,” Linda said. “He took those bullets that were meant for me.”


  “That’s true,” the little man. “He had to, you see. You were good, and it was his job to protect you.”


  “You could save him, couldn’t you? You’re smart, you know a lot of things.”


  “Is he worth saving?” the little man said.


  “Go to hell,” Ryan said. He wasn’t taking favors from anyone; but they didn’t hear him.


  “Yes, yes, he is,” Linda said in a low, pleading voice. “I know he’s worth saving. And you’ve got to stay here now. Find those government big-shots and tell them how to make things better here, like you were telling me yesterday.”


  “Yes, I think I’ll stay,” the little man said.


  “And you’ll save him?”


  “Yes, I’ll save him,” the little man from Esiderion said. He glanced at Linda, smiling now. “Don’t worry. I think I’ll save you all.”


  JINN AND TONIC


  First published in the May-June 1953 issue of Fantastic.


  REGGIE VAN ALEXANDER was in an expansive mood as he swung homeward through the cool, starlit darkness of an April’s evening. There was a bounce to his long, lissome frame, a musing smile on his pleasant but undeniably vacant features. He felt so good, in fact, that he started to worry about it; he wasn’t given to introspection, or thought of any kind, as a rule, but tonight he attempted to isolate the factors contributing to his well-being.


  First there had been a topping dinner at the club, and then a fruity conversation with J. Phillpott Forbes, the club crank, who believed that the only solution of the country’s ills lay in the immediate importation of the Indian caste system to America. That had been a heady session, since no one at the club normally bothered to talk to Reggie, but it wasn’t enough to explain this state of top-holeness.


  No, there was something else.


  Reggie frowned. He didn’t like mysteries, particularly when their solution was locked away in the vaults of his own mind. Frankly, Reggie didn’t trust his mind. He didn’t even like it very much. Minds were supposed to be alert and helpful. Other chaps discussed theirs in terms of pride and affection. “It just popped into my mind,” they’d say, as if their minds were vigilant outfielders in some cerebral baseball game. But Reggie’s mind was all butterfingers; things slipped away from it, or through it, or else were lost forever in one of its countless drafty pigeon-holes. Reggie suspected that his mind didn’t care about these errors. It was a sloppy mind, without pride or backbone. Frankly, it was a rotter.


  BUT THEN, as Reggie was crossing a particularly nasty intersection, full of charging cars and snorting taxis, his mind rather marvelously decided to play the game. It tossed up an idea for him to see, and instantly Reggie’s frown faded and he began to smile.


  Ah, of course! Sari, the girl he loved, was returning to the city tomorrow morning, and they had planned a breakfast reunion at his apartment.


  “Good old mind,” Reggie said, forgetting his previous unkind thoughts, and he strolled on at an even bouncier pace. His spirits floated in contentment. Tonight there’d been J. Phillpott Forbes talking to him man-to-man about Brahmins and Untouchables, whatever in Heaven they were, and tomorrow he’d see Sari, the girl he loved. This coincidence of rum things was enough to make a chap believe in Providence.


  IT WAS at this precise moment that the ragged little man charged out from a side-street and collided with Reggie’s limber, elegantly clad form.


  “Blimey, it’s Providence,” the ragged little man gasped, as his eyes took in Reggie’s lean foolish face, and the pearl studs glowing in his dress shirt.


  “Dash it, my thought exactly,” Reggie said. “I was strolling along, mulling it over, and I thought—”


  “Look, Your Lordship, you wouldn’t like to help a bloke out and do yourself a good turn in the bargain, eh?”


  The question, consisting of two parts and phrased in the negative, was about as clear to Reggie as it would have been in Latin. He nodded, then shook his head, congratulating himself on having met the issue shrewdly.


  The ragged little man, whose eyes kept darting away from, and back to, Reggie’s pearl studs, saw only the nod.


  “It’s like this, Governor,” he said. “I was crossing from London last week, and one of our blokes took sick and died.”


  “Scurvy, eh?” Reggie sympathized.


  “Warn’t. It was his insides got swollen and poisoned ’im. But no mind. ’E was an Eyegyptian, a sneaky bloke, and ’e had something with ’im ’e set great store by. ’Twas this,” the little man said, removing a small green bottle from his pocket. “This ’ere bottle it was. When ’e died we pinched the bottle from his bunk, we being ’is friends, you see, and sold it to the ’ighest bidder. My mate, Billy, bought it for a ’undred dollars, American, ’e got drunk in port and lost the bloomin’ bottle, you might say. It was found by your ’umble servant, Cheerful Jack Leeds.”


  “I say, what luck!” Reggie, whose concept of sailors stemmed from a reading of Treasure Island, had a thrilling vision of rogues with black eye patches fighting and snarling over this bottle.


  “I’m ‘ard up now meself, Your Lordship, and the bottle, which is Lord knows ’ow old and valuable, must go with all my other worldly possessions. I’m sacrificing it for ten dollars. Take it, feel it. Pretty, ain’t it?”


  Reggie accepted the bottle, cannily keeping a burgeoning excitement from showing in his face. For this was obviously a great bargain. Sold once for a hundred dollars, and now going for ten. It was the sort of thing that seldom happened to him; Sari, for instance, insisted rather despairingly that his fiscal sense could be tucked away in the eye of a newt. Reggie didn’t know how large a newt’s eyes were, but he suspected gloomily that they were pretty small.


  Now was a chance to prove her wrong.


  The bottle and a ten-dollar bill changed hands. Reggie continued on homeward, bursting with triumph, and Cheerful Jack Leeds proceeded to the nearest bar. He had Reggie’s tenner in one grimy hand, and a pearl stud from Reggie’s shirt in the other.


  REGGIE’S MAN, Clive, opened the door for him and took his coat. Clive, a tall elegant man with smooth pink cheeks and the forehead of a thinker, noticed the missing shirt stud, but decided not to mention it; it would be simpler to replace it with an imitation one than to inquire into the circumstances of its loss. In his years with Reggie, Clive had learned one important lesson: keep conversation out of the abstract; pin it down to reality. This he proceeded to do now in reference to still another matter.


  “Sir, the Brewster Shop delivered your new evening clothes.”


  “Ah, top hole. You unpacked them? You approve?”


  “Sir, I sent them back.”


  “Now dash it all.” Reggie patted Clive’s shoulder. “The old brain going soft, eh? I say! Look at it this way. Man buys dinner clothes. Store pops them around. Valet sends them back. Ridiculous, eh?”


  “Remember the patrimony, sir.”


  Reggie felt the words as if they were a shot-filled sock applied to the base of his skull. He sighed. Once, a long time ago it seemed, he and Clive had enjoyed man-to-man talks about dinner clothes, wines and vacation spots. Now, whenever they began chewing something over, they came down on this sticky business of the patrimony. It was a point Reggie didn’t thoroughly understand, but he knew it was a prickly one. It went like this, he decided, making a manful effort to think it through. He, Reggie, had been left pots of money. Good! Then he, Reggie, had met a man named Million-Dollar Monroe, who sold stocks and bonds. After a largish evening, Reggie had bought a lot of these stocks and bonds, and then he had learned, later this was, that they were all worthless. He knew he had been bilked in some fashion, of course; Clive, and his lawyers, and his brokers, had finally drummed that into his head. There was little room for rancor in Reggie’s childish soul, but what space existed was reserved for Million-Dollar Monroe. Reggie didn’t miss the money, however, so much as he did the old cheerful chats he’d once enjoyed with Clive. Now all their exchanges had a funereal tinge . . .


  Reggie decided not to tell Clive about the bottle. He had a misty presentiment that Clive would fail to appreciate the cunning of the transaction. In a gloomy mood he said good night and toddled off to his bedroom . . .


  Reggie placed the bottle on his bureau and studied it carefully as he undid his eye. Some of his doubts evaporated. It was a smashing bottle, really first-rate. He held it to the light and saw that it was empty. Well, he thought defensively, one could hardly expect it to be filled with Napoleon brandy.


  He turned the bottle this way and that, and then, after considerable effort, pulled out the stout cork stopper. Immediately a thick oily vapor poured from the throat of the bottle and settled to the floor. Somewhere in a far distance Reggie heard a wind that might have been born in the drumming of mighty wings. The drapes in the room flattened against the windows.


  Reggie brightened.


  Wait until Sari saw this, he thought.


  The ropy gray vapor solidified on the floor and rose slowly in a tubular column to a height of nearly five feet. Then the smoke ceased to pour from the bottle. The column thickened, darkened, and gradually assumed a human shape.


  Reggie shook his head admiringly. “I say,” he said softly, “This is good.”


  “Miscreant, you speak from ignorance,” a deep voice answered.


  Reggie looked around, scratching his head. Somebody had said something, but there was no one in sight. He glanced back and saw that the column of smoke had disappeared, and that a short, plump man had taken its place. This chap, whose skin was a rich chocolate in color, and whose eyes were deep and mournful, wore a full-length white robe which was decorated with an indecent number of softly glowing pearls.


  “What ho!” Reggie murmured, pleased by this development.


  “Know that I am Erodin and that I shall destroy you,” the short plump man said, squaring his shoulders.


  “In Heaven’s name, why?” Reggie said. He began unbuttoning his shirt. “I haven’t done—”


  “Silence,” the man commanded. “I am a Jinn of Balai land. I was imprisoned in that bottle twelve


  thousand years ago. It was something about the Chief Jinn’s harem, but I—The little man coughed slightly. “That isn’t important now. It was all a lie, in any case. In the first five thousand years of my imprisonment, I decided to grant the gift of eternal life to my rescuer. In the next five thousand years, I grew bitter. I decided I would grant my rescuer only sufficient precious jewels to make him the peer of any prince in the world. I—”


  “That seems damned generous,” Reggie said, suddenly liking this chap. The bloke obviously had decent instincts.


  “Please don’t interrupt,” the little man said sternly. “My bitterness grew as the years passed, and finally I decided that I would destroy my rescuer without mercy.”


  Reggie’s mind skittered back to something that had occurred a few moments before. It was something deuced queer. Finally he got it. “I say,” he cried, “were you inside that bottle?”


  “Yes, wretch. For twelve thousand years.”


  “Well, a chap gets attached to a place and just doesn’t want to stir. I had an apartment in the Sixties once and I rotted there, year after year, just because I felt cozy about it. You know—”


  “Silence,” the little man cried. “Reflect on your fate. I am an Oriental. I am excruciatingly Oriental, you might say, and your punishment must necessarily be excruciatingly Oriental. You will be untouched, but those you love, those who make life supportable, will know the bitter quality of my anger.”


  REGGIE BEGAN to take off his trousers. The chap was hipped on this revenge business, which was too bad. That was the trouble with spending too much time in one place, Reggie reflected philosophically. A chap’s horizons narrowed.


  “You don’t seem too concerned,” the Jinn said, eyeing Reggie dubiously.


  “But I am,” Reggie said. He said it firmly and solidly, because he saw no point in hurting the chap’s feelings.


  “Very well, until tomorrow I will leave you,” the Jinn said, and with a cynical salute, stepped back one pace into the bottle and disappeared.


  Reggie shrugged and went in to brush his teeth. He’d rather liked this little chap, but you couldn’t take a man too seriously after he’d admitted spending twelve thousand years in a bottle. It showed a certain dullness, a coarseness of fiber, Reggie thought, shaking his head regretfully. Also, he suspected that the whole thing was a gag. It bore the unmistakable and nutty stamp of one Fred McIntyre, a preposterously unstable chap who belonged to Reggie’s club.


  After preparing for bed, Reggie picked up the phone and called Freddy. He learned from his valet that Freddy was in Austria skiing.


  “Well, it’s someone else then,” Reggie said aloud. He had, after all, quite a few friends with loosely screwed-on heads. Smiling, he popped into bed and fell asleep immediately.


  THE NEXT morning, as Reggie was polishing off orange juice, the doorbell rang. He remembered Sari suddenly, and emitted a happy bleat as he sped to open the door. But his hopes were dashed as he found himself staring into the mournful eyes of the portly little man he had encountered the previous evening. Now the man wore a gray flannel suit, a black Homburg hat, and a striped tie of questionable taste. He bowed slightly, handed Reggie his hat and stick, and strolled into the apartment.


  “What do you want?” Reggie said, feeling the first stirring of alarm.


  “Oh, I have to know something of your friends before I choose the ones to destroy,” the Jinn said. “I am an Oriental, but extremely practical, as you’ll learn.”


  Reggie bit his lip. Suddenly, in the clear morning sunlight, he perceived that the situation had unpleasant overtones. Last night, fortified no doubt by several bottles of claret, he had dismissed it as a prank. Now he recalled that this mournful little chap had been inside that bottle. This fact lent a disturbing credence to the rest of his story. The business of being a Jinn, and a Jinn bent on vengeance, was now unhappily verified—and the conclusions to be drawn from that were sobering.


  AT THIS point the doorbell rang.


  “Ah, friends I trust,” the Jinn said, and in his little smile there was something cold and cheerless.


  Reggie suddenly remembered Sari. “Now see here,” he said, “this isn’t cricket. You leave my friends alone.”


  “You weren’t concerned about them last night,” the Jinn said, laughing softly. “What has changed your mind?”


  “It’s that tie you’re wearing, I suppose,” Reggie said moodily. “A man who’d wear those stripes with a flannel suit might do anything.”


  The Jinn fingered the tie uneasily. “There are more important things in life than clothes,” he said.


  “Oh, don’t talk rot,” Reggie said.


  The bell sounded again, insistently this time.


  “Excuse me,” Reggie muttered. He tossed the Jinn’s hat and stick into a chair and went to the door.


  Sari threw her arm about his neck. “Darling, it’s wonderful to be back,” she said.


  Sari was a lovely, a delightful girl, with glinting red hair, piquant, good-humored features, and a body that would have caused a riot in the ranks of a Civil War Veteran’s convention. The top of her head came just up to Reggie’s chin, and she looked as if she had been assembled by a craftsman who loved his work. Now, wearing a black sheath dress, the trimness of her waist, the graceful curve of her bosom, and the exciting swell of her hips, were all delightfully evident.


  Reggie had seldom been happier. Grinning, he put his arms around her and said, “I say, old chum—”


  THEN HE stopped abruptly. Across her shoulder he saw the Jinn smiling at them, his deep mournful eyes glinting malevolently. The Jinn had raised one plump hand, and extended a finger at Sari’s back.


  Stifling a nervous impulse to faint, Reggie put his hands on Sari’s hips and pushed her away from him. “Now, my dear young lady, relax,” he said. He took out a handkerchief and mopped his high, bony forehead. Sari regarded him with a small, puzzled smile.


  “What, in Heaven’s name, is the matter with you?” she said. “Is it a family anniversary on which the oldest son must live chastely to appease the ancestral gods? Or have you simply forgotten me?”


  Looking at her, Reggie realized that this wouldn’t be easy. However, it must be done—for Sari’s sake.


  “Now see here, I’ve told you it’s all over,” he said, shooting a side glance at the Jinn, who was watching them with a small puzzled frown.


  “What are you talking about?” Sari said.


  Reggie bit a figurative bullet. “I’m going to be married. Didn’t you know?”


  “Of course I did, you ass. You’re marrying me.”


  “No, that’s all over,” Reggie said. He turned his back to her and waved a hand in what he imagined was a grand gesture of dismissal. Reggie had never played a scene like this before, and he found himself enjoying it. Scraps and nuggets from the cinema worked their way to the surface of his spongy mind, as he continued to wave a hand grandly. “It’s better to find out now,” he murmured. “Wherever we went, Rangoon, Singapore, East Chicago, there’d be spiteful rumors following us. And so I must marry Guinevere.” He let his arm fall limply to his side.


  “Who in hell is Guinevere?” Sari demanded in a voice that barely managed to sound ladylike.


  “It won’t be everything I dreamed of,” Reggie went on, to the cue of some invisible director, whom he could imagine weeping quietly into his megaphone. “Guinevere’s father wants me in the firm—vice-president, to start, I dare say. It will be a quiet life—polo, swimming, the market.” He gulped, caught up with the sadness of it all. “And children,” he added, lowering his head.


  There was a sharp noise behind him which Reggie took for the rattle of applause. He turned, smiling weakly, and saw that Sari had gone. The noise had been the emphatic banging of the door.


  The Jinn, he saw, was staring at the door with an odd light in his mournful eyes. “That was a very attractive young woman,” he said. “You—you don’t want her?”


  “Attractive?” Reggie shrugged. “Well, you’ve been out of circulation quite a while. Anything probably looks good to you.”


  “I must see this Guinevere,” the Jinn said, thoughtfully.


  “Oh, she’s out of town.”


  “I have plenty of time,” the Jinn said, and moved slightly to one side and disappeared.


  Reggie rubbed his forehead nervously. Now he was in a sweet mess. Sari gone, out of his life forever, no doubt, and this sadeyed little Jinn hanging about to pounce on a fictitious Guinevere.


  Well, he thought, bouncing up to a more optimistic level, there was no point in letting all this disrupt his routine. He decided to go to his club for lunch. . .


  REGGIE FELT considerably better after a pre-luncheon Martini. He stood at the bar, surrounded by the pleasant babble of conversation and clinking ice, and stared at the reflection of his long vacant face in the bar mirror. Thinking of nothing at all, he was enjoying himself in his usual fashion, when a hand fell on his shoulder.


  “Hallo, old chum,” a reedy voice said.


  Reggie turned and saw Freddy McIntyre standing beside him, a broad smile on his narrow cheerful face. Freddy was one of Reggie’s dearest friends, a kindred spirit, affable, casual, the owner of an unclouded temper, a non-functioning mind.


  “I say, what about the skiing,” Reggie said, remembering that he’d called Freddy the night before.


  Freddy laughed explosively. “Good joke, that. No snow. Went there in the wrong season. Travel agent bloke said something about it, but it slipped my mind.”


  Reggie laughed, too. This was the thing he valued in Freddy. He put an arm about Freddy’s shoulder and called for more drinks. However, as he glanced at the bartender, he saw the Jinn’s reflection in the mirror. Reggie gulped, feeling a nasty chill go down his back, and looked along the bar. There, sipping a tall drink, brazen as any member, stood the Jinn, watching them with his soft, mournful eyes.


  The thought of the Jinn’s vengeance descending on good old Freddy was unbearable, so Reggie jerked away and nudged him sharply in the ribs.


  “Beat it, you silly ass,” he snapped.


  “Righto,” Freddy said. Only things which he didn’t understand struck him as logical. When he thought he understood a thing, which was seldom, it turned out inevitably that he didn’t have it right, after all. And so he tossed off his drink and strolled away, not understanding Reggie’s attitude, and therefore accepting it as logical and sensible.


  The Jinn moved closer to Reggie, a suspicious little smile on his lips. “Is it possible that you have no friends? Don’t attempt to play tricks on me, please.”


  AT THIS precise moment Reggie heard another voice, a large, deep, confident voice, which carried in it the images of board meetings, huge officers, the exciting clatter of ticker tapes. It was the voice of a man of affairs—important, massive affairs. Reggie wheeled about, searching for the owner of that voice, that voice he always heard in the background of his fiscal conversations with Clive.


  There he was, at a table in the corner, one big hand holding a Scotch and soda, the other gesturing with an expensive cigar, Million-Dollar Monroe, the man whose beautifully printed stocks had absorbed Reggie’s patrimony like a thirsty sponge taking a drop of water. Seated with Million-Dollar Monroe was a tall, slack young man with gentle dreaming eyes. This was Teddy Cribmount, whose family paid him a goodish bit of money to stay in New York—their home being in Los Angeles. There was nothing peculiar about Teddy, except his curious conviction that Shakespeare had written the essays attributed to Bacon. He knew nothing of these matters himself, and so had hired a staff of elderly professors to prove his theory. They flooded him with reports which buttressed his notion, but failed always to prove it conclusively—and thus they kept on the payroll.


  “Are you listening to me?” the Jinn demanded irritably.


  “Well, to tell the truth, no,” Reggie said.


  “You seem to know those people at the corner table,” the Jinn said.


  Reggie was developing a certain atypical guile. “Why, certainly not,” he said. He decided shrewdly that the Jinn had seen through his little trick of ignoring his friends, and was prepared to do something about it.


  “Well, I’ll drift along in that case,” the Jinn said.


  “See you around,” Reggie murmured.


  The Jinn left the barroom, but Reggie, watching in the mirror, saw him pause in the doorway, and then step aside to a position from which he could survey the room without being seen.


  Reggie, barely managing to conceal his elation, strode over to Million-Dollar Monroe’s table. He came up behind Monroe in time to hear him say, “Of course, Cribmount, I can’t guarantee that I’ll be able to let you into this deal, but I will try my best, and that—”


  Reggie, beaming widely, slapped him on the back at that moment. “Old pal, old pal,” he cried, in a voice of nauseating bonhomie.


  Monroe looked up at him irritably, and then something changed in his face—the sort of change noticeable in a man’s face the instant before he realizes he must throw up his dinner.


  “Reggie,” he said weakly.


  “Old pal, old pal,” Reggie said, and sat down and put an arm about Monroe’s beefy, well-tailored shoulders. “It’s been a long time, too long, dash it, since our last get-together. What?”


  Monroe smiled weakly.


  “Selling old Cribmount some stocks, are you?” Reggie said.


  “Some of those pretty, lovely stocks?”


  “Hah, hah,” Monroe said. Now the large, massive voice had developed a number of hysterical cracks. “Let’s don’t talk business now, eh? What about some drinks? Think the baseball situation is interesting? Now take the Cubs, I say, and there you have a team that—”


  “Stocks are my meat,” Reggie said with relish. “Ever since you put me in the clover I’ve loved the silly things.” He poked Teddy firmly in the breast. “Take a tip, old chap, and let Monroe here handle your money. He’ll triple it for you with no trouble.” Sneaking a cautious look at the doorway, Reggie saw that the Jinn was watching Monroe with a speculative little frown.


  “Rum thing, eh?” Teddy Cribmount said.


  “The rummest,” Reggie said, with a positive shake of his head. “Old Million-Dollar Monroe will treat you right. He’s my dearest pal, the one bloke I couldn’t do without.”


  “Nice of you to say so, very nice,” Monroe muttered, wiping his damp forehead. “I’ve got to dash along now, if you don’t mind.”


  Reggie led him to the front doors of the club, an arm about his shoulder, and prattling in a high carrying voice on the subject of his indebtedness to, and eternal friendship for, Million-Dollar Monroe. Monroe broke away from him at last and hurried for the street, his expression troubled, worried, and suspicious. Reggie’s attitude disturbed him, to put it as mildly as possible.


  Reggie smiled as he watched him go.


  Returning to the bar, he noticed with a small warm sense of triumph that the Jinn had disappeared . . .


  MILLION-DOLLAR MONROE entered his hotel room fifteen minutes later and tossed his hat into a chair. There was a tall, Brunhildean-type blonde girl lying on the sofa staring intently into the pages of a comic book. She wore a halter and shorts.


  “Guinevere,” Monroe said irritably.


  “Yeah?”


  “Will you put that ridiculous book away? We’re in trouble.”


  “Yeah? Ain’t that a coincidence. So is the Black Wasp. A mountain just fell on him.”


  “Something similar may happen to us,” Monroe said, pacing and rubbing his forehead.


  “Awright, what’s the beef?” Guinevere said, closing the book and stretching her preposterously curvesome body like a lazy, well-fed cat. She rolled onto her stomach and looked sideways at Monroe.


  “You remember that whacky character, Reggie Van Alexander, I told you about?”


  “The one you pushed the pretty paper onto?”


  “Yeah. Well, I’ve just bumped into him,” Monroe said. He frowned and shook his head. “Something wrong, very wrong. He was all smiles and good-will. Get that! After what I did to him, he greeted me as if I were a long-lost brother. It’s—frightening.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “That is not a normal way for a sucker to act,” Monroe explained patiently. “Now, what’s his game? That’s what I’m wondering. He’s got something cooking in that screwy head of his, and I want to lift the lid and take a peek into the pot. And there’s where you come in. You meet this character and find out what he’s got up his sleeve.”


  “Supposing he won’t talk?” Monroe glanced at Guinevere, inspecting her points calmly. Then he lit a cigar. “He’ll talk,” he said.


  REGGIE RETURNED home at three in the afternoon. Clive was out shopping and the apartment was clean, quiet, and lonely. Reggie made himself a drink and slumped disconsolately in a chair, his mind a harbor for derelicts of gloomy thought. Sari was gone forever, and would never know the nobility of his renouncement. He thought sadly of her pretty red hair, and her understanding mind. She did understand him, dash it! That was the most comforting thing about her. She was one of a small, select group—those who understood Reggie. He sighed and thought of other things. Clive was out shopping. That meant a good dinner, at any rate. Well, every cloud, and all the rest of it, he thought.


  The doorbell rang then, jarring him from his bitter-sweet reveries.


  When Reggie opened the door, he did so with no idea of whom or what to expect. However, had he been told what to expect, specifically and carefully, he still wouldn’t have believed it. He’d have laughed, and said, “Dash it, there just aren’t girls like that anywhere in the world.”


  Still, there she was, a strapping Viking with fine blonde hair, a sultry mouth, and long-lashed green eyes. She wore a white silk dress, a choker of pearls, and a diamond bracelet on her left wrist.


  “I think I have the wrong apartment,” she said, smiling delicately at Reggie.


  “Perish the thought. All the flats here are identical. Hallway, living room, butler’s pantry, stuff like that. Come in and look around. This one is like any other.”


  “Will ‘do’ for what?” Guinevere said, slightly taken aback.


  Reggie smiled charmingly. “We can figure that out later, I dare say.”


  Guinevere sauntered into the living room. Reggie was thinking, what luck! A gray afternoon had suddenly brightened. A wink ago he’d been in a blue funk, alone, not a soul to talk with. And now this creature had popped into his life, and in spite of her out-sized proportions, she looked conversationally adequate. Perhaps he could tell her about Sari and the Jinn. What a tonic it would be to discuss that somber, mournful little Jinn. Reggie giggled at this involuntary pun. Jinn and tonic. I say, wait till Freddy hears that one, he thought.


  “What’s so funny?” Guinevere said.


  “Ah, nothing, nothing at all. Drink? Cigarette? Dance?”


  Guinevere approached him slowly, her eyes soft and her body langorous. She put her arms about him and Reggie heard one of his vertebrae emit a surprised squeak.


  Guinevere increased the pressure. “I lied to you,” she said. “I didn’t come here by mistake. I’m in trouble. I’m afraid.”


  “Afraid?” Reggie said, gasping for air. He could imagine nothing short of a rutting elk alarming this girl.


  “Do you know a man named Monroe, Million-Dollar Monroe?” she asked.


  “I say, this is a coincidence.”


  Guinevere smiled and led him to the sofa. She pulled him down beside her and stared into his eyes. “You do know him, then. He’s a cheat. He’s swindled me out of my last penny.”


  “Another coincidence,” Reggie said, astonished.


  “He’s swindled you, too?”


  “Well, so to speak.”


  “We must have revenge,” Guinevere whispered, her lips close to Reggie’s mouth. “Do you have any plans?”


  Reggie drew away from her, inching toward the end of the sofa. “Why, no,” he said, in a high, strained voice. Her nearness was disturbing. The sheath-tight silk dress strained to contain her majestically heaving bosom, and the sunlight glinted on her beautifully muscled, bare legs.


  “I must have a cigarette,” he said. He lit one and blew a shaky smoke ring.


  “You have no plans?” Guinevere insisted.


  “Well, no,” Reggie said.


  “But you must hate him.” He cheated you, you said.”


  “Well, if a chap’s a cheat he’s got to cheat someone,” Reggie said, reasonably. “Might as well be me as anyone else.”


  “You’re teasing me, silly boy,” Guinevere said ominously, and took him in her arms. “That isn’t wise, you’ll find.


  “Now just a minute!” Reggie cried.


  Guinevere tightened her grip. Reggie felt as if he were being squeezed to death against a perfumed, air-foam mattress. Not a bad way to check out, all things considered, he thought.


  “Excuse me, but you left the door open,” a cool voice said in the same tone its owner would have used in declining a packet of filthy postcards.


  Reggie sprang to his feet as Guinevere released him, and saw with surprise and pleasure that Sari was standing just inside the door.


  “What luck!” he cried. “I was just thinking of you.”


  “Obviously,” Sari said, glancing briefly at Guinevere.


  Guinevere put her hands on her hips. “You should have knocked,” she said. “A lady would have knocked.”


  Sari smiled sweetly. “Did some lady tell you that, my dear?” Reggie, aren’t you going to introduce me?”


  “Well, dash it, this is—”


  “I’m Guinevere,” the Viking said, after Reggie had paused and scratched his head.


  Sari’s smile went a little lopsided. “It’s true then, Reggie?”


  I didn’t quite believe you this morning, you know.”


  Still another coincidence, Reggie thought moodily. Here he’d invented a Guinevere, complete with wealthy father, for Sari’s benefit, and now one turns up in the flesh—an amazing lot of flesh, at that.


  Guinevere had seen Sari’s defeat in the quality of her smile, and she strolled to the door in command of the situation. “When I’m through with your little man I’ll drop him back in your lap,” she said to Sari. “Don’t worry, it may not be a long wait.”


  And with that she exited.


  SARI CAME closer to Reggie, trying to keep her smile even. “Reggie, is there something you can’t tell me, something you think I wouldn’t understand?”


  “Why, dash it, no.”


  “We are through then, and you’re marrying this girl, Guinevere?”


  “That’s a nut-shellish way of putting it.”


  Sari shrugged helplessly. “I always knew you were unpredictable and a little bit—well, silly is the kindest word that occurs to me. I never thought you could surprise me. But you have now, Reggie. And it hurts more than I can tell you.”


  Reggie squirmed. Here was this delightful girl of his begging for a kind word, a sympathetic cluck under the chin, and he daren’t do it—or the Jinn might pop up and annihilate her.


  “Well, old girl, that’s life,” he said.


  “I suppose it is, more’s the pity,” Sari said. She put out a hand hesitantly and touched Reggie’s check. “Goodbye dear. I—I hope you’ll be very happy.” And then she too left, but unlike Guinevere, her shoulders were not square, and there was no smile in her eyes or face.


  Reggie stared after her, sighing, his face long and mournful . . .


  “NAH, HE don’t hate you,” Guinevere said, for the fifth time. Attired once again in shorts and halter, she lay on the sofa thumbing through a comic book.


  Monroe lit his dead cigar with hands that were visibly shaking. “He’s got to hate me,” he said in a ragged voice. “Why don’t he hate me, answer me that?”


  “Ah, stop beefing,” Guinevere said, through a yawn. “Why worry? The guy’s a simpleton.”


  “That’s why I’m worried. How do you figure a simpleton? A smart guy you can figure, cause he figures like you do. But a simpleton is different.”


  There was a knock on the door. “Now, who’s this?” Monroe muttered.


  “Why’n’t you bore a hole in the door and peek?”


  “You shut up!”


  “Ah, open the door. You’re coming apart.”


  Monroe went to the door and opened it. Standing in the corridor was a tall, solidly built man with iron gray hair and a wide, hungry mouth. He wore a black suit, a black shirt, and a white tie. “Well, Pally,” he said, grinning broadly. “Long time no see.”


  “Come in, Blocks,” Monroe said. “What do you want?”


  The man named Blocks strolled into the room, spinning his panama on a banana-sized finger. He raised both eyebrows and grinned at Guinevere. “Who’s the tomato, Monroe?”


  “Watch your language,” Guinevere muttered. “You ain’t in a vegetable market.”


  Blocks bowed from the waist. “I accept the rebuke, knowing it is meant kindly, sister. And now, since my business, such as it is, is with Daddykins here, why’n’t you go into the bedroom and count up to a million. You can do it by twos if you like.”


  “Guinevere is over twenty-one,” Monroe said. “What’s on your mind?”


  Blocks bowed to him, and tossed his panama over his shoulder. “Very well. The bartender of the Saxon club is a friend of mine, and this afternoon he relates to me a most interesting thing he has observed there this morning. It seems that you, and that prospect for a loony bin, Reggie Something-or-other, were behaving with almost unnatural admiration toward each other. Is this a correct account of the incident, or is it not?”


  “Yeah, it beats me,” Monroe said.


  “That ain’t all it’s going to do to you,” Blocks said, in a kindly voice. There was something in his eyes now, and in the set of his wide hungry mouth, that belied the tone of his voice.


  “What’re you talking about?”


  “If memory don’t fail, we was in that Reggie deal together,” Blocks said. “Does or does not memory fail?”


  “Sure we were. You got your cut, didn’t you?”


  “Did I? That is the ugly question I have been asking myself since learning of the great love between you and Reggie.”


  “What the hell do you mean?”


  “DO NOT be stupid. Or do not be more stupid than I think you already have been. I will spell it out for you, Pally. Two guys put their talents together in the interests of fleecing a goofy lamb, who, for the sake of clarity, we shall call Reggie Something-or-other. The caper works sweetly, and the two craftsmen shake hands, divide the loot, and go off on other deeds of good-will. But, Pally, the sucker and one of these two honest swindlers, remain bosom buddies. Now, ain’t that peculiar?”


  “Of course it is,” Monroe said hoarsely. “It’s been driving me nuts all day.”


  “It has upset me, too,” Blocks said. “Frankly, it has put some dirty pictures in my head. I see, much as I hate to, a faint sign which, as I look at it hard and unbelievingly, resembles nothing so much as a double-cross.”


  “Now, hold on,” Monroe said, waving his hands frantically. “Get that idea out of your head.”


  “I will try,” Blocks said, solemnly. “I will make inquiries, and investigate the facts, and I will try to get that idea out of my head. If I should not be successful, then I will come back and talk to you some more, Monroe. Do not disappoint me in my search for the truth by being elsewhere when I return. And now, I bid you goodby.” Blocks retrieved his panama from the floor, bowed to Guinevere, and strolled from the room.


  When the door slammed Guinevere yawned and glanced at her comic book. “Hey, they just threw the Black Wasp into a pot of boiling oil?” she observed, a moment later.


  “I would like to change places with him,” Million-Dollar Monroe said, picking up a whisky bottle and pouring himself a neat two fingers.


  WHEN THE phone rang, Reggie leaped for it expectantly. It might be Sari, he was thinking. But the voice on the other end wasn’t Sari’s, although it was a pleasant voice, as men’s voices go. It had a rich, chummy ring to it.


  “Mr. Van Alexander, my name is Blocks, although that name may mean less than nothing to you at the moment. I am interested, in a pure and nosy manner, in your relations with one Million-Dollar Monroe.”


  Ah, Reggie thought, the Jinn attempting a circuitous maneuver.


  “Mr. Monroe is a dear friend of mine,” Reggie said firmly.


  “That is very sad. There is no truth, I take it, to the rumor that he once fleeced you out of a sizable hunk of cash?”


  “What nonsense! The chap’s made money for me, and for himself, too, in all our transactions.”


  “This is indeed unfortunate. It shakes, to put it mildly, my faith in old pals, and all the old virtues. Thank you, Mr. Van Alexander.”


  The phone clicked in Reggie’s ear, and he put the receiver down, shrugging. Well, if that was the Jinn, he’d sure outsmarted him.


  He turned and started slightly as he saw the Jinn regarding him from the opposite side of the room. The Jinn looked tired; his round face was lined, and there was an anxious look in his soft, mournful eyes.


  “It’s been an exhausting day,” he said. “I’ve been checking your acquaintances, and their reports on you seem to lead . . .” He made a vague gesture—” off into nowhere. It might have been simpler to destroy you and let it go at that.”


  “Well, you have a point,” Reggie said. “Not a good one, but a point, nevertheless.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” the Jinn said moodily. He sat down and put his head back. “You don’t mind if I rest a bit?”


  “No, not at all,” Reggie said. “The light bother you?”


  “No, that’s quite all right.”


  “Very well. I’ll just have a drink, if you don’t mind.”


  The Jinn didn’t answer. He was asleep.


  Reggie must have dozed, too, he realized, for he was awakened by a sharp rap on the door. As he tip-toed across the room, he saw that it was now dark outside. The Jinn was sleeping soundly, his fat little hands locked comfortably over his fat little paunch. Poor chap, Reggie thought, all tuckered out.


  HE OPENED the door and blanched as he recognized Guinevere. She caught his arms and said, “I’m frightened, I’m all alone, I had nowhere else to turn, Reggie.”


  You might have turned into the nearest wrestling arena, he thought, as she shook him imploringly, causing his head to oscillate like the pendulum of a very fast clock.


  “S—stop it, dash it,” he cried. “What’s the matter with you?”


  “Haven’t you heard it on the radio?”


  “Heard what?”


  “Blocks shot Monroe, and the cops grabbed Blocks,” Guinevere said, bending her knees in order to drop her head on Reggie’s shoulder. “I—I’ve no one but you left, Reggie.”


  “There now, old girl,” Reggie said, patting her formidable shoulder. “Come in and pull yourself together.” He led her to the sofa and sat beside her, one arm about her waist.


  Guinevere, the epitome of feminine dependence, snuggled close to him, weeping softly.


  Dare I do it, Reggie was thinking, as a fiendish, Oriental plan slowly took shape in his mind. He studied it, appalled and yet fascinated by its sheer, gleaming caddishness. Caddish, that’s what it was, and no mincing words. If it got around the club, he’d be cut dead by every decent member. They might even drum him out, and they’d be right, he thought, wagging his head thoughtfully. Still, there were things more important than the club. He couldn’t think of one right off, but there must be lots. The flag, he thought, snapping his fingers. He decided to mush ahead.


  “Guinevere, I love you,” he said, in a calm, forceful voice. “I love you. You are everything to me. Everything. I cannot live without you.”


  From the corner of his eye he saw a flicker behind the Jinn’s eyelids, and he almost lost heart. It was too monstrous, too horrendous—


  “Well, that brings up a few important problems,” Guinevere said, sitting up and wiping her eyes. There was a happy tone in her voice—the tone a board chairman might use in explaining an increase in dividends for officers of the firm.


  “Nothing else matters. I love you, I cannot live without you.”


  The Jinn laughed and got to his feet.


  Guinevere emitted a startled scream.


  “Do not be frightened, please,” the Jinn said hastily.


  “Who’s this guy?” Guinevere demanded.


  “Oh, just an old friend,” Reggie said.


  THE JINN was staring at Guinevere with parted lips, gleaming eyes. He studied her, his hands opening and closing slowly, studied her soaring bosom, her long-lashed eyes, the swell of her muscular thighs beneath the sheer silk dress.


  “Guinevere,” he said hoarsely, “do you like pretty things?”


  “Well, yeah,” Guinevere said.


  The Jinn removed a sparkling diamond necklace from his pocket and dangled it before her eyes. Guinevere rose slowly, like one entranced, her eyes fixed dreamily on the bauble turning slowly in the Jinn’s hands.


  “Say, that’s pretty,” she murmured.


  “You may have it,” the Jinn said. He backed slowly from her, and Guinevere followed him, smiling softly now, her eyes fixed on the bracelet.


  “I have other things for you,” the Jinn said, in a low caressing voice. “Jewels, furs, yachts, pleasures and luxuries beyond your dreams. Will you come with me, Guinevere?”


  “No!” Reggie cried, in what he hoped was a heart-broken voice.


  He stood up, sighing tragically.


  NO ONE paid much attention to him. The Jinn put his arm about Guinevere’s waist as she reached a hand out to touch the bracelet.


  “Will you come with me?” he said, trembling like a bowl of Jello in an earthquake. “Will you marry me?”


  “No!” Reggie cried.


  “Yeah, I guess so,” Guinevere said dreamily.


  The Jinn wet his lips and smiled at Reggie. “This is the final act, my rescuer. This is, the moment of vengeance. You I spare, gladly. I leave you thus—bereft of this woman who means all to you.”


  “It’s a shoddy trick,” Reggie muttered.


  “Yes, so it is,” the Jinn said. “I rather liked you, as a matter of fact. But this game has to be played out according to the rules. On that word I’ll leave you.”


  Reggie threw an arm across his eyes and emitted a groan that would have earned him a consideration in the bloodiest of Verdi’s operas.


  When he dropped his arm a few seconds later, he was alone. Shaking his head at the enormity of what he’d done, he went to the bar and made himself a drink.


  “You rotter,” he said to himself, in a thin unhappy voice.


  After a drink he felt better. After a second he was chuckling contentedly . . .


  A week later Sari and Reggie sat comfortably before a small cozy fire in Reggie’s apartment. He had an arm about her slim waist, and in his free hand was a tall cool drink.


  “I shouldn’t have forgiven you, of course,” Sari said, in the tones of a woman enjoying complete victory.


  “Dash it, of course not,” Reggie said, wagging his head resolutely. “Behaved like a cad, no doubt of it. Should have been locked away in the old canine cabana for good.”


  “I just couldn’t resist all those midnight serenades,” Sari said. “I mean, I couldn’t resist what the neighbors were saying about them.”


  “Funny, I thought they were rather good,” Reggie said pensively. “The old mandolin had mellowed with the years, it seemed to me.”


  “Still, there’s a lot I don’t understand,” Sari said thoughtfully. She glanced up at him, smiling slightly. “Your explanation was as full of holes as a nice ripe Swiss cheese.”


  Reggie coughed abruptly. “Nonsense,” he said. “All perfectly clear. Lost a bet to Freddy. Simple, eh? Took over an old gal of his for a week. Clear, eh?”


  “But who was that little man who was here the day I got back in town?” Sari said. “You know, the day you told me we were through, and so forth.”


  “Little man? No little man. You’re raving, angel.”


  “Am I? He was very neatly dressed, and he had soft mournful eyes.”


  “Oh, him!” Reggie laughed hollowly. “Gas inspector.”


  “Well, if you won’t tell, you won’t,” Sari said. “Let’s forget him, shall we?”


  “Righto,” Reggie said, gratefully.


  There was a knock on the door.


  “Dash it,” Reggie muttered. “Excuse me, pet.”


  He crossed the room, opened the door, and was nearly bowled off his feet as the Jinn, wild-eyed and trembling shot past him into the room.


  “The door, close it, bolt it,” he said, in a high, quavering voice.


  “That’s the man!” Sari said, springing to her feet.


  The Jinn stared at Sari blankly, and then caught Reggie’s arm with fluttering hands. “You may have her back, you understand?” he said. “You must take her back, I insist.”


  Reggie felt a twinge of compassion as he looked into the haunted eyes of the Jinn. The man had had a bad time, obviously. There were scratches on his cheeks, a trembling hysteria in his mouth, and a look in his eyes of a man who has been extended and drained to the limits of his capacity.


  “She’s a beast,” the Jinn wept. “Insatiable, mad. I took her to Atlantic City, established her in a fine suite—” He shook his head, his eyes glazing with horror at his memories. “I have not been out of that suite until tonight,” he muttered brokenly.


  “Well,” Reggie said, his self-interest warring with his sympathy, “you got yourself into this thing, old chap.”


  “What is this all about?” Sari demanded.


  The Jinn looked at her, and a glint of recognition appeared in his eyes. “Of course, of course,” he said thoughtfully. “I think I see it all now.” He got hold of himself with an effort, and glanced at Reggie. “This is the girl you love, of course. You took advantage of me, I see. You foisted the other one off on me, didn’t you?” He shook his head, his expression mournful and injured. “Frankly, I didn’t expect that from you.”


  “Well, it gave me a turn, I must admit,” Reggie said uncomfortably. “After all, standards, the code, all that rot. You won’t bruit it about, will you?”


  “No, but I shall do now what I should have done in the first place,” the Jinn said. “I have no other alternative.” He glanced unhappily at Sari. “There’s nothing personal in this, believe me,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I have little taste left for these maneuverings. Once they seemed quite pleasant and stimulating, but . . .” He paused, shrugging. “It’s age, perhaps, but I find it all very tiresome. The tranquility of my imprisonment I once found irksome. Now, I feel that it was the only peace I have ever known. Still, I am here, and I must do what I promised.”


  “What are you talking about?” Sari said.


  The Jinn raised a hand and pointed his finger at her.


  Reggie hid his eyes.


  Suddenly, the door vibrated under a series of blows and kicks.


  “Lemme in, you bastards,” a furious voice shouted. “I know that little twerp is hiding in there.”


  The Jinn sank to his knees. “Guinevere,” he cried, in a breaking voice.


  Another violent onslaught shook the door.


  “Seems determined,” Reggie murmured.


  “I am abandoned and lost,” the Jinn-said, striking his forehead with the palm of his hand.


  Reggie stepped nimbly to the liquor cabinet and removed the stopper from a bottle of brandy. “Psst!” he said, winking at the Jinn.


  The Jinn stared at the open bottle, his lips moving slowly. “. . . No,” he murmured.


  “Lemme in!” Guinevere yelled from beyond the door.


  “Nothing to do but open the door,” Reggie said, sighing. “Sorry, old chap.”


  “Wait!” The Jinn rose to his feet. “I—I think I will take advantage of your hospitality. Farewell.”


  He closed his eyes, and immediately his body shimmered and dissolved into a column of oily gray vapor. Sari let out an astonished shriek and collapsed into a chair. The smoke thinned out to a twisting ropy length, and headed swiftly for the refuge of the open bottle.


  Reggie watched the last wisps of it snake themselves hurriedly from sight, and then, sighing philosophically, he re-stoppered the bottle with a firm hand. Strolling to the door, he greeted a panting and outraged Guinevere with a bland smile.


  “Well, well, the lucky bride, and all the rest of it,” he said. “Congratulations, and so forth.”


  Guinevere shoved him aside and strode into the room, her manner that of a tigress stalking a young and startled deer.


  “Where is he?” she demanded.


  “Where is whom?” Reggie said, congratulating himself on these grammatical pyrotechnics.


  “You know well enough. That twerp I met here.”


  “Oh, him,” Reggie said. “Well, he called and said something about going to Los Angeles. I bid him all the best, bon voyage, and that was that. Naturally, I assumed he had—”


  “Oh, shut up!” Guinevere said, and dashed from the room, slamming the door behind her with a grand display of pique.


  REGGIE STROLLED over and sat down on the arm of Sari’s chair. She was still huddled there, hands pressed to her eyes.


  “Well, old girl, excitement’s over,” Reggie said.


  “Did I see it? Or was I dreaming?”


  “What are you raving about?”


  “That man—he turned into smoke. Didn’t he?”


  Reggie patted her shoulder gently, thinking tenderly of what delicate webbing went into the construction of these marvelous females. Here was his Sari, as formidable as most of her sisters, surely, all in a pother about a Jinn’s going up in smoke.


  What did she expect from a Jinn, Reggie mused, slightly upset by this insight into the curious female mind. Still, the poor, dear, giddy creatures had to be protected from themselves, he decided.


  “Man going up in smoke, you say?” He laughed heartily. “Good joke, that.”


  “Then I was dreaming?”


  “And a jolly good dream it must have been,” Reggie said, feeling strong and masterful. He strolled to the liquor cabinet and picked up the bottle in which the Jinn had sought refuge. Putting it to his ear he heard a faint voice inside the bottle, a faint voice singing something in a blurred, off-key, but quite cheerful manner. Reggie put the bottle at the back of the liquor cabinet, deep in a forest of other bottles.


  Then, brushing his hands, he wandered back to Sari, thinking nostalgically of the Jinn, and comforted by the realization that the brandy in which he currently floated was imported stuff, and very, very old.


  OPERATION MIND-PICK


  First published in the July-August 1953 issue of Fantastic.


  They formed an odd cross-section of humanity: a cynical Chicago newsman, a fading New York actress, a loud-mouthed Texas cattle baron, a small boy who hated doctors, a pious old Italian woman who owned a Brooklyn fruit store, a lovely young school teacher from Maine. Six of them, confined in a room without windows or doors, held as prisoners by captors they had never seen and for a purpose none could guess.


  They were helpless, without hope—until Larry Colby remembered the one weapon even an unarmed, man can use: the limitless power of thought . . .


  August 10th, 1972


  Jerry Colby, a rewriteman on the Chicago Express, came up Michigan Boulevard at four o’clock in the afternoon. The day was hot but pleasant; a breeze off the lake had cleaned the air of smoke, dust, and humidity. Larry Colby was tall, thin, and pale; erratic hours, the pressure of his work, and too much tobacco and coffee were responsible for his run-down condition. He kept promising himself a fishing vacation in Wisconsin, or some regular gym work but never got around to it. On his nights off he sat in gin mills, listening to jazz, and the sharply flavored conversations of sports writers, bookies, fight managers, and racing addicts. This was a deplorable waste of time, he knew, but he enjoyed it nevertheless. Someday he’d go on a fresh air binge, and maybe write That Novel. Meanwhile, like most people prodigal of health and talent, he was having a fine time . . .


  A man stopped him for a light. Larry took out a packet of matches, aware without really thinking about it, that another man had come up behind him. Something sharp dug into his back, and he felt a tiny sting between his shoulderblades. It was as if he’d been stuck with a needle.


  The man who’d asked for the matches had a perfectly blank face. Too blank. It was like a mask.


  Larry started to turn but all the strength was running from his arms and legs. The men were taking him toward the curb, toward the open doors of a black sedan.


  Preposterous, he thought.


  A kidnapping in the middle of the afternoon on Michigan Boulevard. Preposterous. He thought of struggling, of yelling for help, but his muscles were out of his control.


  Preposterous, he thought once more. Who’d bother kidnapping a working stiff of a newspaperman?


  That was his last thought.


  August 10th, 1972


  Valerie Ward entered her dressing room with the sound of applause ringing pleasantly in her ears. She sat down at her dressing-table and began to rub cold cream into her beautiful but definitely-not-youthful face. She drew back from the cruelly honest examination of the lights, went on massaging her face with the tips of her fingers. I’m forty-two, she thought, making her lips move silently with the words, deliberately forcing herself to contemplate that fact. And then she shuddered. Forty-two wasn’t old.


  She said that aloud, sneering at the lie. Oh no, not old. Not old for a cathedral. Not old for a work of art. But she was a woman. She was no Duse; character bits weren’t for her, and she didn’t have the talent for Shakespeare, or Shaw, or the Greek stuff.


  She stared at herself for a moment or two. The hair was wonderful. Black, healthy, forming a classic frame for her angular face. They couldn’t photograph her badly. She could look over her shoulder and pose, and the result was always the same in one respect, but different in subtle other ways. She always looked good, a flawless creature whose bones formed planes of beauty from any angle, but she always looked different, too. They never knew what kind of picture they’d get of her, except that in one way or another it would be compelling and exciting.


  And now she was forty-two. Lines were coming in at the sides of her eyes, and her throat, on certain days and in certain lights, looked like crepe paper.


  She began to take off her dress. There was nothing wrong with her figure. She had a marvelous constitution. Ate anything, never exercised, and her body stayed like a young girl’s. A lucky young girl’s. She was five-five without shoes, and weighed one-eighteen. There was a gentle, willowy quality in the lines of her body, but also the exciting conformation of a fully mature woman. Her legs, as she rolled down her stockings, were delicately white, beautifully molded, and the only blemish, a tiny brown beauty mark on her left calf, added rather than detracted from their perfection. The beauty mark was nature’s stamp, the tiny, almost whimsical irregularity that all beauty requires for contrast. Anything wholly beautiful is wholly unremarkable. It is the imperfections in a work of art that make us value its perfections.


  All of this had been said to Valerie by men—in one way or another. For one reason or another. She had had everything that most human beings could imagine themselves wanting over the past twenty-five years, but her appetites—for love, applause, importance—were as ravenous as ever. Supposing she went on this way? Losing the things which got her what she wanted, but never wanting to give up her rewards? That was an ugly prospect, a frightening one, and she kicked off her pumps angrily, feeling the thin cold line of fear running down her back.


  It was then that the door opened and the two men—men with blank faces—entered. They came directly toward her, not speaking, and one of them took her arm.


  She wasn’t frightened. Nothing bad could happen to her—yet. She was, on this knife-edged moment in time, supreme.


  Then the man stuck a needle into her arm, and she tried to scream.


  But no sound came from her throat. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think. They were putting a robe about her, leading her to the door.


  Where were they taking her?


  Why?


  August 10th,1972


  Dickie Williams was ten years old. He was a freckle-faced, red-haired boy, rugged and cheerful, humming to himself as he played before his home on a pleasant, tree-bordered street. He was getting ready to shoot an elm tree, stalking it carefully, his small, grimy hand tense above an imaginary holster and gun. It wasn’t a tree really, it was Doctor Edmonds, who’d be coming tomorrow to swab his throat, and that would be the doctor’s last visit. Bang! Bang! Bang!


  A man tapped his shoulder, and Dickie looked up. The man was funny-looking, with a perfectly blank face. Dickie started to say hello, but he couldn’t talk. Something had hurt his arm. It was stinging. The man was leading him to a car.


  He felt angry and belligerent. He’d kick this man in the shins, he’d drill him full of holes.


  But he did nothing at all.


  August 10th, 1972


  J. Worthington Macklin was a Texas rancher, oil man, and real-estate man. Anything he touched, business-wise, had a way of acquiring the significance of blue chips in a high-stake poker game. But in other things, his family, for instance, it was an entirely different matter.


  He was thinking of this, not gloomily, but with self-righteous anger, as he rode across the rich range land that spread for hundreds of thousands of acres about his baronial home. Everything he could see belonged to him; herds of cattle, rich grass, smartly kept out-buildings, they were all his.


  His house dogs were either Great Danes or Belgian cart dogs, immense pure-breds as big as Shetland ponies. Macklin liked things big; he had no use for little dogs, little horses, little ranches, or little people. Even his wife, a statuesque woman now in her late forties, followed the pattern. Macklin’s sons were All-America football players, out-sized young men with tremendous bodies and appetites, but without much native intelligence. They were good-natured behemoths, rather dull, rather stupid. The only disappointment in his life had been the birth of a daughter eighteen years before; he was ashamed of siring a girl. In his clubs, and at his office, he had treated the thing as an embarrassing joke, one which he didn’t want to be reminded of.


  He thought of her now, as he rode his great white stallion over the range, wondering how he could make her conform to his own ideas of seemly womanly behavior.


  Then he saw something that made him forget all about his daughter. An autogyro which he had seen hovering about in the air, was settling down to land. Previously, he had wished that the autogyro would clear the hell away from his ranch. It was flying over his land, and he didn’t like it. The autogyro bothered him as a gnat might annoy a giant. But now the pesky thing was actually coming down on his land. And it was in no trouble, obviously. It was simply trespassing. Spurring his horse, and enjoying the righteous wrath that was pepping up his endocrines, he galloped toward the now-landed plane.


  Two men hopped out of the” plane. Little men, he thought contemptuously, and in city clothes. Their faces were the pale blank faces of city dwellers.


  “G-get off!” he yelled, stuttering slightly, as was his custom. “G-get off, you hear?”


  He reined up beside the men, glaring at them from cold, shiny blue eyes. One of them moved his hand toward the horse, then touched Macklin on the leg. He felt a stinging sensation.


  He realized, with a vast sense of outrage, that he was falling from his horse. The men didn’t catch him; they let him strike the ground heavily.


  The stallion reared and dashed off, neighing in terror.


  The men loaded Macklin into the autogyro . . .


  August 10th, 1972


  Patience O’Neill was a grade-school teacher in a rural area of New England. She was a small, quick girl of twenty-five, with clean brown hair which she wore parted in the middle and coiled in braids at the base of her neck. Her complexion was clear and healthy, a result of sensible diet, and regular exercise. She walked the two miles from the village to the school-house each day, only taking the bus on the worst of the winter days. At all other times Patience used the road, a small, conservatively dressed figure, walking with a long free stride and making a point of inhaling deeply to a regular count. She didn’t smoke or drink, and she had never been in love. There were no repressions or inhibitions threatening to expose her orderly psyche. She would love a man when she found one to love, and she had tried cigarettes and liquor but hadn’t enjoyed them. Her name, Patience, was the touchstone of her character; she was a woman who could wait without anxiety, who could plan without feeling she was deluding herself, and who could do her work with pleasure, savoring today and not asking tomorrow to keep any preposterous promises.


  She left her school-house at mid-day, having tutored several young boys and girls who were putting in extra hours to make up work lost in the regular term through illness. The day was sunny and bright, with a high cheerful wind blowing through the green trees. She set out smartly, her small, neatly-shod feet falling as regularly as the hand of a metronome, and breathing the warm clear air down deeply into her lungs.


  The car that drew up beside her, and the man who got out and beckoned to her, were hardly enough to interrupt her rhythmic stride. She would have strode on, her back a bit straighter because she didn’t like men addressing her this way, but sympathy and sense of responsibility were instinctive to her, and so she stopped, grave and composed, as the man approached and, surprisingly, put a hand on her arm.


  She cried out against the needle-prick of pain in her wrist, but no sound passed her lips.


  The man was leading her toward the car.


  It was peculiar and unreasonable.


  Unless . . .


  Her last thought was typical of her, practical and tolerant; if he planned to use her lustfully, she was grateful that she would know nothing of it until afterwards . . .


  August 10th, 1972


  Mrs. Maria Consolo had celebrated her seventy-fifth birthday the day before and now, as she puttered aimlessly about her little fruit and vegetable store in Brooklyn, she was smiling with pleasure at the memories of the party. All those people, her family and friends, and all that food and wine. Mama Mia! Her memory was bad; scenes from her native Sardinia were sharper in her old head than the events of yesterday, and she couldn’t remember all the people who came in to wish her health and long-life. She was a tiny woman, with a face as withered as a winter apple, and eyes that were as sharp and black as tiny marbles. Her husband had their little business until he had retired with a pain in his back, and so now she ran it, weighing out potatoes, onions, tomatoes, and eggplants to her own kind, people she had known all her life, who liked her manner, and her prices, and who were slightly afraid of the giant super-market in the next block.


  Maria looked up smiling as the two men entered her store.


  She asked them what they wanted as the man put a hand on her shoulder. This didn’t strike her as unusual; lots of her customers patted her old back as she bustled about serving them. She didn’t feel the little sting of pain for several seconds; her body was old and its reflexes slow. When she did feel the pain she let out a yelp of profanity in her native tongue.


  But the words didn’t sound.


  She was aware that the men were leading her out of her store and she knew nothing but a blind terror and confusion.


  They awoke the following day, these six strangely assorted humans, and despite the differences in their ages, sex, and backgrounds, their reactions were identical. At first, as consciousness flickered dimly, they knew confusion. Then, as the light of intelligence burned brighter, they were gripped with terror.


  Each of them, at the moment of awakening, was alone, lying on a narrow cot in a small, windowless room. After the paralyzing moment of pure terror faded, they got to their feet, moving clumsily, fearfully, and faced the closed doors of their rooms . . .


  Larry Colby, the newspaperman, was the first to put out a hand, turn the knob, and open the door. He walked forward into a large, circular, windowless chamber. There was no furniture in this larger room; the concrete floor and walls were bare, unadorned.


  Larry put a trembling hand to his forehead, trying then to think, trying to fight down a swiftly burgeoning hysteria.


  A door opened on his right and he wheeled to the sound, his instincts prodding him with animallike intensity.


  A small boy ran into the room, sobbing, gazing about wildly. He saw Larry and backed away from him, his babyish mouth twisting in fear.


  “Let me alone,” he cried, in a high, breaking voice. “I want to go home. I got to go home!”


  “Take it easy, kid,” Larry said. He swallowed with difficulty. “I’ll—I’ll see that you get home. Where do you live?”


  “Elm street. 2142 Elm Street.”


  “In Chicago?”


  “No, in Butte. That’s in Montana. Mister, you got to take me home. You said you would.”


  “Sure, kid.”


  Another door opened and a strikingly attractive woman entered the large, circular chamber. She wore a robe over a slip, and her bare feet were thrust into pink satin mules. There was fear and confusion in her face, but, under that, a swiftly growing anger.


  Larry recognized those flawless features, the imperiously slender body, with a distinct start. This was Valerie Ward, whose name sounded in the world of the theatre with the same authority as Bankhead’s and Cornell’s.


  She stared at Larry, her hands on her hips. “Okay, where do we go from here?” she said in the wonderful, husky voice which night-club comics had been imitating for a decade.


  “I’ll be damned if I know,” he said.


  “It was a kidnapping, wasn’t it? Or was it a fraternity stunt? I’d like to know, since I’m the package you kids are playing with so gaily.”


  Still another door opened. Maria Consolo hobbled into the room, crying and wringing her hands. The boy began to cry when he saw her, and dropped down on the floor and buried his face in his arms.


  “What the hell is going on?” Valerie Ward yelled. “Who are you people? The cast of a soap opera?”


  Maria Consolo sank to her knees and began to pray, her shaky old voice bouncing harshly from the concrete walls and ceiling. Maria, “Mother of God . . .”


  Patience O’Neill, the trimly-dressed Maine schoolteacher, joined the group at that point. She was badly shaken and scared, but her hard, native common sense hadn’t deserted her; she looked from one face to another and then wet her lips.


  “My name is Patience O’Neill,” she said. “I would be obliged if you could tell me why I was brought here?”


  There was no answer.


  “Well?” Patience said, a trifle irritably. “Do you know, or don’t you?”


  “We don’t,” Larry said.


  This blunt answer jarred Patience. She took a small step backward, as if the words had struck her with tangible, physical force, and then squared her straight, firm shoulders. “Who are you?” she said. “Can you tell me that?”


  “That’s a sensible approach,” Larry said. He liked this girl. She was direct and intelligent. The way she stood and looked—her small feet close together, her body straight, her brown eyes puzzled but unafraid—it added up to a picture of comforting sanity. There was scant room for hysteria and foolishness in this orderly little person.


  “I’m Larry Colby, a newspaperman,” he said. “I work for a paper in Chicago. The kid here told me he lives in Butte, Montana. Miss Valerie Ward, whom you may recognize, is an actress. She lives all over the world. I don’t know the old woman.”


  “Aren’t we an exciting group,” Valerie Ward said bitterly. “All right, I’ve had enough of these fascinating autobiographies. I’ve got a show to do tonight. What the hell time is it, anyway?”


  Larry glanced at his watch, but it wasn’t on his wrist.


  Patience repeated the gesture, but her watch was gone, too.


  “There’s a trick involving a stick and a strong sun,” Larry said. “You draw a circle in the ground. It’s very clever. Sometimes it works, too.”


  “Oh, a wit,” Valerie said, rubbing her forehead.


  Patience crossed the room and knelt down beside the little boy. She took him in her arms and he snuggled close to her, still wailing hideously.


  Worthington Macklin made his appearance then, and the group was complete. Macklin’s appearance had altered radically during the past twenty-four hours. He seemed to have shrunk in size; his clothes hung loosely on his frame, and his bold, arrogant features were changed by fear. He stared at the other five persons, squaring his shoulders, trying to buck himself up, to regain his confidence. But the memory of the two men who had landed in the autogyro was too vivid, too recent; he couldn’t bluster that recollection from his mind. And so, almost humbly, he asked the group what they wanted of him, what he might do to please them. When he learned that they shared his confusion, he began to feel slightly better. Also he had recognized Valerie Ward; and this pleased him mightily. He was a great snob and the thought of being involved in anything with this illustrious legend was very stimulating. The rest of the group he dismissed with his customary arrogance: Colby, a poorly-paid newspaperman, Patience O’Neill, a poorly-paid schoolteacher, the boy and the old woman, completely insignificant.


  “W—well, what are we going to do?” he said, addressing the question to Valerie Ward. “I’ve got three board meetings lined up for today, plus the job of reorganizing a railroad.”


  “There’s nothing we can do,” Larry Colby said. He glanced at the walls. “It’s solid concrete. No openings that I can see. We’re stuck here until they let us out.”


  “Who are ‘they’ ? Valerie Ward said, pacing restlessly.


  Larry shrugged.


  Macklin worried his lip.


  Maria Consolo got up from her knees, blessing herself quickly, and looked around with quick, darting eyes. “I have said my prayers, and now I must go home. My husband needs me, and my little store is without me.”


  She tottered away from them to the wall. She pressed her old hands against the concrete. “I cannot see the door,” she said.


  “There isn’t any door,” Larry said.


  “Oh, yes, there is,” Maria said in a reasonable voice. “It is here and I must find it.” She moved to her left, touching the wall with the tips of her fingers.


  “She’s off her rocker,” Valerie Ward said.


  “How long will the rest of us last?” Larry said.


  “What do you mean?”


  He shrugged. “The atmosphere isn’t ideally conducive to peace of mind.”


  “You’re a quitter, eh?” Macklin shouted. He began striding up and down, pounding a fist into his palm. “By Gad, where’s your courage, your old-fashioned guts?” From the corner of his eye he watched the effect of this on the actress, Valerie Ward. She’d see what a red-blooded man, a Texan, was made of, he thought. And Valerie was impressed. In this atmosphere of pointless mystery, of defeatism, of insanity, it was something to hear a confident, affirmative voice.


  “Well, bully for you,” she said. “I’m glad you aren’t giving up. What’re you going to do?”


  Macklin stopped pacing, and looked blank.


  Larry grinned slightly. “The next move is up to them,” he said.


  “Yes, I guess you’re right,” Macklin said in a worried voice


  Several hours passed. Larry squatted on the floor beside Patience O’Neill, and they took turns at trying to amuse the little boy, Dickie Williams. He was already in a sunnier mood; Patience was telling him quaint, imaginative stories, and Larry was regaling him with bloodthirsty epics of the newspaper world.


  Macklin was chatting with Valerie, telling her of his baronial holdings, of the mighty coups he had engineered in the business world, of his brilliant climb to fame and fortune and acclaim.


  She was impressed—but not as Macklin would have wished. Valerie was impressed with the fact that any man could take himself so seriously, could be, in short, such a crashing bore. They sat side-by-side with their backs against the wall. Valerie’s slim legs were crossed at the ankles, and she was nodding and yawning as Macklin’s voice boomed into her ear. Old Maria Consolo continued her patient search for the door, circling the room slowly, stepping over Valerie’s legs, tapping the wall hopefully with gnarled old fingers.


  Abruptly, a metallic noise sounded.


  Everyone got quickly to his feet.


  “Look!” Dickie Williams shouted.


  A section of the wall was turning slowly. This section was a cylinder-like affair that ran from floor to ceiling. It was about two feet wide. As it revolved they suddenly noticed something else; the odor of food. When the column completed half a revolution it stopped. Trays of food and drink were stacked neatly in niches in the back of the pillar.


  “They’re going to feed us at least,” Larry said.


  There were six trays, and on each a plate containing two broiled pork chops, French-fried potatoes, lima beans, and sliced tomatoes. On smaller plates was a dessert of chocolate pudding and cookies. There were five cups of coffee, and one glass of milk.


  Patience persuaded Maria to eat something, and everyone settled to the floor with a tray. The food” was hot, excellently prepared, and they ate hungrily.


  “D—damn good, isn’t it?” Macklin said, gnawing at the bone of his pork chop. He laughed. “Pity they didn’t send in some cigars.”


  “Return the trays when you have finished,” a voice said.


  Macklin looked at Colby. “What’s that?”


  Larry was frowning. “I didn’t say anything. Listen a second.” They all waited, staring at the walls, the ceilings, the revolving column which had given them food.


  Again, the voice sounded. It came from above them, but none of them could determine the exact place it originated. They stared upward, their eyes roving the ceiling.


  The voice said: “Return the trays when you have finished. You are not going to be harmed. You will be returned to your homes in two-hundred-and-sixteen hours. You are in no—”


  “Who are you? Let us out of here, damn it,” Macklin shouted, jumping to his feet.


  “—danger,” the voice continued inexorably, talking through Macklin’s outburst.


  “You’re going to pay for this,” Macklin yelled, shaking a fist at the ceiling.


  The voice was silent.


  They waited expectantly, but the room remained silent.


  A few moments passed, and then Patience O’Neill stood and carried her tray to the column and placed it in a niche. She did the same with the boy’s and Maria’s. Larry returned his own and Macklin, muttering irritably, took care of his and Valerie’s. The column turned slowly; the empty trays disappeared. Once again the surface of the wall was smooth and unbroken.


  “Well, what are we going to do?” Macklin demanded.


  “There isn’t anything we can do, I’m afraid,” Patience said. “They say we are not to be harmed. In two-hundred-and-sixteen hours, which is nine full days, we are to be returned to our homes.”


  “You trust them, eh?” Macklin said.


  “Well,” Patience said, in her practical fashion, “it doesn’t matter a great deal whether I do or don’t. I can’t do anything about it, one way or the other.”


  “You make sense,” Valerie Ward said. “We can’t do a damn thing. We’re helpless.”


  “No, we’re not,” Larry Colby said unexpectedly.


  “What do you mean?”


  “We can think. That’s something.”


  Macklin laughed unpleasantly. “Think your way through a stone wall, eh?”


  “It’s been done before,” Larry said. Pie stretched out his long legs and rested his head against the wall. They were watching him, except for old Maria, with skeptical expressions. “The human mind has some pretty handsome achievements to its credit. They didn’t split the atom with an axe, remember. Einstein just sat down and thought about it.”


  Patience was looking thoughtful now, and Valerie seemed interested. Little Dickie was plainly sleepy and bored; he didn’t see why this newspaperman should be talking this way when he had all those exciting stories in his head. Macklin resented Valerie’s respect for Larry. If there was a way out of this mess, he, Worthington Macklin, would see it, and not this under-paid scribbler.


  “Okay, okay,” he said. “Start thinking about it. Let’s see what happens.”


  “I’ve already thought about it,” Larry said, grinning widely.


  “Oh, yes? Well, what’s your solution?”


  “So far I’ve drawn a blank,” Larry said. “But I’m going to keep at it. You’re all welcome to join in the effort, of course.”


  There followed a few seconds of uneasy silence. Finally, Valerie shrugged and said, “What are we supposed to think about?”


  “Try this, for a start,” Larry said. “Think about that voice. What part of the country, or the earth, produced that peculiar voice?”


  Macklin snorted. “It wasn’t Texas, by God.”


  “Or Maine,” Patience said, after a few seconds silence.


  “I can’t place it,” Valerie said.


  “That seems to me worth thinking about,” Larry said.


  They sat in silence, frowning now and thinking. Or trying to think . . .


  As nearly as they could judge time, three days passed uneventfully. They had been fed nine times, they had felt the need for sleep on three separate occasions, and so they guessed that seventy-two hours, roughly figuring it, had passed since they first found themselves in this prison.


  The voice had not spoken again.


  They were getting edgy and restless, particularly Valerie and Macklin. She was bored to distraction, and her fears were returning. Macklin’s constant self-praise was getting on her nerves. He, on the other hand, was convinced he’d made a conquest. One night he had awakened and tip-toed into her sleeping room. He had made a much faster exit, his ears scalded by Valerie’s comments on his presumption, his crudeness, his staggering ego.


  However, they made it up, after a fashion, the next morning. Macklin protested that it had been an accident, that he was walking in his sleep, and Valerie, who was essentially good-hearted, pretended that she believed him.


  On the morning of the fourth day, after breakfast, Larry Colby called them together and studied them with a faint little smile.


  “I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes,” he said. “I’ve got an idea I want to test.”


  “The result of all this thinking?” Macklin asked with ponderous sarcasm.


  “Yes, that’s it,” Larry said pleasantly.


  Something in his manner held their attention. They were receptive to hope; they were empty vessels eager to be filled.


  “Let’s sit down and get comfortable,” Larry suggested.


  They formed a rough circle on the floor.


  “Okay, I’ll fire away,” Larry said. “Someone, plural or singular, has kidnapped us and is holding us prisoner. Now, they’ve got a reason for that, or they don’t have one. That’s the big simple fact. They’re sane, or insane. Do any of you disagree?”


  “I don’t understand,” Patience said.


  “Well, look at it this way. This kidnapping took plans, money, organization. If there’s no reason behind it, then whoever engineered it is nuts—as we use the term. The alternative is that we were abducted for sound, sane reasons. Now—if our captors are insane, we can’t hope to guess at their motives. They don’t have motives of the sort we might apprehend. Therefore, our only sensible procedure is to assume that our captors are sane, and try, by thinking, to determine their motives.”


  “Hell, that’s impossible,” Macklin said irritably.


  Larry glanced at him. “We won’t know until we try. Now, I have a plan which is based on this hypothesis: we six persons were brought together because we have something in common. What that may be, I haven’t the faintest idea. However, if we use our brains, we might be able to find out. I’m convinced that we’ve got to work on this assumption: that we all share some attribute, some peculiarity, something, and because of it we’ve been brought here.”


  “I think you’re dealing in fantasy,” Valerie said shortly.” What could we possibly have in common? Look at us: could you imagine a more haphazard, unrelated group of people?”


  “That appears to be the case,” Larry said. “But let’s not buy appearances. Here’s what I’m going to do to you hapless people.” He paused, smiling; but his eyes were grave. “I’m going to tell you the story of my life. I’ll try to make it brief, but, God knows, I can’t do much to make it interesting. The point is, you may spot some similarity to your own experiences. We may have all met before, we may all have seen the same thing, heard the same thing, been exposed to the same thing—and that common experience is what we’ve got to unearth.”


  “Preposterous,” Macklin muttered.


  “No, it’s not,” Patience said quickly. “I see what Larry means.”


  Dickie was bored. None of this interested him. “Tell me a story,” he said wistfully to Larry.


  “That’s what I intend to do,” Larry said. “Here it goes, folks, the story of my life.”


  He began, where conventional biography decrees, with his birth. That event occurred in Elgin, Illinois, and was comparatively unsung.


  “I played Elgin once,” Valerie said.


  “Okay, there’s our first connection,” Larry said. “Do you see what I mean now?”


  Macklin snapped his fingers, and said, “Tommyrot! What is proven by the fact that you were born in a town in which Miss Ward happened to appear a good many years ago as an actress?”


  “Nothing at all,” Larry said. “But this is just the start. Maybe we can find more of the intersecting coincidences. Now let me go


  Larry told them of his early schooling, and all he could remember of what he had been thinking and dreaming at that time. His years at the State University were fairly typical; he had tried for the football team but hadn’t made it, he had landed a job on the school paper, and, in his last year had edited the Annual. There had been experiments with sex, alcohol, and ideas, and his reactions had been those of a healthy body and alert mind.


  “I got a job on the local paper, and two years later moved up to the Chicago Express as a police reporter,” he said.


  That was in 1960, the year before the final phase of what they called The Last War. Larry had been in the army since his third year of college. He had been in uniform while working on newspapers; there hadn’t been any such animal as an able-bodied civilian since the war started in 1955. Everybody was in it; working days were cut to four hours, and the military took the rest of a man’s time.


  “I went into active service then in 1961,” Larry said, glancing about at the circle of faces. “I served in London, and lived at the Cumberland Hotel.” He went on, giving them all the details he could remember, watching eagerly for some change in their expressions, some glow of recognition; but there was none.


  “Well,” he said, at last, “that brings me up to the end of the war. Anything strike a bell?”


  They were silent.


  “My life was much different,” Patience said, after a short pause. “I—I don’t see how there could be any connection, Larry.”


  “Of course not,” Macklin said belligerently. “I’ll told you this was all a lot of nonsense.”


  “Oh, stop shouting,” Valerie said. “I’m slightly less than enthusiastic, myself, but I’m willing to string along. Larry, I stopped at the Cumberland in London, too. That same year.”


  Larry felt the shock of excitement. Was he going to get his hands on one of the tangled, mysterious skeins that bound this haphazard group together?


  “But what does that mean?” Valerie said.


  “Okay, let’s don’t press that one yet,” Larry said sharply. “Let me keep going. Let’s see, now. Soon after the war.”


  He’d gone back to the paper. The next year the world had received the news it had been expecting for a decade. Contact with beings from space. They had announced themselves by means of radio. That was in 1963. In space ships they had approached within a hundred thousand miles of Earth, had rendezvoused there and, for three weeks, had held conversations with scientists of America, Great Britain, France, and even China and Russia. America was well-equipped to repel a hostile invader; The Last War had accelerated the production of guided Hydrogen bombs that could destroy anything that came within ten thousand miles of their launching sites. These terrible weapons were manned and ready, but they hadn’t been needed. The Martians were friendly, incurious beings; they hadn’t wanted to descend to Earth. After three weeks of exchanging information, they had returned to Mars, and the radio connection had been broken by the great distance they thus put between themselves and Earth.


  “That was a great disappointment to me,” Larry said. “We needed all the knowledge in the Universe to help us re-build our own countries. I thought there was a chance for permanent peace if we had been able to get closer to the Martians. But, in my frank opinion, our government loused up that chance by a kind of atavistic isolationism—here we sat, guns trained on their ships, and acted surprised when they said no thanks, to any suggestion that they land.”


  “By God, I knew you were one of them Inter-planetary radicals,” Macklin said hotly. “Good riddance to the Martians, and any other of them alien planets, I say. Let ’em go back where they came from. We don’t need them here running down our civilization.”


  There was a short pause. Then Larry said, tiredly: “Okay, that’s beside the point, I guess. I thought one thing, you thought another. Let’s get back to my autobiography.”


  He continued doggedly, his hope running short. There had been the work at the paper, the unexpected Pulitzer prize for an exposé of a group which tried to control and profit from the exploitation of the drug which had finally licked cancer. There had been help on that one, from a casual friend who had got hold of the story and passed it on to him gratis. He had tried to share the honor with the man, but by the time the story broke his friend, who’d been a salesman of medical supplies, had moved on to another district and Larry hadn’t been able to contact him. The Pulitzer prize had been the high-water mark of his career; after that he’d drunk a bit more than necessary, and that, plus the demands of his job, had begun to put a slow drain on his vitality.


  “And that’s about it,” Larry concluded. He felt tired and discouraged now, and vaguely apologetic. “Not very exciting, I know. But maybe there’s something there that will help us. Any comments?”


  “I think you just wanted an excuse to brag about your Pulitzer prize,” Macklin said.


  “That’s a stupid thing to say,” Patience O’Neill said sharply. “He’s trying to help us all, can’t you see?”


  “Thanks,” Larry said. “Supposing you take a crack at it, Patience?”


  “All right,” she said, coloring slightly. She cleared her throat and then began her story in a precise, careful voice. Larry listened intently as she sketched in her childhood and early schooling, listening for some point of reference with his own experience, hoping to find that something in common that must be, that had to be, the reason for their present involvement. Her life had been orderly, systematic, uneventful; in the Last War she had done what everyone else had done, namely, pitched in as air-raid observer, nurse, factory worker, while, at the same time, continuing her work as a teacher. There were a few ups and down, a lucky break occasionally, and many disappointments. Listening to her, and watching her small, earnest face, Larry found himself grateful that there were no serious relationships with men in her life.


  This is a hell of a note, he thought. Even now, in the middle of this damnable situation, the gonads still run the show.


  When Patience finished, she looked around, smiling with some embarrassment. “It’s very dull, isn’t it?”


  “Sister, I’m glad I’m following you,” Valerie said. “Even if I’d spent the last forty years in a convent it would sound like a Freudian version of the Arabian Nights.”


  “I know,” Patience said, with a helpless little smile.


  “Oh, I livened it up,” Valerie said, but something in Patience’s humility brought a thoughtful, vulnerable frown to her pale high forehead. She patted Valerie’s shoulder unexpectedly. “Don’t let me up-stage you, kid. You had a happy time of it, which is something I kind of overlooked.” She glanced around at the circle of faces, grinning again, a saucy, reckless grin, every atom in her body reacting now to the audience, to her chosen ability to attract, to startle, to fascinate. “Fasten your seat belts, kiddies, it’s going to be a bumpy night,” she said.


  Valerie’s account began innocently enough. She was born, it seemed, without scandal. And she got all the way to five without doing anything to alarm the nation’s vice squads. But from then on a purple thread came into her life, and it broadened with each passing year. Macklin began to cough and study the backs of his hands, and Patience blushed furiously and tried, with a total lack of success, to coax an expression of maidenly disapproval onto her face. Even Larry, whose background had been far from conventional, felt a bit like a gaping peasant listening to tales of royal dalliance.


  The background was international, the names legendary, the incidents unprintable. However, Larry noticed, in spite of the deliberate shattering of all rules and codes, Valerie herself, seemed to retain a curious innocence. She was unmoral rather than immoral. There was a largeness of spirit, a good-humored, unthinking kindness, which invested her adventures with the airy unreality of fairy tales. There was nothing mean about her; she could take love from strangers, if they needed to give it, and she could take help from anyone, even a stranger, as she’d done on notable occasions.


  But despite his interest, he realized that they were getting nowhere. What did he have in common with this creature? And, vastly more preposterous, what could old Maria, or little Dickie, have in common with her?


  When Valerie finished her narrative there was a depressing silence.


  “Well?” she asked. “Weren’t any of you people in that pool of champagne that the Maharajah had filled for me?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Patience said, smiling. Then: “But didn’t it—” She stopped, coloring.


  “Goon!”


  “Well—didn’t it just about tickle you to death? I had champagne once, and—”


  Valerie laughed raucously. “Dearie, it was madness, just madness.”


  Macklin reddened like a boiling lobster. “I’ve had enough of this—nonsense.”


  “Oh, come off it,” Valerie said casually. “It’s a question of degree. You pinch a maid’s fanny, I go swimming in a pool of champagne with a platoon of princes. What’s the real difference?”


  “I have never pinched—”


  “Yeah, what were you doing in my room the other night, you old goat?”


  “That was a—a miscalculation.”


  “You bet it was.”


  “Now, calm down, calm down,” Larry said. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.”


  “Well, you can continue without me,” Macklin said angrily. “I’ve had enough of this disgusting—ah—self-slander.”


  He stood and marched into his room, carrying his dignity and disapproval like splendid plumes.


  “Well, that does it,” Valerie said. “We get nowhere if he won’t play.”


  They were all tired. Dickie had gone to sleep in old Maria’s arms. Larry sighed and said, “Let’s knock off for the time being. We’ll take a shot at it tomorrow.”


  When Valerie left, Patience looked at Larry and said, “Did you learn anything at all, Larry?”


  He shook his head . . .


  They began again on the evening of the fourth day. Valerie, at Larry’s suggestion, had apologized to Macklin, and he rejoined the group; but everything in his manner indicated that he still thought the exercise a waste of time and, worse than that, distinctly degrading.


  Dickie regarded it as something of a game. He’d show these grownups a lively time, his manner indicated, and they were forced to pull him gently back to reality on several occasions. They discounted his frequent battles with Indians, gangsters and Martians, and tried to infer the essence of his life from his blend of memories and imaginings. It had been a pretty normal existence; his father had been an accountant who’d come into a little money several years back—they couldn’t pin down the date. All Dickie remembered was that his Uncle Frank had helped his father out, and they’d moved into a better home and had lots of presents for Christmas. He knew nothing of The Last War, of course; his only strong emotion was connected with his doctor. He hadn’t liked the man, obviously, and played games in which he blew his head off with a hydrogen bomb.


  “There’s nothing there for me,” Valerie said, when Dickie finished. “I moved in a less blood-thirsty group, thank Heavens.”


  They turned then to old Maria. In spite of Valerie’s comment, they were in a grimmer mood. Larry’s concern had gripped them all, with the exception of Macklin. They knew they were in a ghastly, unknowable kind of trouble; and as time passed they were increasingly ready to clutch at straws.


  Old Maria had difficulty understanding what they wanted of her; she had very nearly forgotten her little fruit shop in Brooklyn now, and she had accepted these people as friends. She felt she’d known them all her life, particularly Dickie, who filled a forgotten void in her old heart, a void created by the death of her first-born son. However, she listened intently as Larry talked to her, and finally she began to tell them of Sardinia, which, she realized at last, they were curious about.


  Her account of her early life was accurate and sharp. The streets of her village, the friends of her childhood, the annual trip to the Cathedral of Naples to watch the amazing recoagulation of the blood of Saint Januarius—all of these memories were etched unforgettably in her mind. But the scenes blurred and ran together as she tried to recall more recent events. There was the fruit shop, the loss of sight in her left eye, the priest who came and miraculously spoke Italian to her—this much came back to her sharply; but these events were temporally suspended in a hazy vacuum. The codifying framework of time was gone.


  “How are we going to get anything from this?” Patience asked helplessly.


  “We’ve just got keep trying,” Larry said.


  But old Maria could tell them little more. She even got confused about the fruit shop. For a while it turned bewilderingly into a laundry, where she’d worked like a slave. Then it was the fruit shop again, which she had loved. Her husband had worked in the shop because the labor was light; when she’d been at the laundry he hadn’t worked at all, but had lain at home, staring bitterly at the noisy street and threatening God with his vengeance. They queried her on these inconsistencies without result. The stories became increasingly intertwined until poor Maria broke down and began to sob. She sensed the disapproval in their voices, and it cut her.


  “Stop bothering her!” Dickie shouted suddenly.


  Maria took him in her arms and patted his shoulder, murmuring broken endearments into his ear, while Dickie gazed with tremulous anger at her tormentors.


  “We didn’t mean to upset her,” Larry said gently. “Never mind, it’s all over.”


  Then it was Macklin’s turn to talk.


  He stared at them all in order, his big, bold, arrogant face flushed with importance. “Now, get this,” he said. “All along, I’ve said this was stupid. I’ve been proven right, too. We haven’t learned one damn thing. But I’ll go ahead anyway. I’ll be a sport about it.”


  “Hear, hear,” Valerie muttered.


  “And when I’m through,” Macklin said, flushing, “this time-wasting farce will be over. You all think I’m cocky, I know. But I made a life-long habit of being right, and I’m not changing it now. Okay, are you set?”


  Worthington Macklin’s life-story, told with ponderous relish, was an account of uninterrupted success and vindication. He had triumphed inevitably, and his enemies had been ignominiously routed. The doctor who had slapped his buttock to shock a gasp of air into his collapsed lungs was fortunate that Worthington Macklin hadn’t turned and slugged him in the jaw. You could at least infer that, Larry thought wearily.


  Macklin’s school days had been years of glory. He had been a good student, a great athlete, supremely popular with professors, coaches, and students of both sexes. His affairs of the heart, which he recounted with challenging glances at Valerie, all ended in the same fashion: the girl, sobbing gratefully, and swearing that there was never another man like him, and he, gentlemanly, courteous, and suave, sending her on to a future which, without him, would be forever bleak and forlorn.


  Valerie made a rude noise at one point, and Macklin threatened to quit unless he was treated with more respect. Larry restored order, and Macklin continued.


  In business, he had found new paths of triumph. Money poured in on him in a golden stream. He hadn’t been greedy, oh no. But large affairs gravitated to large men, and he had done his duty by administering them to the advantage of lesser mortals who didn’t have the brains to come in out of the rain, fiscally speaking.


  Then there was marriage, a splendid thing for the woman, of course, and strong, beautiful sons. He glossed over the daughter, which he still regarded as a kind of practical joke on his wife’s part, and went on to his still greater triumphs in the business world. He concluded his report with an itemized account of his cattle, horses, acreage, homes, stocks, bonds, savings accounts, suits of clothes, shoes, and neckties.


  Then he sat back, hugely pleased, perspiring slightly, and said, “So there! There it is, the full, honest record. Make what you will of it.”


  There was nothing to make of it, Larry thought gloomily. It didn’t touch any of their lives, and probably wouldn’t touch the life of any human people. Some Greek God maybe, but no poor human. Of course, it was all a fairy tale. Intentionally or otherwise, Macklin had strung together a tissue of dreams. Unless he was more ignorant, or more neurotic than he seemed, Macklin must know he lied. No man went through life without reverses, without disappointments, without meeting deadly assaults against his convictions and self-importance.


  “And that’s the story, eh?” he said.


  “Of course,” Macklin said. “Now, don’t you see what a waste of time this has been? We’ve tested your silly theory, and we wind up where I told you we’d wind up: knowing nothing.”


  Larry was silent a moment, frowning, and then he looked Macklin in the eye. “Don’t be too sure about that,” he said. “I’ve got some ideas.”


  “What are they?”


  “I want to think them out a bit more.


  Macklin laughed. “Go right ahead, but count me out.”


  “Oh, I’ve already done that,” Larry said rising. “Unless you want to be honest.”


  “Are you calling me a liar?” Larry hesitated. Then he shrugged: “No. I’m sorry I said that. Forget it, will you?”


  Macklin growled pleasurably. “You keep backing in and out of things, don’t you? First you know nothing, then you say you’ve got some ideas. Then you tell me I’m not honest, but you haven’t the guts to call me a liar. Just what the hell’s bothering you?”


  “It’s this,” Larry said. “I haven’t the guts to tell you what I’m thinking.”


  He walked into his room then and the others stared after him, caught and held in the uneasy silence that settled over the chamber . . .


  The next day, the fifth day, Larry spent several hours talking with old Maria. He didn’t ask her questions, since that obviously confused her, but let her ramble on as she wished about events in the past. Then he talked to Dickie for most of the afternoon. The others watched these sessions with varying reactions; Patience seemed a little hurt that he was ignoring them, while Valerie was solemn and thoughtful. Macklin, however, continued by his manner to indicate that the whole business was a tiresome bid for attention on Larry’s part.


  When he finished talking with Dickie, Larry stretched out on his cot, his hands behind his head, and stared at the ceiling . . .


  On the seventh day, after breakfast, he took a position in the middle of the large, central chamber, and asked for attention.


  “More talk, eh?” Macklin said.


  “I want to tell you the results of my pondering,” Larry said, smiling faintly. “You know, at the start, I told you we were trying to find out what we had in common. There must be some link between us, I thought, that was responsible for what’s happened to us. Now, I’ve found some of those links. The first one was so obvious that I overlooked it completely.”


  “Well, what is it?” Valerie said impatiently.


  “There’s something wrong with all of us,” Larry said quietly.


  A little silence fell on them. Then Macklin laughed unpleasantly. “There’s something wrong with you all right. Something wrong with your head.”


  Larry looked at him evenly. “How long have you stuttered, Macklin?” he asked.


  “W—what?”


  “You heard me. You stutter. Maria’s lost the sight in her left eye. Dickie has a constant cough. I’ve been in lousy health for years, and the doctors just say I’m run down. They don’t know what’s wrong.”


  “But there’s nothing wrong with me,” Valerie said. “I’ve got the constitution of a horse.”


  “How about the blemish on the back of your left calf?”


  “Well, how about it?” Valerie turned and stared down at her bare, shapely leg. “It’s just a birthmark.”


  “Have you always had it?”


  “Well—no.”


  “When did it appear?”


  “A few years ago, I think. It was so tiny at first—” Valerie paused, frowning slightly.


  “It’s growing, isn’t it?” Larry said.


  “Yes. I never thought about it—I guess I was trying not to.”


  “Have you been to a doctor about it?”


  “Yes. He didn’t know quite what it was, but he said it was nothing to worry about.”


  “I see.” Larry glanced at Patience. “You’re the only one I’m not sure about. You look fine. Is there anything wrong with you?”


  “Not that I know of,” Patience said.


  “Okay, let’s skip that for the moment,” Larry said. “We’ll go to point number two. The voice we heard the first day we were here. None of you has placed it yet?”


  They were all silent.


  “The men who abducted us,” Larry said. “That’s point number three. “We all described the same men. Tall, blank faces, no conversation. Right?”


  “Well, yes,” Valerie said slowly.


  “Okay, point four. There’s another link between us, another thing in common. About five years ago all of us made a new friend. All except Macklin that is. Each one of these new friends helped us out in some manner. I’ll run down the list; I met a man who gave me the background for a Pulitzer prize story. Dickie here met an ‘Uncle Frank’ who helped his family financially. Maria, in talking to me the day before yesterday, cleared up that business about the laundry and fruit store. She did work at the laundry until a stranger came along and bought her the fruit store. Valerie, you were broke, down on your luck, you said, six or seven years ago, and a man you’d never seen before put up the money for your new play. Isn’t that right?”


  “Why, yes,” Valerie said. “It gave my career a beautiful shot in the arm.”


  “And I had help, too,” Patience said slowly, looking at all of them with troubled eyes. “It was after my father died, as I told you. He invested what little money was left, and it paid off immediately. I never saw him before that—or after.”


  “You’re touching on point six,” Larry said. “All of these benefactors disappeared from our lives, didn’t they?”


  Macklin shook his head vigorously. “You’re forgetting that I didn’t have any benefactor,” he said.


  Larry ignored him, and turned to Patience. “You’re sure that your health is good?”


  “As far as I know, yes.”


  “That shoots your theory,” Macklin said.


  “The hell it does,” Larry snapped. “There’s something wrong with five of us. And what’s wrong with us manifested itself after our contact with these helpful strangers.”


  “I’ve stuttered all my l-l—life,” Macklin said. “And I’ve never met any of these benevolent strangers, anyway. So I don’t fit your theory, and neither does Patience.”


  “Just a minute,” Patience said, in a hurried voice. “I had to see a doctor several years ago. It was something about a heart murmur, Larry. He said it wasn’t serious, but he was rather surprised, I remember. I’d always been in excellent health.”


  “Thanks, baby,” Larry said softly. He studied Macklin now, a hard angry line about his mouth.


  “It fits everybody but you. Everyone’s sick, everyone met a stranger who for no reason at all helped him out of a jam. You stutter, Macklin, and it’s a recent development, isn’t it?”


  “I’ve always stuttered,” Macklin shouted furiously.


  “The hell you have,” Larry said. “And how about your stranger? When did you meet him?”


  “You’re out of your head,” Macklin said. “You’re so damn eager to prove something that you want us all to invent stories to support your idea. And, what by the way, is your idea? Supposing you’re right. We’re all sick, we all met strangers who helped us out—okay, assume that. What the hell does that prove, anyway?” “It won’t prove anything,” Larry admitted wearily. “But it leads to a guess, a hypothesis, if you will, which might explain what’s happened. I’ve been looking for a conclusion which fits all the facts, and I’ve got one.” “Well, what is it?”


  “I’ll tell you when you decide to be honest with us,” Larry said, and walked back into his room.


  Valerie looked at Macklin. “I hope you’re not just being stubborn,” she said.


  On the last day—the day of release according to the anonymous voice—Larry called everyone together again. His face was pale, and there were deep lines of fatigue in his face. He stared bitterly at Macklin. “I’m going to tell you what I’ve been thinking,” he said.


  “You aren’t going to force me to lie,” Macklin said; but he too had changed in the last few days. There was a haunted, worried tone under the ring of his voice.


  “Okay, here it is,” Larry said quietly. He took a long, deep breath, and glanced from face to face. “I think we’ve been kidnapped by Martians.”


  Valerie began to laugh, but the sound of it was tinny and foolish in the silence. She stopped, coloring slightly, and frowned at the group. “Well, did you believe that?” she asked, of no one in particular.


  “Of course not,” Macklin said quickly; too quickly.


  “All right, you’re entitled to say it’s ridiculous,” Larry said. “But first, listen: The men who abducted us, the voice we heard, were not peculiar to any humans we’ve known. The men had faces like ciphers, the voice was like something coming from a machine. That’s where I started: with the idea that perhaps these people weren’t from Earth. Okay, we know Mars is inhabited. So maybe they were from Mars. Next question was why? Why would they go to all this trouble? Ten years ago the Martians approached our planet in a spaceship. They were friendly, but disinterested. They didn’t land. So why would they come back now to conduct this outlandish experiment?”


  “Well, there’s no answer to that,” Patience said, after a pause. “Our government did invite them to land, after all.”


  “Our government said it invited them to land,” Larry corrected her quickly. “Remember that. We really never knew what they said. Only what our government told us.”


  “You think they’d lie to us?” Macklin said.


  “I’m not thinking of anything now but what we know. And the facts were these: our planet trained guns on the Martians’ ships, and some kind of exchange took place. Now look at the situation. We badly needed all the help we might have got from a civilization sufficiently advanced to have conquered the problems of space travel. We were trying to get off the floor after The Last War, and were in sad shape. But the Martians never landed. Why? We were told they just didn’t care to—after they’d come millions of miles across space to our planet. Isn’t that illogical? We needed them, they wanted to come here—but back they went. Why?”


  There was no answer; only an uneasy shifting of many feet.


  “Okay, here’s my guess. Our scientists knew that the Martians were dangerous to Earth. How they knew this is beside the point. The fact that the Martians were prevented from landing supports the conclusion. Now in what way were the Martians dangerous to us? Not, obviously, through force, since we were able to hold them checked with our weapons. What other way could they hurt us?” Larry stared about the circle of faces. “They could only hurt us by physical contact.”


  “You mean—by infecting us?” Patience said.


  “Yes, by infecting us,” Larry said. “It’s the only conclusion which makes sense out of this charade. Now, get back to us: we’ve been infected, in some manner. Five years ago—not ‘several’ or ‘six or eight’—five years ago we were approached by strangers, by strangers who did us a kind deed so that they could spend time with us and do whatever was necessary to infect us with the disease they carry. And from that time on we’ve been in a decline.”


  “How the hell did they get here?” Macklin demanded.


  “They must have landed secretly,” Larry said. “How, I haven’t the slightest idea. But they landed, and they made carriers out of us, I’m sure. Now, they’ve picked us up again—why, I’m not sure. Perhaps we’ve carried a repressed virus for five years. Perhaps it needs a booster of some sort before it becomes contagious. Perhaps the booster has been in the food or drink they’ve given us. But of this I’m sure: they’ll release us today as they promised, and we’ll spread this sickness across Earth.”


  “It—it just doesn’t seem possible,” Patience said.


  “But it explains what’s happened,” Larry said.


  “Hell, I can think of a dozen explanations,” Macklin said. “It’s just a question of guessing.”


  “Okay, you give me one, not a dozen, but one explanation,” Larry said.


  Macklin gnawed his lips and was silent.


  “What can we do?” Valerie asked uneasily.


  “Well, that’s something else again,” Larry said. “But we can’t think about it until we get my theory out of the pipe-dream class.”


  “Pipe-dream?”


  “Sure. You all miss the obvious point. The facts only fit five of us. Five of us have something in common. Macklin doesn’t support the theory. If he tested out we could assume I was right, and try to do something about it.”


  “You mean there’s something to be done about it?”


  “Yes, I think so,” Larry said.


  “Well, get at it, for God’s sake,” Valerie cried shrilly.


  But Larry shook his head. “Only if my theories fit all of us, only if we can know that what happened to five, also happened to six. Then the guess-work is cut way down. If we were all infected by strangers—then they almost must have been Martians.” He paused, then said quietly, “What about it, Macklin?”


  Macklin stared at them, wetting his lips. “This is preposterous,” he said. “It’s full of guesses and maybes and perhaps. How do we know he’s right?”


  The answer to that was so obvious that he gave no one the chance to supply it. “Sure, you think if I—if I just agree with all of you . . .”


  “Not agree with us,” Larry said, shaking his head slowly. “We just want the truth.”


  Macklin massaged his forehead with the tips of his fingers, and then squared his big shoulders. “I’ve told the truth,” he said loudly.


  Everyone was silent, watching him.


  “Why should I lie?” he yelled.


  He got no answer.


  The seconds passed slowly, squeezing themselves into history with painful deliberation. Macklin began to breathe very rapidly, his mouth hanging open like a man fighting for air in a smoke-filled room. Sweat broke out on his forehead, and his fingers were trembling.


  A minute went by and then Macklin wet his lips. “I—I met a man five years ago,” he said, in a low, shamed voice. “He helped me out of a bad spot. Okay, you’ve got the truth now. I stole money. I stole a helluva lot of it, because I’d made some bad investments and the bankers were going to wipe me out.” He rubbed his forehead, glaring at them defiantly. “This man made up my losses. I shouldn’t have let him, I know. It was all crazy. But J couldn’t stand to fail. Everyone would laugh . . .” He turned away from them, tears starting in his eyes. “They always laughed at me . . . my father, kids in school. I wasn’t a success—and I had to be, you see, because it hurt to be laughed at. Now you can laugh, you can—”


  Valerie cut him off by impulsively kissing him on the cheek, and mussing up his hair. “You’re not really a bad guy,” she said, laughing. “You just take yourself too damn seriously.”


  “I—I started to stutter a few months after this man left me,” Macklin said, dabbing at his eyes.


  Everyone was grinning at him, even little Dickie and old Maria. He looked at them, sniffing, and then a sheepish smile appeared on his face. “Well, what’s so funny?” he said.


  Everyone was grinning at him,


  “I’ll be damned if I know,” Larry said. “My point is proven, but we’re still in a ghastly spot. But we’re all together now—maybe that’s what we’re smiling about.”


  “You said you might do something,” Patience said.


  Larry frowned slightly. “Yes, I’ve got an idea. Now listen.” . . .


  That night as dinner-time approached Larry stationed himself at the revolving column which brought them their food. The others were in their rooms.


  Larry stood quietly, trying not to think of what might happen if he had guessed wrong. There was no more time for speculation; this was a moment for action.


  The column began to turn slowly, and he smelled the aroma of their dinner. When the column had completed a half-turn, Larry stepped forward, and spoke clearly into the slowly narrowing aperture.


  He said: “Mars is in danger. I can help you. You have been tricked.” . . .


  Nothing happened. The column completed its revolution, stopped. The six trays of food were in their customary niches.


  Larry walked to the center of the chamber, and said, “Okay, let’s eat.”


  The others came out of the rooms, their eyes going to him hopefully, expectantly.


  He shrugged. “We’ll have to wait and see,” he said . . .


  That night he went into his room at the usual time and stretched out on the bed. He closed his eyes, and tried to go to sleep. But that was impossible. His mind was churning with fears and anxiety. The minutes were going by, and with each of them went a part of his hope. If anything were going to happen, it must happen soon . . .


  Silence settled over the central chamber, the sleeping room. Everyone else was in bed, and Larry had warned them not to sir, regardless of what developed . . .


  Time passed.


  The first indication that something was happening came casually, without warning; a draft of air touched his face. That hadn’t occurred before in this sealed, windowless prison.


  He closed his eyes, breathed deeply and regularly. Only the strong, excited beat of his heart sounded in his ears. He thought irrelevantly, I’m not afraid. Something is about to happen, but I’m not afraid. I must be crazy.


  He knew, a few seconds later, that he wasn’t alone, that something had entered his room. There was a change in the atmosphere, a sensation of subtle motion in the air about him, in the darkness of the room.


  He did not know what to expect; but he should have known, he realized an instant later.


  Something sharp dug into his arm.


  This was the way it had happened the first time. There was no reason for them to change their procedure.


  As hands touched him, he knew that he was losing consciousness . . .


  Larry awoke in a brightly lighted room. He was half-sitting, half-reclining, in a low chair, and facing a blank white screen. There was a desk before the screen, and on the desk a telephone, a weirdly incongruous note in this fantasy of improbabilities. The telephone scared him as nothing had so far; its sturdy, functional look high-lighted and emphasized the terror in this situation.


  A voice spoke in flat, metallic accents. “What can you tell us?” The sound seemed to come from behind the screen.


  Larry wet his dry lips. I was right, I was right, he thought, and the shock of knowing that brought a cold, nauseous cramp to his stomach and dampness to his brow.


  He sat up straighter in the low chair, trying to keep the excitement and fear from his face.


  “You were tricked,” he said. “Our government knew that you landed here, knew that you contacted and infected us. We were under surveillance during the past five years. They watched us night and day, knowing that eventually you would return.”


  There was a pause that lasted for several minutes. Larry found his breathing coming faster.


  Then the voice spoke again. “Why do you do this?”


  “I don’t like my own people,” Larry said. “I am glad to help you.”


  The voice didn’t answer. Larry waited motionlessly, trying to control his nerves, as time passed. Once he thought he heard something—a faint booming noise above him—but it was impossible to isolate and classify.


  Finally he got to his feet. “I’ll do anything I can to help you,” he said.


  Again, silence answered him. He stood, staring at the screen for what he estimated to be at least half an hour, and then he sat down slowly.


  What had happened?


  After another period of waiting, he got to his feet again and glanced around. There was an open door behind him; the room was unfurnished except for the desk, and the bright, white screen.


  He turned around, clenching and unclenching his fists, and then walked toward the desk, and looked behind the screen.


  No one, nothing, was there. The screen concealed a closed door. Larry tried the knob, but the door was locked.


  He hesitated a few minutes, feeling the thudding hammer of his heart, knowing that he couldn’t stand much more of this; he was suddenly terribly exhausted, and he had a powerful impulse to laugh. He knew intuitively what his laughter would sound like, and he knew that he would run forever to escape the sound of it.


  He hurried to the desk and scooped up the phone.


  A buzzing sounded in his ears.


  He dialed Long Distance, and seconds later a cool, blessedly familiar voice, said, “Your number, please.”


  “Get me Washington, any government office in Washington,” Larry said. The girl didn’t understand this, and he had to keep talking to her, explaining it over and over again, and then, suddenly, he was talking to a man, to a man whose voice was calm but brisk . . .


  The glass partition extended from floor to ceiling, from wall to wall. It separated a large, brightly-lighted, high-ceilinged room.


  On one side of the glass wall were Larry, Patience, Valerie, Macklin, Dickie, and old Maria.


  On the other were three men. Two were in military uniform, while the third, a kindly-looking man with gray hair, wore a black suit which needed pressing. He was smoking a cigarette and occasionally a dribble of ash fell onto his vest, but he paid no attention to this. He was talking, and had been talking for several hours, and his soft, good-humored voice was slightly hoarse.


  “. . . You would have been returned at about this exact moment, I think,” he was saying. “We know what that would have meant. Well, now. I’ve been chattering long enough. You have something to discuss, I realize, so I’ll leave you to it. Come along, generals.”


  The old man’s name was Carruthers, and he was the chairman of an international committee so powerful that it superseded every other agency on earth, and so secret that the newspapers did not even suspect its existence.


  When he had gone, trailed by the two highest-ranking officers in the United States Army, Larry looked at Patience, and, because she was beginning to cry, he patted her shoulder gently.


  “I’m sorry as hell,” he said.


  “It’s just not possible,” she said, brokenly, through her tears.


  “Damned meddling bureaucracy,” Macklin roared. He paced the floor, glaring at the glass partition.


  “And I’ve got a run-of-the-play contract,” Valerie said. “Well, let ’em sue,” she said, and grinned. But it was gallow’s humor, and a gallow’s smile, and it fooled no one.


  Carruthers had confirmed Larry’s hypothesis. The six of them had been infected by Martians, and then kidnapped. They had been held in a practically inaccessible area of New Mexico, in dungeons constructed by the Martians during the past five years. When they had been led to believe that their plans were known all along, and that counter-measures had been taken, the Martians had blasted off, behaving as Carruthers had said, “with the precipitate and guilty unreason which characterize their mental processes.”


  Carruthers did not know the Martians’ ultimate goal. To ravage Earth with their peculiar disease, and then conquer it? A possibility, but unprovable. The Martians were not numerous. They had intelligence, but it was vastly different from that of an earth-man’s. In what exact way, he was not sure. They were like mischievous, but not necessarily evil children into whose hands an arsenal of enormously destructive weapons had fallen. Very curious . . .


  “What the hell are we paying their salaries for?” Macklin said stridently. “They don’t know a damn thing. We saved them, didn’t we? And look what happens?”


  Only Dickie and Old Maria seemed in fairly cheerful moods. She was telling him some story in Italian, and he was listening eagerly.


  “It’s sheer, bloody murder, kiddies,” Valerie said, and now her eyes were damp. “I hate to go feminine on you, but I’m going to have a good cry.”


  Carruthers had explained to them that there was no antidote for the disease they had contracted. Earth scientists were working on it, but . . .


  Meanwhile they would have to remain in isolation. Their families and friends would not know what had happened to them; they would have to accept their disappearance as the results of mysterious abductions. Everything would be done to make them comfortable. Books, newspapers, television—all of this they might have. Until such a time . . .


  Carruthers hadn’t finished that sentence. There was no need to.


  “Well,” Larry said, after a few minutes silence, “let’s make the best of it.”


  “Bah!” Macklin snorted. “I might have expected some such Pollyannish optimism from you. You’re going to take it lying down, I know. But not me. I’ll fight, damn it. I’ll get lawyers—” He stopped, frowning. “Well, I’ll get some thing,” he said weakly.


  They were all silent. Then Patience said, “I think Larry’s suggestion is sensible. After all, what else can we do?”


  Valerie sighed. “I wonder how well your excruciatingly good sense is going to wear, dear.”


  “I’ll try not to impose it on you,” Patience said, coloring.


  Valerie grinned and patted her arm. “Just tell me to go to hell when I sound off that way.”


  Dickie drifted away from the group then, and Maria followed him, smiling.


  “I think we should draw up a list of the things we’ll need,” Patience said.


  Larry was standing beside her and, without thinking about it, he put his arm about her trim shoulder. “That seems sensible,” he said.


  She looked at his hand, and then up into his eyes, and there was a bold little smile on her lips. “Yes, that’s very sensible, Larry.”


  “Well, I didn’t mean—” He stopped then and rubbed his jaw. “Maybe we could add a minister to our list,” he said.


  Macklin looked puzzled for an instant; but then he began to beam mightily. He turned to Valerie, who put a hand to her forehead and said, “Oh, God, no!”


  “Well, damn it all,” Macklin said in an injured voice. “I’m human, too.”


  “You’re married,” Valerie cried in a straw-clutching voice.


  Macklin’s jaw fell. “Yeah, that’s right,” he said, after a pause. Then he brightened. “But I’ll be legally dead in seven years, you know.”


  “Well, we’ll talk about it then,” Valerie said, and strolled toward her room with the languid grace which had stirred audiences in half the theatres in the world.


  Macklin stared after her unhappily.


  Patience, from a pleasurable place in Larry’s arms, looked at him and was touched by the misery in his face. “Mr. Macklin,” she said, winking solemnly, “she’s human, too.”


  “Why, that’s true,” Macklin said in a wondering voice, and hope began to dawn in his face.


  After a bit he began to chuckle.


  AMPHYTRION 40


  First published in the September-October 1953 issue of Fantastic.


  A tale of two characters who were naked right down to the spirit. But first, they had to get bodies. Then—


  THEY FLOATED in a shining sphere above the Northeastern section of the United States, examining and classifying its customs and inhabitants.


  They studied these bipeds and learned where and from what they had evolved; they apprehended their drives, goals, and motivations; they guessed, with fine accuracy, how they were likely to develop in the future.


  This took them several minutes. Then they became bored.


  “Terribly primitive,” she said.


  “Yes, depressingly so. You noted their source of energy?” he asked.


  “They assimilate each other, it would seem. They think of it as ‘eating’.”


  “Not each other. They ‘eat’ animals.”


  “Well, what’s the difference?”


  “Very little, obviously. The animals seem happier, I’d say.”


  “Are they pleased at being eaten? Is it a source of pleasure to them?”


  He was very bored now. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said.


  They floated for a while on the wing of a jet plane, slightly dismayed by the clumsiness of its construction, and the inefficiency of its power source.


  “It’s probably the first refinement of the wheel,” he said.


  Then, rising a few thousand miles, they drifted beside saucershaped objects which, in design and function, were a slight improvement over the jet plane.


  “These are from another planet,” he said, slightly interested. He read the thoughts that emanated from the thinking matter within the saucer-shaped objects, and learned all about Martians.


  “Terribly primitive,” he said.


  “Their machines indicate a dim intelligence, however,” she said.


  “Yes, they are another stride away from the wheel,” he agreed.


  They returned to the atmosphere of Earth, hovering again above the Northeastern United States.


  “Well, shall we look any further?” he asked.


  “I don’t see much point to it,” she said.


  “First hand investigation wouldn’t interest you?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. They have a few tensions and attractions—between themselves, of course—which are curious.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t hedge so. Shall we go down or not?”


  “Oh, very well.”


  “Very well, what?”


  “Let’s go down.”


  THEIR names, which they never had reason to use, were Tarina and Illar. They came from a star whose light would never reach Earth; the Solar System would have ceased to exist by that time. In the immense wheel of time, through the stately march of ages, they had refined themselves to perfection, subjected matter to the bonds of intellect. They were invulnerable and immortal; they had need of nothing outside themselves. They did not eat, drink, sleep or mate; their bodies, which had atrophied to vestigial tendrils, had no functions to perform and they kept them invisible.


  “What will we need?” she asked.


  “Oh, a few things. Bodies, shelter. The camouflage is important but simple. I can take care of it on the way. Are you ready?”


  “Of course.”


  “Very well.”


  They faced each other a few seconds later in a furnished room. They smiled awkwardly, and then she looked down at herself and giggled.


  “I feel absolutely idiotic,” she said. “Please don’t stare. These huge hands, and fingers with nails on them. And this hair coming down to my shoulders. Are you sure you didn’t blunder?”


  “You know that isn’t possible,” he said. “You’re just surprised, that’s all. We won’t get used to these ridiculous bodies, of course, but after a bit they won’t seem so bad.”


  He looked at himself in the full-length mirror in the back of the bathroom door. His hair was black and short, his teeth white, and his skin clear and tanned. He was tall, broad shouldered, and wore slacks and a sports shirt.


  He burst out laughing.


  “Don’t,” she said. “It’s not very nice. After all the people here have no alternative.”


  “I can’t help it,” he said. “Look at my teeth. Am I supposed to tear and chew things with them? They’re big enough, actually.”


  “But of course. You ‘eat’ with them.”


  “Oh, yes. That will be quite an experience.”


  She came over beside him and stared at herself, trying to hold back her giggles. Her hair was dark and shining, and her lips were full and red. She wore a gray flannel skirt, and a white silk blouse. Her face was heart-shaped, and her skin was smooth and pale. She had two arms, two legs, and two breasts.


  “The proportions aren’t bad, but everything is so immense,” she said.


  There was a knock on the door.


  “Well, what’s this?” she said.


  “Let’s think with their brains,” he said. “We’ll learn more about them that way.” He frowned, staring at the door. “Why, I can’t tell who’s there,” he said, in a puzzled voice. “It’s incredible. They’re brains are weak.”


  “Well, it was your idea.”


  “Unless I use my perceptions, I’ll have to go to the door and open it to find out,” he said.


  “Go ahead then.”


  “All right.” He crossed the room and opened the door. There was a woman standing in the hallway with a key in her hand. She was small, with gray hair, and a good-humored face that was set now in an expression of confused annoyance. Behind her stood a couple with luggage in their hands. They looked bewildered.


  “I thought I heard talking in here,” the gray-haired woman said. “Now just how did you folks get in?”


  ILLAR gave up the attempt to use his new brain, and retreated to his own perceptions. He realized that this was the landlady, and that she was beset with two problems. One, had she rented this room to them after having had a few drinks which dulled her memory, and two, had she asked them for six or eight dollars per day?


  “Why, you let us have the room this morning,” he said. “We discussed the terms with you in detail. You had a cold, and were taking a drop of something to relieve it at the time.”


  “Oh, yes,” the woman said vaguely.


  “It was eight dollars a day,” Illar said. “Surely you remember that?”


  “Oh, of course,” the woman grinned. “Fancy the whole thing slipping my mind that way. Excuse me for bothering you.” She turned to the couple at her back, and said, “Well, I’ll have to put you folks up somewhere else. Let’s try the next floor.”


  Illar closed the door and walked over to Tarina who was still standing in front of the mirror. “Shall we go out?” he asked. “We can learn all we need to know in a few hours. I’d like to leave tomorrow morning.”


  “All right.”


  “What are you doing?”


  She had pushed her long black hair up on top of her head and was studying the effect with a small frown. “Do you think this would be better?” she said. “Better than what?”


  “Better than the way it was before.”


  “I can’t see that it makes any difference.”


  “Oh, can’t you?” she said. “Certainly not. Let’s go.”


  She let her hair fall down to her shoulders. “Very well.”


  Their rooming house was in the East Eighties. They walked down Fifth Avenue, absorbing and interpreting phenomena with effortless efficiency. The weather, cool and pleasant, the buildings, as primitive to their eyes as anthills would have been to a human’s, the traffic, the strolling couples, the news vendors, policemen, drug stores, delicatessens, department stores—all of this they studied and classified.


  “IT’S really depressing,” she said. “Why do you suppose they go on existing?”


  “I can’t imagine,” he said. “Shall we try ‘eating’ something?”


  “Oh, I couldn’t really. I can go just so far in these experiments—then I stop.”


  “You’ll have to, I’m afraid,” he said. “That body you’re using has needs.”


  “Oh, very well,” she said, with a small shudder.


  They entered a delicatessen and ordered sandwiches and milk. When it was put before them she stared at it for a moment, and color crept up in her cheeks. “Don’t watch, please,” she said.


  “Oh, go ahead. Everyone’s doing it.”


  They ate the food quickly, avoiding each other’s eyes, and then went outside and walked along in a guilty silence.


  “It’s a gross sort of business,” he said, at last.


  “I—I feel disgusting. Imagine doing such physical, intimate things regularly. It’s ghastly.”


  “It would be ghastly,” he said.


  They experimented with a few other typical habits. They had whisky at a bar, and Illar bought a pack of cigarettes. The liquor burned their throats terribly, and the cigarettes made them cough.


  “What’s the sense of these things?” she said angrily. She threw her cigarette into the street and dabbed at her watering eyes.


  “Perhaps they dull their senses.”


  “How could they be any duller?”


  “That’s a point,” he said. They stopped at Times Square, tired from the walk, and very bored and lonely in the jostling crowds.


  “I’ve had quite enough,” she said.


  “Very well. We’ll go back to our room.”


  “This silly body is already exhausted and over-heated,” she said. “I wish I could throw it away. It’s perfectly useless.”


  “We’ll rest tonight, compare our reactions, and leave tomorrow.”


  “Good.”


  They returned to their rooms, and she slipped out of her leather pumps and stretched out on the big, soft double bed. “At last, a pleasant sensation,” she said.


  He lit a cigarette and went into the bathroom.


  “Why are you smoking those silly things?” she called.


  “Why, I don’t know. Something to keep my hands busy, I suppose,” he said. “Come in here,” he said, a few seconds later. His voice was excited.


  She joined him and glanced around, studying the tile floor, the deep, enameled tub, and the hand basin. “They wash themselves, obviously,” she said. “What’s so odd about that?” Then she saw the object in the corner at which he was staring, and she put a hand nervously to her throat. “No, no, it’s impossible,” she said.


  “I’m afraid it’s inevitable.” He laughed suddenly. “Don’t be so prudish. It’s—well, natural.”


  “You’re absolutely disgusting.”


  “I’m merely pointing out—”


  “Don’t mention it again, please,” she said, flushing.


  “It’s simply been so long that we—”


  “I WON’T listen to you,” she said, and strode back into the bedroom. “You seem to get some childish pleasure from discussing these—things.”


  “Very well. I’m going to take a bath, and get ready for bed.” He looked at her straight, angry back, and an impish little smile touched his lips. “Does that euphemism satisfy your sense of propriety?”


  “Oh, be still,” she said crossly. He closed the door of the bathroom and emerged fifteen minutes later, his thick black hair still damp from the bath. He had a towel knotted about his flat waist and was smoking another cigarette, “Your turn,” he said.


  “Thanks so much,” she said drily.


  “Leave the door open so we can talk.”


  The door slammed resoundingly.


  She was in the bath an hour. When she came out he was lying on the bed asleep. She stared down at him for a few seconds, watching the rise and fall of his chest, and the muscles in his arms and shoulders. Her throat felt curiously dry; the cigarette, she thought. She looked at herself in the mirror again, noticing the way the rich, blue-black hair framed her face. It wasn’t a bad effect really, if you had to be burdened with such primitive accessories. She remembered some of the girls she had seen walking in the streets. Their hair wasn’t so pretty. And some of them were ungainly. She studied her figure; she was wearing only a slip, and her feet were bare. Yes, the proportions were pleasing, she thought, only she felt so out-sized and gross. Then she glanced at him, asleep on the bed, and realized how much bigger he was. That made her feel small. Small and helpless. What a weird, weird idea, really! She thought of all she had seen, and realized that there was no point to it. That was the curious thing; it was totally without point or meaning.


  She sat on the edge of the bed and, after a moment or so, touched him on the arm. “I just wanted to say good night,” she said, when he opened his eyes.


  “Oh. Good night.” He got up and lit another cigarette.


  “You’re smoking too much,” she said.


  He laughed. “It’s a silly habit, isn’t it? I’d better quit.” He sat down beside her, yawning, and put his hand on her knee.


  “Let’s go right now,” he said.


  “Back?”


  “Well, where else?”


  “I don’t care.” She wet her lips. “Please take your hand off my knee?”


  “Why?”


  “Does there have to be a reason?”


  “I’m interested, scientifically. Is it uncomfortable?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “YOUR reaction is curious. The contact means nothing to me, you see. I might as well be touching the bed covers or the floor.”


  “I don’t care how it affects you.”


  “But it doesn’t affect meat all.”


  “What an advantage there is in insensitivity.”


  He glanced down at her knee, mildly interested in the enigmatic quality of her reaction. Her legs were highly nonfunctional. They weren’t strong, obviously. She couldn’t support much weight on them, or employ them to propel herself into the air. They were too thin. Slender was a better word, he thought. Still they were shaped rather artistically, with a graceful line from the slim, fine-boned ankles to the fuller thighs. The skin was fair and soft; absolutely useless as a protection against climate or terrain. It was really very odd, he thought, that the genes of this species should produce such ornamental but useless properties. And most curious, was the undeniable fact that the contours and texture of these productions should be pleasant to the touch. Now why was that? he wondered, drawing on his cigarette.


  “Please,” she said.


  “Wait, I’ve got a little problem,” he said. What was it? He examined the objects that stimulated him, searching for an answer. The number of pores, which he could count instantly, and even the inner construction, the ligaments and bones, the arteries and blood vessels, the corpuscles, red and white—none of these factors was responsible for the curious feeling of pleasure he obtained from touching her knee. The sum of the parts did not give him an answer, he realized.


  He felt oddly uncomfortable then, with a curious constriction about his chest, and a dryness in his throat. Also, he realized flushing, there was something else. He stood and walked to the window, drawing deeply on his cigarette. These bodies were considerably more primitive than he had suspected. He raised the window and felt the cool air on his face. That was better. In a few moments he flipped his cigarette away and returned to the bed. She was under the covers, her hair spilled in a dark cloud on the pillows. He stretched out on top of the covers, pulling the comforter over his body.


  “They have a thoroughly pointless existence,” he said, at last.


  “Yes, that’s what I’ve decided.”


  “They tire easily, and they sleep. They hunger quickly, and they eat. That seems to be it.”


  “Absolutely.”


  “You don’t think we’ve missed anything?”


  “What could we possibly have missed?”


  “Well—” He paused, feeling the heat in his cheeks. He laughed lightly. “They mate, of course.”


  She sat up straight in the bed, hugging the covers about her white shoulders. “Illar,” she said, using his name for the first time in thousands of years. “Illar,” she said, and her voice was high and outraged. “Are you thinking, are you suggesting—”


  “No, no, of course not,” he said hurriedly. “I’d be the last one—”


  “The rest was bad enough. The ‘eating’, and that thing in the bathroom, but really, if you’ve slipped down so far that you think—”


  “DON’T be absurd,” he said, and now his voice was loud and angry. “What ever gave you the idea that I could be interested in that sort of thing?”


  “Well—” She hesitated. “I’m relieved to hear you say that.”


  “The thought is preposterous.”


  “Of course. I’m sorry. You could never be—could you?”


  “Certainly not.”


  “I’m—glad. Good night.”


  “Good night.”


  They said no more. They lay on opposite sides of the bed, their eyes firmly closed. It was hours before they went to sleep.


  The next morning she awakened to a strange but pleasant aroma tickling her nose. Illar was sitting on the edge of the bed with a tray containing cartons of coffee and scrambled-egg sandwiches on toast.


  “That looks very good,” she said. “I—I wouldn’t mind eating it. Isn’t that strange?”


  “We’re hungry now,” Illar said. “That’s the secret of this eating business. If you’re hungry it’s not quite so repulsive a routine.” He ate half of a sandwich, chewing vigorously, and washed it down with mouthfuls of strong, hot coffee. “With effort I’m overcoming my natural distaste,” he said, reaching for another sandwich.


  “I can be strong, too,” she said, reaching for food and drink.


  After breakfast she bathed and dressed. She realized with amusement as she stared at herself in the mirror that she was becoming ridiculously concerned about this body she was using. Now for instance, she was trying to imagine how its coloring would blend with another type of dress. She laughed, chiding herself for these trivial speculations, but even as she laughed she realized that she was observing the whiteness of her teeth, and the lights that laughter lit in her eyes.


  When she came out of the bathroom she saw that Illar was gazing at her oddly.


  “What’s the matter?” she said.


  “Nothing. You were laughing, that’s all.”


  “Well, is there anything wrong with that?”


  “No, of course not. It—it sounded pleasant, however.”


  “You’ll accuse me of being happy next,” she said drily.


  “Don’t be ridiculous.” They both knew, of course, that happiness was impossible. All positive and negative emotional planes were inaccessible to them; they had conditioned themselves to the neutral areas that lay between happiness and unhappiness, between laughter and tears, between hope and despair. Their psyches were passive and inert. They had acquired, laboriously and tediously, this highest goal, this Nirvana of the mind.


  “I think we should take a walk,” he suggested now.


  “Last night you were eager to be going back.”


  “I still am. However, I think you should see the city in the morning. It’s a different set of stimuli.”


  “Very well,” she said.


  THEY left their rooming house and walked East toward Fifth Avenue. It was a dingy section, the habitat of students, actors, writers, and artists. The brownstones huddled close to each other, as if for warmth, and a few lean cats prowled the gutters.


  “This must be where the slaves live,” she said.


  “My inference, too.”


  Fifth Avenue was different. They strolled past sturdily prosperous shops, chic millinery establishments, and massive hotels.


  She stopped at one particular store front, and lingered until Illar began tapping his foot impatiently.


  “Come along,” he said. “What are you staring at?”


  “That dress,” she said. “Do you see the one I mean? It’s got slim, simple lines, and a very attractive flaring collar.


  “Of course I see it.”


  “Do you think it would look well on me?”


  He laughed. “What an absurd question?”


  “Why?” she said sharply. “You—the real you—could be wrapped up in one of the sleeves of that dress.”


  “I’m not talking about the real me,” she said, half-angrily. “I mean me, just as I am now.” He shrugged. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know. Come along now.” They returned to their rooming house at mid-morning. Illar was conscious of Tarina’s petulant silence. He glanced at her every now and then, noting the stubborn set of her jaw, and wondering what was wrong.


  THERE was a couple standing on the porch of their rooming house. They presented a sharp contrast to the bleakness of the neighborhood. The girl, particularly. She was wearing a gold lame evening dress, ankle-strap sandals, and a giant purple orchid pinned to her slim waist. Her hair was soft and fine, the color of honey poured in the sunlight, and her delicately shaped features were informed with good-humor and vitality. The man wore evening clothes, and he wasn’t as attractive as the girl. In fact, he wasn’t attractive at all. He was middle-aged, with sagging chinline, and weary eyes set in gray sockets of flesh. He looked very tired. The girl, however, looked as if she might go on forever, dancing, skipping, singing, laughing.


  They stood aside as Illar and Tarina mounted the steps. The man stared at Illar, his tired eyes narrowing thoughtfully. When Illar reached for the door, the man said, “Excuse me, young man.”


  “Yes?” Illar said. He glanced at the man, and at the girl, who was smiling at him, her lips parted slightly.


  “Are you an actor?” the man asked.


  “I’m sorry, no,” Illar said.


  “Don’t be sorry about it. You’re lucky,” the man said. He sounded friendly, despite his apparent boredom and fatigue. “Look, my name is Jeremy Webster. I’m a theatrical producer, which, if you were an actor, is a name toward which you would say your prayers each morning.”


  ILLAR inspected the man’s mind, seeing all sorts of complexes and attitudes, none of which were very interesting. There was pride, egomania, a vast need to be loved, a conviction of persecution, and a desire to wrong others to prevent them from wronging him. Also, there was some warmth and sympathy, a small interest in other people, an awareness of his own insignificance.


  “I’ve never acted professionally,” Illar said. “Only in college.” Why had he said this? he wondered. He knew Tarina was staring at him in amazement, while he, in turn, was staring at the sunny-faced blonde.


  Jeremy Webster laughed. “You know who I am then,” he said.


  “Oh, of course,” Illar said.


  “Look, you’ve got something,” Webster said, in a crisper voice. “I don’t what the hell exactly, but it’s worth checking. The way you hold your head, the line of your features—it’s something. Maybe it’s something good. You want to take a crack at a part in my new play?”


  “Why, I’d love to,” Illar said.


  Tarina glared at him and took a deep breath.


  “Well, fine.” Webster gave Illar a card. “Come down this afternoon. Now, where the hell are my manners? This is Dawn Evans. We’ve been out all night, and she’s ready for a Maypole dance. She’s fabulous. I need alcohol, benzedrine, codeine, and sixteen hours of sleep before I can sign my name. Who’re you people?”


  “My name is Farthington Pembroke,” Illar said.


  Webster winced. “We’ll have to do something about that. And your wife, eh?”


  “No,” Tarina said in an extremely clear voice. “We live together to cut expenses. My husband is in the army.”


  Webster made a strangling sound and popped a white tablet in his mouth. He shook his head. “I’m terribly afraid that I heard you correctly,” he said. “Well, it’s none of my business. Dawn, this is Farthington Pembroke, and some GI’s wife, who shall be nameless.”


  Illar shook the girl’s slim but surprisingly strong hand. “I hope we can all see each other again,” he said.


  “That’s possible,” Webster said. “Dawn is trying out for the show, too.” He looked at her, oblivious to everyone else then, and smiled slowly. “She’s doing it the hard way. Can you imagine that?”


  Dawn Evans looked demure, or as demure as a girl in a gold lame gown can look, and patted Webster’s arm lightly. “We’re the best friends in the world, of course.”


  “Yeah, and ain’t that a helluva note,” Webster said. “Well, I’m off. See you kids at four. Think tall.” He went down the steps and turned toward Fifth Avenue.


  Illar held the door for Dawn and Tarina. They went into the hallway, and stood together for an instant. They were all smiling at each other. “Would you like to have some coffee with me?” Dawn said.


  “In a word, no,” Tarina said, and swept up the stairs.


  Illar followed her, smiling sheepishly.


  Dawn shrugged.


  Inside their room Tarina wheeled about and put her hands on her hips.


  “WHAT was the meaning of all that nonsense?”


  “I want to get closer to these people,” Illar said stiffly. “I wish to work with them for a bit, to understand them, to complete our investigation in a thorough—”


  “Oh, stop babbling,” Tarina said.


  Illar drew himself up and said firmly, “Since this seems to be a moment of bad-tempered criticism, perhaps you would be good enough to explain your churlish behavior to that girl?”


  Tarina laughed and pounded a fist gently against her forehead. “This is the ultimate! That simpleton wouldn’t understand the difference between a curtsy and a kick in the posterior. I have never, in all our investigations, met a more completely primitive type.”


  “You’re completely wrong,” Illar said, with considerable heat. “She’s got very warm impulses. Did you feel her sensibilities? They are beautifully developed.”


  “Is that all you’re interested in?” Tarina said icily. “Her warm beautiful sensibilities? Perhaps you’d like to subject her to the clinical examination you began with me last night.”


  “I began nothing with you,” Illar snapped. “I was interested, scientifically, in certain stimuli.


  You’re deliberately dragging this discussion into the crudest of channels.”


  Tarina fluttered a hand airily. “Oh, it wasn’t I who began drooling about beautiful sensibilities, my dear. That, if my memory serves, was your area of exploration.”


  “You’re quite impossible for some reason,” Illar said.


  “Oh I am, am I? How do you think you looked, my dear, preening yourself under that man’s flattery?”


  “I did not preen.”


  “Well, simper might be a better word.”


  Illar strode to the mirror and stared at himself, turning his head this way and that. “He said it was the way I held my head, that’s all. It wasn’t flattery.”


  “And the line of your features,” Tarina said, laughing softly. “Don’t forget that.”


  “Well, what’s so funny about it?”


  “My dear, this is rather touching. You’re delighted because you’re handsome. How primitive can you get!”


  Illar turned to her, recovering his poise. “Don’t be absurd,” he said. “Physical appearance is the most insignificant characteristic of matter.”


  “Of course. That wart on your chin, for instance. It couldn’t matter less.”


  Illar sprang back to the mirror, and stared at his chin. It was solidly molded, unblemished.


  Tarina threw herself on the bed and buried her face in a pillow. She was laughing so hard that the springs creaked. “Oh, my dear,” she said at last, in a muffled, choking voice. “You thought you had a wart. Physical appearance is the most insignificant—” She couldn’t go on. Her voice dissolved into peals of laughter.


  Illar stared down at her, clenching and unclenching his hands slowly. He looked at the rounded curve of her buttocks, and his right palm itched. This dismayed him slightly, and tempered his anger. He actually wanted to strike her; he could almost feel the passage of his hand through the air, hear the satisfying whack! as it landed on her invitingly vulnerable tail.


  Why, this was terrible!


  What had happened to brutalize his instincts so swiftly?


  Now that he had himself in control, he realized that the impulse had only been cerebral. He had entertained it fleetingly, clinically, but there hadn’t been the slightest chance of its being translated into action.


  Nothing she might do could prompt him to strike her, he knew. Still giggling, Tarina said, “Dear, you’re a ham.”


  Illar spanked her resoundingly on the rump.


  “You go too far,” he said sternly, rubbing her cute posterior.


  She let out a yelp and jerked herself up to a sitting position, but by that time the door was closing on Illar’s stiff, injured back.


  The door slammed, and Tarina put her head down and began to weep.


  JEREMY WEBSTER’S offices were in Rockefeller Center, on the twenty-fifth floor. The reception room was awesomely chaste and silent; gray drapes hung at the windows, matching the walls and carpeting, and the only sound came from the ragged breathing of the half dozen young men and women who were waiting to see Jeremy Webster. A haughty receptionist sat behind a semicircular desk, staring bleakly at the wretches who waited for her to lift a languid hand and say, “Mr. Webster won’t be in until next week. Thank you all so much for waiting . . .”


  Illar presented the card Webster had given him and, after a phone call, the receptionist gave him a brief smile, and her permission to enter the inner sanctum. Webster was striding about his office when Illar came in, occasionally popping white tablets into his mouth. He wore a black flannel suit with a tattersall vest, and he looked fatigued and despairing. Dawn Evans was present too, seated in a deep armchair, her exquisitely slim legs crossed, and an expression of bland good humor on her face. Two or three other men drifted about the office, scripts in hand, watching Webster with worried frowns.


  Illar waved to Dawn and she gave him a wide smile.


  “It’s nice to see you again,” he said, because it was nice.


  “Well, thanks,” she said.


  “Okay, okay,” Webster said, facing them, hands on hips. “Todd, give ’em scripts. You kids are going to do a scene together. We’ll give you time to run through it first.”


  A young man gave them narrow “sides,” Webster told them what he expected of them, which, his tone indicated wasn’t much, and then he and his staff withdrew. The doors closed, and Illar was alone with Dawn.


  “Well,” he said.


  “This is going to be rough,” she said, shaking her head and frowning. “I mean, this is just a little sliver of the play, and we’re supposed to do something with it. I never understand plays very well anyway.”


  “I shouldn’t worry too much about it,” he said.


  She laughed shakily. “You sound pretty confident.”


  “We shall see,” he murmured. He sat down on a leather couch and looked at the script, memorizing it instantly, and, inferring from this one section the whole of the play, how it began and ended, and what effect it was intended to produce on the audience. It was a strange business, actually. A little story, to be acted out before groups of people. Why? The story held a promise of hope, it hinted that somewhere ahead lay a chance for love, a gentle word, smiles and laughter. These types were the most primitive I’ve met, he thought, slightly touched by their plight. They hoped. They believed in happiness. They lacked the intelligence, apparently, to eliminate these illusions.


  “I don’t understand it,” Dawn said, looking at him appealingly. “Take where I say I never loved any man but my father. And the guy tells me I really hated my father. What’s all that?”


  “COME here, Dawn. We’ll run through it together.”


  Dawn sat beside him, the script in her lap, and sighed. She said humbly, “I’m not very bright, I guess.”


  That was perfectly true, he knew, but she was curiously attractive in spite of it. She was very slender and curvesome, and her skin was fair. Probably very soft to the touch. As soft as Tarina’s? He cleared his throat. The late afternoon sunlight brought out deep lights in her honey-colored hair, and there was a small, placid pulse beat at the base of her slim white throat. Why did these things matter? It was that clumsy, ridiculous mating business, probably. Just how did they—He checked the thought sternly. Nothing could interest him less than studying the details of such monstrous improprieties. He cleared his throat again and crossed his legs.


  With an effort he went back to the play. He explained it to her slowly, carefully, in terms she would perceive emotionally, and as he talked a glimmering of understanding came into her face. It was a sad little story, and when he finished her eyes were damp.


  “Oh, it’s so lovely,” she said.


  “Why? They all lost what they wanted.”


  “But they might have got it, don’t you see?”


  He did see, of course. This was hope and trust, the primordial optimism. But he couldn’t feel it himself. If he felt this emotion he would be close to unhappiness, or happiness; which was impossible.


  Webster came back then, looking even more morose and despairing, and sat on the edge of his desk. Two of his young men drifted in and stood by the walls. They watched Webster, and their expressions were morose and despairing, If he smiled they would smile; their faces were obedient as mirrors.


  “Okay,” Webster said. “Bore me.”


  They went through the scene. Dawn was not very expert; but she hit the right emotional values. Illar, however, cast a magic net over the room, and within it the three men were helplessly imprisoned. They became slaves staring mutely through barred windows at a patch of sunlight. They knew a grand hope, and a grand despair, and when Illar made his last speech, they were spiritually shattered.


  Webster blew his nose. He dabbed at his, eyes. His young men did the same. Then Webster came over and patted Illar’s shoulder. “You’re terrific, kid,” he said. Then he looked at Dawn. “You’ll do. With Pembroke, anybody’d do. Todd, contracts!”


  EVENTS moved rapidly from this point. Illar’s days were taken up in rehearsals and at the costumers. He didn’t need to rehearse, but it was expected of him. After rehearsals he and Dawn usually had a few drinks, and of these Illar was becoming very fond. He was also very fond of Dawn, but their relationship was as ideal as his relationship with Tarina. That is, it was completely cerebral. Which was ideal, he frequently told himself sternly. Tarina, meanwhile, had moved to a hotel suite which overlooked Central Park. She spent her days in reckless buying binges at the swankiest couturiers, and at the beauty shops. She had made a fitful effort to develop the mind of this body she wore, but it was a forced interest. She was only interested in the body. And of this she took excellent care. She had manicures, pedicures, facial massages, hair rinses, and permanents. She wore mud packs, she had her legs waxed, she sat in steam cabinets, she dieted and exercised, until she glowed delicately with health and beauty. Her clothes were fabulous, and she caused an audible ripple of masculine approval as she whisked through the lobby of the hotel. But she knew nothing approaching satisfaction. There was a gnawing hunger inside this body of hers which nothing assuaged. She was restless and impatient, irritable and temperamental.


  It was an affliction which she understood and loathed.


  She longed for the shining silver sphere, the disembodied existence, the tranquil passivity of her life with Illar.


  The play opened and was an immediate hit. The critics loved everything about it, and particularly Illar’s performance.


  “A happy choice . . . A new luminary . . . One of the finest portrayals . . . Mr. Pembroke’s gifts are astounding . . .”


  Thus ran the notices.


  There was a party for the cast after the opening and Illar was inundated with praise and champagne. He returned to his suite early in the morning, his top hat set at a precarious angle on his head, and waving a sheaf of notices in his hand.


  “Dear, I am fabulous,” he said, beaming at Tarina.


  She was dressed for bed, and wore only a peach-colored negligee over her nightgown. “You’re ridiculous,” she said coldly.


  He blinked at her. “Ward Morehouse calls me a new and dynamic force in the theater. George Jean Nathan insists that I am greater—”


  “Oh, stop, stop, stop,” Tarina cried, pressing her hands to her ears. “You believe that drivel. What’s more you think it’s important.”


  “Well, it’s a bit fulsome, perhaps, but—”


  “It makes no difference. You’ve suddenly adopted the values of these primitives. You want to be liked and flattered. You want approval. It’s—it’s disgusting. When are we going back?”


  He frowned now, his benign good humor fading. “But I’ve got a run-of-the-play contract,” he said.


  “What difference does that make? They can replace you.”


  “Oh, I’m not so sure.”


  “You ass!” she said bitterly.


  “All right, we’ll go back as soon as I can get someone to take over,” he shouted, thoroughly angry and hurt now. “Did you think I wanted to stay here?” Tarina breathed easier. She had been afraid of that, even though she knew it was impossible and preposterous. But Illar had been acting oddly . . .


  “Very well, let’s not discuss it any further,” she said. “We’re going back soon, so there’s no point in this undignified acrimony.”


  They would go back, she knew. They never lied to each other; they couldn’t. Illar was committed to return now; nothing could prevent that. “I’m going to bed. Good night,” she said.


  “Don’t you want to look at these notices? You might find them amusing.”


  “The possibility is remote,” she said drily, and slipped out of her robe. “Good night.”


  “I shall see you tomorrow.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Out!” Illar said.


  He went to a bar and drank whisky for several hours, and his capacity caused the bartender’s eyebrows to go up a respectful notch. Then he cabbed across town to Dawn’s hotel, and went up to her room. He wasn’t sure what he planned to do; he didn’t know enough about himself, or of women, to make plans. Let nature take its course, he thought foggily.


  Dawn opened the door, holding a robe together at her waist and blinking with sleep.


  “Why, Pembroke,” she said. “Come on in. Been celebrating, eh?”


  “That’s the year’s understatement,” Illar said. He closed the door and took her in his arms.


  “What’s all this?” she said in a good humored voice.


  She was soft and warm to his touch, and her body snuggled compatibly against his; there was no problem really, he knew.


  “I want you,” he said.


  She raised her eyes and looked at him gravely. “Okay,” she said, after a short pause. “I like you, and I’d be a heel to say no. You’re the only thing keeping me in that show.”


  “That’s got nothing to do with it,” he said irritably.


  “I know. I’m a spoil sport, I guess.”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Well, this sounds awfully corny, Pembroke, but I don’t love you.”


  “What difference does that make?”


  “Oh, I don’t know.”


  “Are you trying to say that it isn’t good unless the parties love each other?”


  She giggled. “That’s the way a lawyer would put it, I guess. Seriously, Pembroke, I don’t know about other people. But that’s the way it is with me.”


  He dropped his arms, dispirited and discouraged. “Is love that important?”


  “I guess so. My God, look at all the songs they write about it?” She looked up into his moody, troubled face, and sighed. “Well, I’m a real bitch, I guess. I owe it to you, and still I make with all this hearts-and-flowers talk.”


  “No, no, you don’t owe me anything,” Illar said. “I—I just don’t understand.”


  “Well, you love that girl you live with, don’t you?”


  LOVE Tarina? The thought was preposterous, but, curiously, not repulsive. “I suppose so,” he said, because he didn’t want to admit his ignorance. “But love means different things to different people. What does it mean to you?” She laughed and flopped down on the edge of the bed. “I’m a screwball about things like that,” she said. “I loved a guy once because he frowned when he read the funny papers. Can you beat that?”


  “It’s—illogical.”


  “Sure. I used to sit and giggle at him while he read the funnies on Sunday morning, and he’d tell me to shut up, glaring at me, and I’d go on laughing. Then he’d get mad and come over to teach me some manners, and somehow he’d forget all about giving me a spanking, and we’d be better friends than ever in a little while.”


  “What happened to him?”


  “He walked out. With a waitress. They run a gas station and lunch counter out west somewhere.”


  Illar looked down at her for a few seconds, disturbed and miserable, and then he patted her on the head and walked out of the room.


  He didn’t understand any of this, what she’d told him, or his own feelings. Was it possible, he wondered, that these people existed on a plane below the reach of his intelligence?


  After this crisis Illar became a headache to everyone connected with the show.


  Webster tried to talk to him, but got nowhere. He respected Illar’s genius, and understood what he thought to be swell-headedness. He let Illar have his way, hoping he’d snap out of it, and meanwhile looked around for another lead. It was that, or close the show, and he didn’t want to close the show for the excellent reason that it was playing to SRO.


  Illar drank heavily, taking a perverse delight in this primitive habit, and treated Tarina with cold indifference.


  TARINA’S composure was shaken. Once, it had been enough to know that soon they would leave, that soon they would be back in their silent, shining sphere, but now she wondered what that would be like. Here she could at least shop and buy clothes when he was in a particularly vile temper, but how would it be when they were locked together once again in their unassailable prison? He’d change, of course; but supposing he didn’t? The implications in that were frightening.


  And so, casting about wildly for assurance, she called Jeremy Webster and asked if she could see him. He was surprised to hear from her, but told her to come over to his apartment.


  “I’ll split a benzedrine tablet with you,” he said.


  Webster’s apartment was the penthouse of a hotel in the Fifties. From the terrace, where dinner was served, they had a splendid view of the city, laced lengthwise with gleaming threads of traffic. They stood together, drinks in hand, and looked out into the night.


  “This used to be my apple,” Webster said. “Now only the core is left.” He grinned sadly at her. “Watch it, you’ll fall into a cynical cesspool if you stick around here. You want to talk about Pembroke, eh? That’s my fate. Glamorous women tell me about their husbands now. They used to deny they were married. Well, what goes?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, he’s got an occupational disease known as big-headitis. It hits us all, I’m afraid. And he drinks.”


  “But why?”


  Webster looked at her sharply. “Look, I’m a simple guy at heart. I make two hundred thousand a year, and I keep a sleep-in psychiatrist the way a failure would have a sleep-in valet. The psychiatrist tells me how I am in the morning. He’s never wrong. He always says lousy. But I stray. The point is, in spite of my fancy background, I’m a simple guy. I look for simple answers. And when a guy behaves like Pembroke I decide that he ain’t getting—” He stopped as Tarina’s cheeks began to burn.


  “I embarrass you?” he said, raising his eyebrows.


  “Well—no.”


  “That’s too bad. I thought I had our answer for a second. Well, put it this way. A guy who starts blowing off energy the way Pembroke is doing, is a guy whose release valve ain’t working right. He ain’t living normally. There’s nothing missing. There’s something he ain’t getting. Okay. Now what’s Pembroke missing? What ain’t he getting?”


  “You mean—?” She couldn’t use the words.


  “Yeah, I guess I do,” Webster said slowly. “Look, what did you do today?”


  “What?”


  “Answer my question.”


  “Well, lots of things.”


  “Tell me.”


  “I had breakfast, I showered, I went to the beauty salon. I shopped. I came home. I—Pembroke was there, in a very disagreeable mood.”


  “What did you do at the beauty parlor?”


  “I—I had a facial, and I had my legs waxed.”


  “What did you shop for?”


  “Well, some perfume, some bath powders, I think. And some nighties.”


  “Why?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why buy perfume and bath powder, and have your legs waxed, and all the rest of it? What’s the sense of buying things that don’t get used?”


  “That’s a disgusting idea.”


  “Poor Pembroke,” Webster said, shaking his head. “No wonder he drinks.”


  “But do you seriously think that—” She blushed violently. The words were on the tip of her tongue, but that wasn’t what embarrassed her. What embarrassed her, and sent a shivery hot and cold tremor from her head to toes, was the realization that the words, and their implications, were suddenly rather heady and delicious. She wanted to use them; they, didn’t repulse or frighten her anymore.


  Webster grinned and looked at his watch. “The show breaks at eleven twenty. I’ll see that Pembroke goes right home. You’ll be there?”


  “Yes, yes.”


  Illar came into the bedroom of their suite at a quarter of twelve. One bedside lamp glowed softly. Tarina lay under a silken sheet which had molded itself to the graceful lines of her body. She smiled at Illar.


  “Webster said you wanted to see me,” Illar said.


  “I was lonesome.”


  “For what?”


  “You.”


  He sat on the edge of the bed, frowning faintly. She put her hands under her head and her legs moved under the light coverlet.


  “Give me a kiss,” she said.


  He felt as clumsy as a schoolboy. “I’ve never kissed anyone,” he said.


  “Neither have I.”


  “You won’t laugh if I don’t do it right?”


  She giggled. “How would I know?”


  He kissed her tentatively at first, and then with more authority. Her arms went around him and pulled him closer to her, and after a while he turned out the light.


  Illar and Tarina were supremely good at anything they put their minds to, and that night they put their minds to the problem at hand with rare efficiency and enthusiasm . . .


  THE NEXT morning he looked into her smiling face and shook his head slowly.


  “Do you imagine—do you suppose it’s the same with all of them?”


  “I don’t see why not.”


  He knew the answer to the question he had asked himself when he had left Dawn’s room. These people weren’t below the reach of his intelligence; they were above it.


  “One thing, darling,” he said, and his voice was suddenly grave. “If we had, well, a child, we could never go back. It would be human. It couldn’t come with us, of course.”


  “You want to go back, naturally.”


  “But certainly,” he said, in a very confident voice. “We’re going on tour in a few months, and I’ll have to accompany the show, but after that—”


  “There may be movie offers.”


  “Yes, I can see a few delays, but—”


  “But we’ll definitely go back?”


  “Surely. That is, if you’re smart about—well, that other thing I mentioned.”


  “I’ll be very smart,” she said.


  He grinned at her and kissed her on the lips. After a bit he said, in a worried voice, “Do you suppose, I mean, well, does the time make any difference? Do they—well all the time?”


  “I’m sure they do,” she said.


  She felt very smart as she lay beside him, smart enough in fact to be very dumb.


  NEVER MIND A MARTIAN


  First published in the November-December 1953 issue of Fantastic.


  AFTER THE revolution had been put down, violently and efficiently, the Djehrians—who were the fiercest rebels—continued to meet and plot in the vast windy darkness of the caves outside the city of Dar.


  Dar was the largest metropolis of the planet Mars, the capital of the incumbent administration. It was ringed by massive black mountains, and these were honeycombed with an intricate network of tunnels, rivers, waterfalls, caves and chambers. Here—in this black labyrinth—the Djehrians met to plan their fight against the Rulers.


  It was dangerous business. Guard troops of the Rulers prowled the caves and tunnels, their ruthless efficiency heightened by the bounty that had been placed on the heads of the rebel cabal. The meeting place was changed nightly, and the rebels flitted to the appointed cave singly or in pairs, taking the utmost care to make certain that they were not observed or followed.


  But still there were leaks. Informers thronged the city of Dar, willing and eager to sell out the rebels to the Rulers. And eventually and inevitably the identity of the Djehrians’ leader was disclosed to the Guards. And the Guards prepared to pounce on him.


  But the Djehrians had informers too, and from one of these they learned of the Guards’ plans. They convened in one of the great dark caves within two hours after receiving this ominous information. Their leader Der—who was indistinguishable from the towering, wraith-like figures of his comrades—listened attentively as a variety of countermeasures were proposed and rejected.


  Finally one member cried, “Der must flee. Der must not be annihilated. Der must flee.”


  A chorus of reedy voices took up this suggestion, repeating it until it swelled to the proportions of a chant.


  Then Der raised his arms. “There is no place to flee to,” he said. “The cities of Kara and Mo are crawling with spies. And I am known there. The waters and skies are patrolled by the Guards.”


  There was a gloomy, despairing silence until someone said, “Der must leave Mars. There is no other hope.”


  This caused a babble of discussion. Flee Mars? But where? To Jupiter? Certainly not! The rulers of Mars were friendly with the rulers of Jupiter. And certainly not to Venus. Der would perish in that wilderness.


  Finally someone said, “Earth!” There was a silence. “It is too much to ask of Der,” a voice said at last.


  A reedy rumble of agreement followed this.


  But after more discussion someone brought the subject back to earth. There was no other place for Der to go, and unless he went there immediately all was lost.


  “There is a primitive sort of life on that planet,” one of Der’s chief advisers said. “We could de-materialize you, and ship you there tonight.”


  “You could lodge yourself with one of their primitive life forms,” another said.


  “We can select one now—”


  “And pick you up with the machine in a month’s time—”


  “At determined coordinates—”


  “It will not be too horrible—”


  “You will be saved—”


  “It is your only chance,” the top adviser said, cutting firmly through these splintered cries.


  Der was silent for a long interval. Then he said, “Very well,” in a small sad voice. Then, with a touch of bitterness, he added: “It is the price we must pay for survival. But it is a high one. To lodge in the brain of a primitive earth unit! It is a monstrous prospect. But I accept it.”


  At this demonstration of patriotism, a reverent little sigh swept through the rebels and mingled eerily with the great winds which clawed through the dark caves . . .


  Three weeks after this decision had been reached, Reggie van Ameringen was lounging carelessly over the bar in his club, listening with relish to a tale that Ferdie Myrtlehead was telling him about his uncle. Reggie was a tall, slim, elegantly dressed young man, with blond hair and innocent blue eyes. His face was narrow and bony, and its customary expression was one of vacant good-humor. There were lots of people who insisted that Reggie was nobody’s fool; they claimed on the contrary that he was anybody’s fool.


  FERDIE MYRTLEHEAD, a plump young man with a round and silly face, had come from a long line of assorted nuts. And he was intensely proud of this. He maintained that he admired anything perfect,; and his family were all perfect asses.


  “—Blew all his homes up one summer,” he was saying now, shaking his head and chuckling softly. “Uncle Abner was quite a card.”


  “I say!” Reggie said admiringly. “Man of character, what?”


  “Full of it, chock full. Thought they were getting surly. Fact! ‘Damndest bunch of surly houses I ever saw’ he used to say. And he wasn’t a man to take a surly house bring down. Hired engineers, dynamite blokes, and went all over the country, everywhere he had a house, and blew them to hell.” Ferdie was choking with laughter now. “Palm Springs, Newport, Bar Harbor—everywhere. Then he’d walked through the rubble shouting, ‘Get surly with me, will you? Imitation damn French manor house, that’s all you are.’ Ever hear of a fool like that, huh?”


  Direct questions always startled Reggie. They demanded an answer, which meant you had to know the question. And that was no snap. Things slipped out of Reggie’s mind very easily. Frowning, he clung hard to Ferdie’s question. “Well,” he said, playing the game, “I’ve got a nephew who hates swimmers. Once he filled his swimming pool with jello, and then had a night-time swimming party. Couple of his best friends had to be pulled out by the fire department.” He looked hopefully at Ferdie.


  “Not bad, not bad,” Ferdie said with the patronizing tone of a connoisseur.


  They ordered two more gin slings and adjusted themselves to new positions at the bar. It was only three in the afternoon, with long hours ahead of them.


  “How’s Sari?” Ferdie said, after a grateful sip of his fresh drink.


  “Sari?”


  “You know. Red-haired girl.”


  “Oh, yes. She’s grand,” A thought struck him and he smiled. “We’re getting married, you know.”


  “Well, of course. That’s why I asked. Is she lost in bride-like twitterings?”


  “She seems frightfully excited about it,” Reggie said. “I can’t imagine why, frankly.” He stared at his long vacant face in the bar mirror. “Girls are strange creatures. Spooky, if you know what I mean.”


  “Quite. Did I ever tell you about my Aunt Minerva?” Ferdie swigged his drink, and then began to chuckle. “Now there was a fine, gamy old loon. Wanted to be a policeman. Bought a uniform, whistle, the whole kit and kaboodle. Went around arresting people, dragging them into station houses. Always made fearful rows when they sent her packing.”


  “Aunt, uncle,” Reggie said, and snapped his fingers. “Reminds me. I’ve got to dash. Big event this afternoon. Meeting Sari’s uncle. Cheerio, old chap.”


  “Oh, I say now,” Ferdie said dejectedly. “You’re leaving me in the lurch. Phone her and tell her you’ll be late. I’ve got a grand story about my Uncle Sisyphus you’ve never heard. Be a good chap. How about it?”


  “Righto, I’ll give her a buzz,” Reggie said.


  It was at this instant that Reggie felt a peculiar knocking inside his head. Normally he would have ignored it; he was quite used to buzzings, rappings and other varieties of cranial disturbances. There was even a noise like that of escaping steam which he could hear very distinctly after he had drunk too many stingers. But this knocking was followed immediately by a voice which said, “There will be no stories of Uncle Sisyphus. I’ve had enough, do you hear?”


  Reggie glanced at Ferdie, somewhat hurt. “Well, old man, if you’re going to be piggish about your stories, I’ll just toddle along.”


  “What are you babbling about?” Ferdie said pleasantly.


  “Wasn’t babbling,” Reggie said. His voice and manner were stiff. “You said no stories about Uncle Sisyphus. Very well. I’ll bite the bullet, stiff upper lip, and all the rest of it. Chap won’t tell his best friend a little story, well nothing to do but cut the fellow.”


  “I say, old fellow, this is pretty thick. I’m going to tell you the story. What gave you the idea I wasn’t?”


  “You said you wouldn’t,” Reggie said.


  “No, I said that,” the voice said.


  Reggie raised his eyebrows. He had been watching Ferdie, and the bloke’s lips hadn’t moved. And they were the only persons at the bar. Good stunt, he thought shrewdly. Tossing the old voice about like a bouncing beanbag.


  “Where did you learn that one?” he asked, feeling a little dig of envy.


  Ferdie rubbed his chin. “You all right?” he asked. “No hot flashes, pains in the head, flutters in the stomach?”


  “Feel fine. Top hole.”


  “Let’s start over again. Two drinks, bartender. Well, Uncle Sisyphus thought for a long while that he was an automobile. So one day—”


  THERE was a knocking and battering within Reggie’s head that caused a technicolored assortment of lights to blaze before his eyes. And the voice, grim and desperate now, cried, “No! I’ve heard enough of this inane drivel. I can’t stand anymore.”


  “Oh I say, shut up,” Reggie said. “You’re turning into a shattering bore.”


  Ferdie paused. He twisted his drink about in his fingers slowly. Then he sighed. “Very well,” he said moodily. “It’s all I’ve got though, these little yarns about the bats in the family tree. I suppose it would be different if I had a job, or a dog, or a wife. But I’m all alone.”


  “But look, old chap, I wasn’t talking to you,” Reggie said.


  Ferdie patted his shoulder. There was a fine hammy film of, moisture in his eyes. “Never mind, Reggie. I’ve become a silly ass, boring my friends with old stories. A joke, a fool, a tiresome old twaddle-monger.” He shook his head. “I didn’t plan it this way.”


  And with that he wandered off in the direction of the pool room, sticking Reggie for eight gin slings.


  But that didn’t bother Reggie. He had an enormous problem on his mind, and this mind of his was not constructed to deal with problems of any sort. He looked cautiously around the oak-paneled bar room. Empty. Good, he thought warily. No one around to toss voices about like bean-bags.


  Then the voice said clearly, “I told you there would be no stories about Uncle Sisyphus. You had better get used to believing me, my friend.”


  “Now see here, who are you?” Reggie demanded.


  The bartender looked up at him without much interest. Young Reggie was, in his opinion, a likeable idiot whose normal, everyday behavior would have thrown a psychiatric convention into a tizzy. He wasn’t a bit surprised that Reggie was talking to himself. It figures, he thought, and went back to his racing form.


  “Who are you?” Reggie demanded again.


  “I am Der.”


  “Where?” Reggie looked around the empty room and scratched his head. The pronunciation of the last word had a Brooklyn aroma, but he didn’t see how that would help solve his problem. Reggie knew no one from Brooklyn. He didn’t know where Brooklyn was, as a matter of fact.


  “Der is my name,” the voice said sharply.


  Reggie studied the walls, the floor, the top of the bar.


  “Sorry, old bean, but I don’t see it,” he said. This was a clever way to handle it, he thought. Get the chap on the run.


  “Stop acting like a fool,” the voice said. “My name is spelled D E R.”


  “Oh, I get it now,” Reggie said, “I thought you were saying ‘there’.” He slapped his palm on the bar and giggled uncontrollably. “You see, old chap, I thought that—”


  “I know what you thought, you tittering half-wit,” the voice said.


  Reggie was undisturbed by this boorish comment. “Well, we have it all straightened out, at any rate,” he said. “But there’s one thing puzzling me. Where in the deuce are you?”


  “I am inside your head,” the voice said.


  Reggie thought this over, chewing pensively on his lip. It was an intriguing idea. Bloke inside his head, chatting away to him as if they were at a cocktail party.


  “Well, well,” he said. “You comfortable in there?”


  “It’s roomy and drafty. You have a fifth, no, a tenth-rate sort of mind, even by Earth standards.”


  “Clear out if you don’t like it,” Reggie said.


  “I can’t, for a time,” the voice said. “Now listen to me closely. I’ve been inside your consciousness for three weeks. In one more week I must leave. And you must take me to the place from which I will depart. Do you understand?”


  “Where do you have to go?”


  “I do not know yet. I will tell you in good time.”


  “I see.” Reggie thought everything over again, then shrugged. And this bloke, in spite of his bad manners, didn’t seem like a bad egg. After all, he’d put in three weeks upstairs without sounding off, and this showed character. Reggie knew his own mind pretty well, and it was no place he liked to be cooped up in for very long.


  “Okay, Der,” he said. “But how’d you get in, and all the rest of it? Pretty good trick, I’d say.”


  “I am from Mars.”


  “Oh, that tips the old hand. Simple for a Martian, eh?”


  “Quite simple,” Der said. There was a definite strain in his voice now, as if he were maintaining his calm with a mighty effort of will. “You are not surprised? None of this dumbfounds you, explodes your previous insular concepts?”


  “No, I take people pretty much as they come,” Reggie said modestly. He glanced at his watch. “Look, old bean, I’ve got to dash along. You’ll come, of course?”


  “Of course,” Der said. “I must go with you, don’t you understand?”


  “Oh, I get your point. Rum thing. I’m meeting an awful fathead. Just pay no attention to him. But there’s a lovely girl you may enjoy.”


  “I’m not interested in our friends or activities,” Der said, returning to his cold and haughty manner. “I shall retire into silence until I have use for you.”


  “Righto. Nestle down in the old sponge and make yourself comfortable.”


  Reggie started to leave, strangely buoyed up by this marvelous development, but his secret was too juicy to keep under wraps. He winked at the bartender, and beckoned him to come closer.


  “Look, don’t spread this around, but I’ve got a Martian in my head,” he said, beaming proudly. “Keep it mum, eh? Want to tell Ferdie about it myself.”


  The bartender nodded slowly. “You put an ice pack on your head, that’ll get rid of that Martian. They hate the cold.”


  “Hate the cold, eh? Is that a fact?”


  “Fact,” the bartender said, and returned to his racing form. He stared at the paper for a few moments, his lips moving slowly, and then he crumpled it up and threw it on the floor. Then he beat his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Martian in his head,” he muttered. “Is any job worth it?” he said, staring at Reggie’s slender figure as it moved gracefully through the corridor that led to the street.


  REGGIE caught a cab in front of the club and was ringing Sari’s doorbell ten minutes later. He was whistling cheerily now, tapping out an accompaniment to the melody with the toe of a glossy black Oxford, his mood sunny and benign. It had been a jolly kind of day, all things considered. Lots of good talk with Ferdie, a few bracing drinks and now Sari. There’d been something else too, something rather exciting, but Reggie couldn’t remember what it had been. Well, no mind. . .


  Sari opened the door and he kissed her fondly on the forehead. She was an amazingly pretty girl with red hair, gray-green eyes, and a lovely figure.


  “I can’t believe you’re on time,” she said. “It’s just not like you.”


  Reggie waved a hand modestly. “Blokes at the club call me steady Reggie now,” he said. “Responsible fellow, they say. Good chap to ask about investments and what to do with wild younger sons.”


  “Oh, I’m sure,” Sari said, smiling at him. “Well, do come in. I want you to meet my Uncle Ed. He’s all the family I’ve got, so I want you two to get along beautifully.”


  Uncle Ed was standing by the fireplace in Sari’s elegantly furnished living room. He was a lean, whipcordish man in his middle fifties, with weather-roughened features and cold, stormy gray eyes.


  “Glad to meet Sari’s lucky young man,” he cried, wringing Reggie’s hand and pounding him on the back with sledge-hammer blows. He laughed heartily. “You make her happy, or you’ll have me to reckon with, you young buck.”


  “Is she unhappy?” Reggie said, glancing anxiously at Sari. “Something upset you today?”


  Sari—who knew Reggie very well—smiled and said, “Let’s have a drink, shall we?”


  At this moment, she didn’t want to expose her Uncle to Reggie’s curious logic.


  They all had a drink. Uncle Ed delivered a toast in ringing tones, and then settled down to what was obviously his chief passion in life—talking about himself. He had been a military man for thirty years, he told Reggie, as he strode back and forth before the fireplace as if he were on guard duty in a dangerous jungle outpost. The only life for a man, he claimed. Keeping the flag up and the beggars down, the flash of cold steel in foreign lands, the. tramp of foot soldiers, the thunder of artillery—these were the totems he had revered for thirty years. And now it was over. The old soldier was back to rest at the hearthside. A bayonet wound from Tobruk had been acting up, and he couldn’t fight anymore. This wound, he implied with a total lack of subtlety, was all that had kept him from straightening out the situation in Korea in jig time.


  Finally, he stopped and looked at Reggie. “Well, how about yourself?” he asked in his hearty, barracks-room voice. “Army?”


  “Well, no.” Reggie said.


  “Navy?”


  Reggie shook his head.


  “Ah, the Marines, eh?” Uncle Ed said, rubbing his hands. “They were a damned fine bunch of fighting men.”


  “I was in the Coast Guard,” Reggie said.


  “Coast Guard?” Uncle Ed’s voice left no doubt as to what he thought of that. “Well, well,” he said.


  “That’s right. I was an orderly to a Commander.”


  Uncle Ed strangled on his drink. “An orderly?” he said, at last.


  “Yes, he was an awfully good chap,” Reggie said. “The commander, I mean.” He sensed in his woolly way that he was making a bad impression on Uncle Ed. What in the devil did the man want? Victor McLaglen?


  “I see,” Uncle Ed said, peering into his glass. His expression was that of a man who had seen a bug floating there.


  The afternoon drew to a close. Sari was seeing her feminine friends that evening, so Reggie was dismissed for the day with instructions to report the following morning. She came with him to the door and kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t mind Uncle Ed,” she said. “He’s an old fire-eater, and he’s got the idea—from God knows what bad movie—that his mission in life is to protect helpless females. Don’t worry about him, please.”


  “Maybe he’ll be drafted,” Reggie said hopefully. “Well, ta, ta.”


  CABBING to his apartment Reggie was in a gloomy mood. Sari was a delightful girl and he longed to settle down with her in a cozy billet for two. But the prospect of having a trumpeting ass like Uncle Ed around was distinctly bleak. Well, we’ll burn that bridge when we come to it, he decided philosophically.


  Then the voice inside his head sounded once more.


  “You are completely right,” Der said. “This uncle is a real staggering idiot.”


  Reggie was cheered to find this unexpected support. It increased his good opinion of Der. “I knew you’d think so,” he said warmly.


  At home, Reggie felt much better. His man, Clive, made him a nourishing drink, and Reggie settled down in a deep chair with a sigh of contentment.


  “Clive, old bean,” he said, “a dashed funny thing happened to me today.”


  “Yes, sir?” Clive was a tall, balding man with the manners of an earl. He raised his eyebrows and regarded his young master (whom he knew to be an imbecile) with an expression blended of interest and suspicion. He had learned to be wary of the ‘funny’ things that happened to Reggie.


  “It’s difficult to explain,” Reggie went on in a musing tone. “But the fact is I’ve got a Martian inside my head. Not a bad chap, either. Sound, you know.”


  “Yes, sir,” Clive said, after a short pause.


  Reggie felt a burst of affection for the man. There were blokes you could count on, and Clive was one of them. Also the bartender at the club. You gave them a bit of out-of-the-way news and they took it like men. No, ‘Good Gods’ or ‘I says!’ Steady types, that’s what they were. He wondered how Uncle Ed would take news like that. Probably want to shoot the Martian, or hack him to bits. Brag about it afterwards in his club, the bounder.


  “Will that be all?” Clive said.


  “Carry on,” Reggie said, with a languid wave of his hand.


  Reggie’s spirits stayed high until after dinner. And then something occurred which plunged them down to his boots. The door bell sounded, and Clive announced Sari’s Uncle Ed.


  Uncle Ed had two pigskin grips with him, which Clive relieved him of with some hauteur, and Reggie immediately feared the worst.


  And his fears were not groundless.


  “I thought you might put me up until after the wedding,” Uncle Ed said, stripping off his gloves. “Nice little spot you’ve got here, I must say.”


  “Must you?” Reggie muttered.


  Uncle Ed fixed a cold and stormy eye on him. Then he put his hands on his hips. “Sari has told me that your marriage plans have been cancelled unexpectedly on several occasions in the past. She is an innocent and lovable young woman, and doesn’t have my knowledge of the world. She regards these defections of yours as something—ah—whimsical and unimportant. However, I don’t. And I will say this to you now, Reggie. You will marry Sari Saturday morning, as per plan, or you will have me to reckon with. Do you understand?”


  “But of course I’m marrying her,” Reggie protested.


  “Precisely.” Uncle Ed swung his gloves into his open palm and they made an emphatic report in the silence. “I’ve handled things like this before, if I may say so. In less tender spots in the world. We have ways to enforce compliance, we old soldiers. There’s the stake-out on an ant-hill, for one. You wouldn’t like it, Reggie.”


  “Well, of course I wouldn’t,” Reggie said nervously.


  “We’ll say no more about it then,” Uncle Ed said. “Now, please ask your man to show me to my room. I’ll be here to keep an eye on you, remember.”


  Clive took Uncle Ed off and returned a few moments later to find Reggie sunk in a morass of gloom. Clive cleared his throat delicately and said, “If you’ll forgive my saying so, sir, your prospective relative-in-law is not likely to creep into my heart.”


  “Well put,” Reggie said listlessly.


  “He’s a soldier, I gather?”


  “Regular old fire-horse. Held the bridle of Hannibal’s elephant, to hear him tell it. Ghastly fellow.”


  “Hmmmn,” Clive said. “Old soldier, eh?” There was a thoughtful look on his long, intelligent face.


  The wedding was set for Saturday morning at eleven o’clock. Reggie was up at nine, ate a hearty breakfast and then showered and adorned himself in a cutaway jacket, striped trousers and spats. He was in a very jolly mood. After the wedding there would be no need for Uncle Ed’s jailer-like presence, and they would send the old fool packing. He was putting a carnation in his lapel when a knock sounded on his door.


  It was Uncle Ed, impeccably turned out, his mustaches waxed to fine needle-points.


  “Ah, the happy day,” he said, taking a stroll about the room. “I’m glad you’re ready bright and early. We can leave for the church anytime you say.”


  Reggie perceived that Uncle Ed was going to stick to him like a mustard plaster until the jolly old knot was spliced.


  “Fine,” he said.


  “Good. I’ll be with you until the ceremony. Moral support, and all that.” He laughed insincerely.


  It was then the blow fell. Der—who had been silent for so long that Reggie had forgotten about him—said in a firm voice, “It is time for you take me to my place of departure.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What’s that?” Uncle Ed asked, looking at Reggie oddly.


  “I wasn’t talking to you,”


  Reggie said. “I’ve got somebody else in my mind.”


  “On your mind, you mean,” Uncle Ed said.


  “No—yes,” Reggie said.


  “We must leave,” Der said. “We have a long trip to make. I have received the coordinates. Our destination is California.” Reggie started nervously. “I say, that’s impossible,” he said.


  “You would prevent me from returning home?”


  “Well, that’s pretty sticky,” Reggie said sympathetically. “You want to go home, eh?”


  “I’m staying right here,” Uncle Ed cried in his parade ground voice. “What gave you the idea I’m going home?”


  “Don’t bother talking to this idiot,” Der said. “You’ll only confuse matters. Now listen carefully: we must leave immediately. Unless you cooperate I will have to be disagreeable. For instance—”


  The voice trailed off and Reggie felt a sudden splitting pressure growing inside his head. “I say!” he cried.


  “Just a sample,” Der said. “Now unless you want your skull plastered about the walls you had better cooperate.”


  The pressure eased inside Reggie’s head, and he put his hands tenderly to his temples. The old noggin felt like an over-ripe squash, he thought nervously. Uncle Ed was studying him with a frozen little smile. “You’re behaving very curiously,” he said. Still smiling he put a foot on to a chair, rolled up his trouser cuff and removed a thin gleaming knife from a scabbard that was strapped to his leg.


  “Handy gadget,” he said softly, and sauntered toward Reggie. Twirling the deadly little knife in his fingers, he stared clinically at Reggie’s adam’s apple. “Let me make myself perfectly clear,” he said. “Unless you go through with this marriage I shall be forced to cut you into small strips. Do you understand? I don’t approve of men who trifle with the affections of an innocent girl.”


  “Nor do I,” Reggie said stoutly.


  “Let us go,” Der said. “Otherwise I’ll blow your skull open. Quickly now.”


  It was a pretty sour pickle he was in, Reggie thought. If he went on and married Sari he would be the first headless bridegroom in history. But if he tried to take Der to California Uncle Ed would be on him with that frightful pig sticker. It was a decided mess.


  And he had to make up his mind in a hurry. Fortunately, Reggie wasn’t quite bright enough to be afraid. He regarded the prospects of having his head popped open and his throat cut with a sort of whimsical resignation. Had there been no other factors involved, he would have flipped a coin to settle the issue. But there was another factor. The simple business of loyalty. Reggie liked Der and he didn’t like Uncle Ed. Also, Der was a long way from home, a stranger in town, and in a sense he was Reggie’s guest. You just couldn’t be cold to a bloke under those circumstances.


  “I SAY, put that thing away,” Reggie said to Uncle Ed. “I’m planning to marry Sari. Let’s be off to the church, eh?”


  “That’s a wise idea,” Uncle Ed said, bending to replace the stiletto.


  Reggie calmly picked up a heavy silver-backed hair-brush from his dresser and slugged Uncle Ed at the base of the skull. Uncle Ed went down in an unsoldierly sprawl; his body stiffened at once into the posture of attention and held it.


  “Very neat,” Der said. “Now let’s be on your way.”


  “Righto. California, eh? Longish trip, what?”


  Reggie hurried into the living room and found Clive flicking a dust rag about with an air of aloof elegance.


  “Clive, I just beaned Uncle Ed. Stand by with the old ice pack like a good chap.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  “I can’t get married today. Got to go to California. Tell Sari. Tell her I love her.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  “Give her my best.” Reggie paused, chewing on his lip. He realized dimly that he was inconveniencing her to some extent. “Tell her I’ll bring her back something nice,” he said, by way of amends.


  “Yes sir.”


  And with that Reggie was off. Downstairs in the bright morning sunlight he hailed a cab. “California,” he told the driver and settled back comfortably. “Really quite simple,” he said to Der.


  Then he realized the cab wasn’t moving. The driver, a sorrowful-looking man with a shiny bald head, was looking back at him with narrowed eyes.


  “What’s that?” he said.


  “California,” Reggie said, glancing at his watch.


  In some intuitive manner the cab driver realized that he was not dealing with a wise guy, a drunk, or a moron. He wasn’t quite sure what he was dealing with, but he knew this was no ordinary type.


  “Mister, I can’t take you to California,” he said. “It’s too far. But I can take you to a train, or maybe an airplane. How about that?”


  “Well, grand,” Reggie said. “Let’s make it the train, shall we? I think planes are a giant hoax. Fellow at my club told me that. The idea is preposterous, if you think about it. Tons of metal flying about in the air! Ridiculous what!” Reggie laughed pleasantly. “Well, off we go, eh?”


  “Yes, mister,” the driver said, taking a long breath.


  But within the distance of a block Reggie came to grips with another problem. “Money,” he muttered aloud.


  “What’s that?” Der said.


  “We need money. Tickets, meals, hotels, all the rest of it.” Reggie’s tone was worried. Money was something he didn’t understand at all. Trading bits of paper for things was a very unnerving business, if you thought about it. Any minute people might laugh at you, chase you away for attempting to trick them.


  “Well, get some money,” Der said impatiently.


  “But where?”


  “That’s your problem.”


  Reggie stewed about it for awhile, rubbing his long jaw nervously. Only one thought filtered into his spongy brain; repair to the club, take up the problem with Ferdie. He told Der about this, got his okay, then changed his directions to the driver.


  Ten minutes later he was in the blessed sanctuary of the men’s bar, contentedly sipping a brandy milk punch with Ferdie. Ferdie took a dim view of Reggie’s standing-up Sari.


  “Caddish thing to do,” he said, shaking his head.


  “But I had to,” Reggie said. “I still love her wildly. But I must go to California. That’s why I came here.”


  “That doesn’t follow,” Ferdie said, pouncing on this non sequitur.


  “I need a bit of the old ready for tickets, meals, all the rest of it,” Reggie said.


  “Hah!” Ferdie said in a bleak voice. “Money! I haven’t seen any of the stuff for years. When I ask the old man for it he starts babbling about camels and eyes of needles and my getting into Heaven.”


  “Well, let’s have a drink,” Reggie said.


  “Grand idea.”


  They had several drinks. Der became impatient; his voice was acquiring an ominous ring.


  Finally Ferdie snapped his fingers. “You’ll go out on the Super Chief, right?”


  Reggie nodded hopelessly. “If I find some cash.”


  Ferdie began to laugh. “Don’t need money. Something just occurred to me.” His laughter rocketed about the room and several members departed in a rage. “The old man owns the Santa Fe,” Ferdie said happily. “You see, his father wouldn’t buy him an electric train years ago, so the old man bought himself a bunch of railroads when he came of age. I’ve got a pass on the road.” He brought out a wallet, fumbled through a collection of cards until he came to one that was stamped and signed by the Santa Fe.


  “Good anywhere, anytime,” Ferdie said. “Take it, old man.”


  “I say, what luck,” Reggie said. “Let’s have a quick one for the road, eh?”


  “For the railroad,” Ferdie cried with a scream of laughter He pounded Reggie on the back. Reggie pounded him on the back.


  The bartender stared at them with a bright and active dislike . . .


  When Reggie got to the train he was in a mellow mood. The pass worked wonders. A conductor led him to a drawing room, begged him to think of himself as a guest of the road, and then tiptoed away, closing the door reverently behind him. Reggie was tired from the emotional explosions of the day, and pleasantly numbed by half-a-dozen brandy milk punches. He stretched out on the bed, sighed comfortably and fell at once into a dreamless sleep.


  The train was roaring along when he woke. Reggie was conscious of a slight hangover and acute hunger. Well, off to the diner, he thought. Guest of the road and all that. For a moment he looked at his clothes with a skeptical frown. Cutaway, striped trousers, spats, all pretty elegant. But it wasn’t the right time of day for them. Finally hunger triumphed over his sartorial misgivings, and he shrugged and set off to find the diner.


  Reggie’s concern over his attire was needless. He had few accomplishments of any consequence, but, he did wear clothes with elegant authority. He could have worn a bathing suit and got away with it.


  The dining car was crowded but Reggie found a seat next to an elderly gentleman with a hearing aid. After a few polite bellows about the weather, he ordered a large dinner from the steward and settled back to stare at the passing scenery. His mood was less mellow now. He thought of Sari and sighed. How would he ever straighten this mess out? He sighed again and nibbled on a cracker. Might be best to enlist in the. Foreign Legion. Come home thirty or forty years hence. He saw himself in a rakish uniform, limping slightly, hair streaked with silver, meeting Sari in some far-off, bitter-sweet future. They would talk sadly of what might have been, and he would dandle her child on his knee. No, her children would be too big for that. Maybe a little dog. He would tell Sari about the sacking of this or that place, the great battle that took place here or there. And they’d have a drink. Maybe half-a-dozen. Good stiff Scotches. Reggie began to feel better. Maybe they could start all over again, pleasantly tight. Get the filthy little dog off his knee straight away. Get Sari on his knee. That would be the maneuver. Have a few more drinks. Ask Ferdie over. Make a real party out of it. Reggie chuckled and nibbled another cracker. Why wait thirty or forty years? And to hell with that Legion nonsense. The thing to do was go straight back and put Sari firmly on his knee. Right!


  He looked up, still smiling happily, and saw Sari’s Uncle Ed enter the dining car.


  For an instant he sat frozen, the grin fixed horribly on his face, while his heart leaped about in his chest like an imprisoned bullfrog.


  Then Uncle Ed saw him.


  “Har! Scoundrel!” he cried, in a voice that might have teed-off a cavalry charge.


  Reggie grabbed a fistful of crackers and ran for it. Uncle Ed made the tactical mistake of pausing to get the stiletto out from under his trouser leg, and when he straightened up Reggie had disappeared. With a bellow of rage Uncle Ed set after him.


  REGGIE ran through three cars like a nimble goat, aware of nothing but Uncle Ed’s stiletto and the wild fury he had seen in the old fool’s eyes. He knew Uncle Ed was gaining on him; his shouting voice was closer every second. The trouble was that Reggie’s headlong flight was clearing the track for Uncle Ed. Finally Reggie skidded to a stop, jerked open the door of the nearest room, and hurled himself inside. He closed the door, put his back to it and closed his eyes.


  Uncle Ed went roaring past, screeching like a banshee. The voice died away as he banged out of the doors at the end of the car.


  “Whew!” Reggie said.


  “Have we met?” another voice said coldly.


  For a second Reggie thought Der had spoken. But when he opened his eyes he realized his mistake. There was a girl sitting in the seat by the window looking up at him with a very cold expression on her face.


  “Why, hello there,” Reggie said pleasantly.


  “Would you mind telling me what you’re doing in my room?”


  “Not at all. It’s a rather good yarn, as a matter of fact.” Reggie sat down, crossed his legs and beamed at the girl. Sensible type he thought approvingly. “A few years back, I met a delightful girl named Sari,” he began. “Well, one thing led to another and—”


  “I don’t want your autobiography, I just want you to clear out,” the girl snapped. “Unless you leave immediately I’ll ring for the conductor.”


  “No! If I go outside I’ll be killed.”


  “What nonsense! Do you think this is the Orient Express?”


  “I’m serious.” Reggie caught her slim hands in his and sank to one knee. “There’s a preposterous crackpot roaming about this train with a knife, and his only passion in life is to cut me into tiny pieces.”


  “What’s he got against you?”


  “Oh, it’s a madly complicated business,” Reggie said. “But I haven’t done anything wrong.”


  Something changed in the girl’s face. She looked a bit more interested now, and her eyes were softer. “Well, you don’t look like the criminal type, I must say.” She hesitated, then shrugged. “Stay here if you like for a while. Perhaps you can get off at the next stop.”


  “I say, that’s good of you,” Reggie said fervently.


  The girl smiled slightly and looked out the window. Reggie settled back comfortably and let his heartbeat return to normal. They sat in silence for several minutes. The girl’s profile was to Reggie and he was therefore able to study her in a clinical manner. And she was well worth studying! She had silky blonde hair, a complexion like white satin, and wide baby-blue eyes. Her lower lip was gently swollen into a sensuous provocative pout. She wore a yellow silk dress that hugged the ripe luscious curves of her body as if it thoroughly enjoyed the job. Her legs were bare, lightly tanned and absolutely perfect.


  But despite all these physical endowments she didn’t look happy, Reggie thought.


  The silence wore on, making him uncomfortable. Finally he said, “Is anything wrong?”


  “Nothing you could help, I’m afraid.”


  “Oh, we mustn’t strike the colors without a fight,” Reggie said. “I’m good at cheering people up. Let’s give if a try.”


  “You don’t know who I am?”


  “Well—no.”


  “I’m Mona Maxwell.”


  “Reggie van Ameringen.”


  She sighed. “I’m an actress. Lots of people would know who I am. Or maybe they wouldn’t. You’ve never heard of me?”


  “I’m sorry,” Reggie said. “Well, maybe you’re the kind of guy I should talk to,” she said, studying him with a bit more interest. “You’re outside the racket, and maybe you’ve got a fresh slant on things. The thing is, my quote career unquote is going to hell because I’m not a lady.”


  “What an absurd idea!”


  She let him have a grateful little smile. “That’s sweet, but don’t kid me. I know what I am. And that’s the trouble. I can do only one thing, and that’s the Dead End Kids sort of work. And there’s no demand for it right now. But there is a wonderful part open in a picture they’re doing at Magnum, and that’s what I’m going back to take a crack at. Maurice Mann, the big boss at Magnum, is willing to let me test for it, but the director is unsold on me. He doesn’t think he can teach me to act like a lady, and that’s what the part needs. A lady. Fancy me as a pure-bred little debutante?” She laughed shortly and shook her head. “It’s crazy.”


  “LADIES are ladies,” Reggie said. “One doesn’t act like a lady. One is a lady.” He settled back, clasping his hands about a bony knee. “This director must be a priceless ass. Supposing you teach a man to act like a horse. Make him paw the ground and whinny. Does that make him a horse? No, he’s still a man acting like a horse. Same with ladies. Dogs. Trout. Really, it’s frightfully simple, don’t you see?”


  “But how about manners, and stuff like that? Knowing the right fork, saying the right thing. That’s where I get caught with my breeding down. The wrong side of the tracks is always getting into the act.”


  “My dear girl, you mustn’t worry about things like that,” Reggie said gently. Here was a sweet and earnest little thing, he thought, being bothered by an absolute lot of nonsense. “Take this fork business for instance,” he went on, determined to sweep away her anxieties. “Ghastly bore, really. Knives, forks, spoons, stretching stupidly out on either side of your plate. By the time you get to the end of them you’re in your dinner partner’s soup.”


  “I know,” she said sadly. “And you never know which one to use.”


  “Oh, rot. Give you a good tip on that. Friend of mine named Ferdie told me about this one. You’d like him,” Reggie said warmly. “He’s a grand chap. Anyway, here’s his little trick. There you are facing a square yard of cutlery, all of it smug and shining. Knives are the worst, you know. Very smug, actually. Well, let’s say it’s soup time. You don’t know what spoon to take. Well, you don’t take any of them. Got that?”


  “Don’t take any of them?”


  “That’s right. You stare at them with a fishy eye, and keep your hands in your lap. After a bit the hostess will start to squirm. Let her squirm. Serves her right. Then she’ll give the eye to the butler, and he’ll come padding up behind you. ‘Is something wrong, sir’ he will whisper. Then you say in a cold, stony voice, “If it’s not too much trouble, may I have a clean soup spoon?’ That will do it. He’ll pop back with a clean spoon, which you examine very, very carefully, and then you go on with dinner.”


  She began to laugh. “Oh, you’re not serious,” she said.


  “Ferdie does it all the time. And he’s got another trick, too. He picks up all the cutlery, one piece at a time, and gives its the fishy eye. Then he selects just one of them and eats the whole meal with it. That little maneuver puts an end to this nonsense about which fork to use. You use the clean one, that’s all.”


  “You make it all sound so funny,” she said. “I don’t think I’ll ever worry about knives and forks again. Go on, tell me some more.”


  “Well, none of it’s important,” Reggie said. “Just have a good time, be yourself. If you meet stinkers, well be a little stinker yourself. Take dukes. Dukes are usually stinkers. Don’t know why. But it works that way. So you meet the Duke of Blenheim. He looks down his nose at you, mutters something you can’t understand. Frightful manners. All dukes act that way. Well now. You smile at him and say, ‘Jove, I’ve always wanted to meet the Duke of Blandings.’ He raises his eyebrows and says, ‘I say, old chap, I’m the Duke of Blenheim.’ Then you stare at him. For a longish bit of time. Then you say, ‘Oh!’ That’s all. Not another word. Then stroll off. Ten to one he’ll be after you like a shot to have you for week-ends of grouse hunting. It always works.”


  “Tell me,” she said smiling, “do you use these gags?”


  “Well, no. But Ferdie does. All the time.”


  “Why don’t you?”


  Reggie blushed. “Well, they’re not really very kind,” he said shyly.


  Mona Maxwell regarded him in silence for a few seconds and then she leaned forward and kissed him full on the lips.


  “You’re kind of goofy,” she said, drawing back from him, “but you’re the sweetest guy I ever met.


  “It’s very good of you to say so,” Reggie said, touched.


  Mona took one of his hands and patted it in a friendly manner. “Look, Reggie, I’m going to make you a very un-ladylike proposition. How about staying here with me until we get to the coast? You can help me a lot, I know it. Somehow you give me confidence. You make all these things that worry me seem kind of funny and silly. Won’t you do it, please?”


  Reggie thought of Uncle Ed prowling about the train with his stiletto. “Delighted,” he said, smiling. “I want to cooperate.” She looked away from him, coloring slightly. “-I shouldn’t say this, I guess, being that I’m such a perfect lady and you’re such a perfect gent, but you don’t have—well, anything else in mind, do you?”


  Reggie looked at her in alarm. “Don’t get the wrong idea about ladies and gentlemen. If you’re confused about that, I shall have to tell you where little ladies and little gentlemen come from.”


  “Oh, I know all about that,” she said. “I was just thinking of us, specifically.”


  “Well, that’s better,” Reggie said, relieved. “No, I have nothing in mind but convincing you that this director is a frightful fool.” He patted her hand. “You’re a very real lady, my dear. And now let’s order dinner, shall we?”


  THIRTY-SIX hours later Reggie strode briskly into the sunny brilliance of the Los Angeles station. Der had become active again now they were nearing his destination. However, there had been a change in his manner. He had dropped his dictatorial brusqueness.


  “We’re close to the exact spot where I must meet the machine,” he said excitedly. “Let’s get a cab. I can tell you how to direct the driver.”


  “Very well.”


  They commandeered a cab and presently were bowling out of Los Angeles toward Hollywood.


  “You’ve been a good sport about this,” Der said. “I’m sorry about messing up all your plans.”


  “Well, it’s done and that’s that,” Reggie said philosophically.


  “—Er—that girl,” Der said. “Quite attractive, I thought. By your standards, of course,” he added hastily. “On Mars, she would seem very weird.”


  “I daresay.”


  “Oh, of course. I wouldn’t look twice at her on Mars.”


  “I shouldn’t imagine so.”


  “Tell me,” Der said plaintively, “Are you people getting anywhere with inter-planetary travel. You know, space ships, things like that?”


  “I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”


  “Hmmmm! Well, if anything breaks in that line, why don’t you come up for a visit?”


  “Well, that’s very good of you,” Reggie said, touched. “I’ll remember it.”


  Der laughed casually. “You might bring Miss Maxwell, too. She seemed very fond of you.”


  “We might work it out,” Reggie said. “Sounds like a rum time.”


  “Wonderful!” Der said happily.


  After a while they drew up before a great iron gate at which a uniformed guard was stationed. Visible through the gates were a series of white buildings gleaming in the brilliant sun. And high above the gate was a sign that read: Magnum Studios!


  “This is it, we’re very close,” Der said.


  Reggie paid the driver (with money Mona had thoughtfully insisted he take) and approached the guard. Der was figuratively jumping with excitement by now. “We must go inside. There, that big window in the central building. That’s where I must go.”


  “Righto,” Reggie said.


  The guard strolled to meet him, smiling pleasantly.


  “Do you have a pass?” he asked.


  “Well, no,” Reggie said. “But this is terribly important. We’ve got to get inside. You see that big window in the central building? That’s where we go.”


  “Oh, that’s where you want to go,” the guard said, rocking on his heels. “By any chance do you know whose office that is?”


  “Well, no.”


  “That’s Mr. Maurice Mann’s office. He just happens to own this studio.”


  “Well, I’m sure he enjoys that,” Reggie said. “What’re our chances, old chap?”


  “Your chances? Well, let’s see now,” the guard said reflectively. “Supposing you walked up to the White House and said that you wanted to see President Eisenhower. What do you think your chances would be?”


  Reggie shrugged. “Longish, I imagine.”


  “Well, they’d be very good compared to your chances of seeing Mr. Mann,” the guard said, shaking his head.


  A horn sounded behind them, and he said, “Run along now, I’m busy. Sorry.”


  Reggie turned away dejectedly as a Rolls Royce pulled up beside him and stopped. Mona Maxwell put her blonde head out the rear window, and yelled, “Reggie! What are you doing here?” Reggie wheeled about. “What luck!” he said.


  “Look at that beautiful hair,” Der said softly.


  “Down, old chap,” Reggie said. He hurried to the side of the car, and said, “Look, old dear, can you get us into Maurice Mann’s office?”


  “ ‘Us’ ” Mona said, frowning. “Where’s your friend?”


  “I mean me,” Reggie said. “It’s frightfully important.”


  “But of course. Hop in. I’m going to see him right now.”


  “Ripping.” Reggie climbed into the car and tossed the guard a sprightly salute as they rolled into the lot. Five minutes later they entered the presence of Maurice Mann, after passing through three outer offices in which secretaries were busily engaged in polishing their nails.


  Maurice Mann was a tall, powerfully built man with a massive bald head. He walked around his desk, which took him almost a full minute, and embraced Mona with a paternal hug.


  “Grand to have you back home, darling,” he said heartily.


  Mona introduced Reggie and Maurice Mann squeezed his fingers mightily. “Grand to have you back home,” he said heartily.


  Der said, “Under his desk, that’s where I meet the machine. It’s waiting for me now. Under his desk, quickly.”


  Just then there was a violent commotion outside the door of Mann’s office. Voices were raised suddenly and angrily, and a woman screamed. The door burst open and Uncle Ed charged into the room, stiletto raised to strike. And behind him were Clive and Sari, imperturbable and distraught respectively.


  “We’ve trailed you like bloodhounds, by God,” Uncle Ed shouted.


  “Oh, Reggie, what’s happened to you!” Sari cried.


  “I have a change of clothes, sir,” Clive said quietly.


  Uncle Ed advanced on Reggie as Maurice Mann began to bellow for producers, directors, writers and finally, the police.


  Reggie hurled himself under Mann’s cavernous desk, and as he did he felt a sudden booming explosion within his head. The concussion knocked him cold, but before he blacked out he heard


  Der say, “So long, old man. It was pleasant.”


  Then, hours later, it seemed, he was pulled out from beneath the desk and hoisted to his feet. The tableau, he saw gloomily, hadn’t changed. Everyone was still babbling wildly, and Uncle Ed still brandished the nasty pig sticker.


  But then, over the noisy confusion, Clive’s voice fell like a bar of iron. “Drop that foolish knife, and drop it instantly,” he said, with enough volume to set the ashtrays on Mann’s desk bouncing musically.


  Uncle Ed let the knife fall from his hand, and then he slowly straightened to attention. His eyes were fixed immovably on a spot about two inches to the right of Clive’s ear.


  “I was once a Guards’ Officer,” Clive said apologetically to Reggie. “And I remembered this chap at last. Painful as it is for me to say so, sir, he was one of the least efficient kitchen orderlies in my company. The men called him Greasy Eddie, if my memory serves. Stand at ease,” he said to Uncle Ed in a kinder voice.


  “Thank you, sir,” Uncle Ed said. He looked miserably at Sari. “I always wanted to be a soldier, but I wasn’t much of one. And when I got pensioned off, I started to act the part.”


  It was then that Maurice Mann exploded in earnest. “Get out, get out, all of you,” he shouted. “I don’t want madmen and idiots crawling under my feet. You too, Mona, clear out of here.”


  Reggie stared at him coldly. “That is the not the way to address a lady,” he said.


  Mona caught Maurice Mann’s arm, and said coaxingly, “Relax, please. This is all in fun. Reggie here has been a great friend of mine.”


  “Well, all right, all right,” Maurice Mann said testily. He looked down his nose at Reggie and muttered something inaudible.


  Reggie smiled boyishly, and gave Mona a fleeting wink.


  “I say, this is a pleasure,” he said. “I’ve always wanted to meet Maurice Manning.”


  “I happen to be Maurice Mann.”


  “Oh!” Reggie said.


  There was a long silence. Then he turned to Sari and took her arm. “Come along, my dear. I’ve got a good, longish story to tell you.”


  “I’m sure it’s going to be long, at least,” she said, smiling.


  They were almost at the door before Maurice Mann caught up with them. “Look, I suppose I’ve behaved pretty crudely,” he said earnestly.


  Reggie waved a hand negligently. “I daresay,” he murmured.


  “Wouldn’t you like to look around the studio, and then come back here for lunch? Really, I’d be pleased if you would.”


  “I’d love to,” Sari said.


  “Well, all right then,” Reggie said pleasantly, and winked once more at Mona Maxwell. She was too much the lady to laugh, of course.


  And in the dark caves outside the city of Dar, Der sat in the center of a spellbound group, talking urgently to them as the winds clawed up and down the sides of the black chamber.


  “And her hair was the color of the starlight you see in the early morning,” he was saying.


  He had been talking for quite some time now, but no one was bored.


  THE CHASE


  First published in the November-December 1953 issue of Fantastic.


  You take a bright young man and his pretty little wife. To this combination, you add a huge stone wheel, a broken kite, a dusty old saddle, and what have you got? A hopeless conglomeration?


  Well, yes and no. Yes, when they confront the average person . . .


  DAVE MASTERSON arrived home as usual about six o’clock. He returned the doorman’s casual greeting, made some comment about the weather (it had been a blistering day) and then walked gratefully into the dim cool lobby of the East River apartment building in which he had been living for the past three months. The elevator operator smiled at him, and made some typical remark about the heat.


  “Yes, it was a real scorcher,” Dave said.


  They shot up noiselessly to the seventeenth floor, and by the time he stepped from the car Dave was already feeling the restoring pleasure of home-coming. They—he had been married three months—wouldn’t have dinner right away, of course. First he’d get out of these clothes and shower. Polly would have drinks ready on the small terrace then, and they would spend a lucky, comfortable hour there watching the river boats and chatting over the day’s events. This was excellent therapy for the tensions that built up during a day devoted exclusively to planning campaigns to sell more and ever more Easy Fit shirts. You told yourself you wouldn’t let it happen, he was thinking as he walked down the thickly carpeted corridor to his apartment. You looked at your healthy face in the mirror each morning as you shaved, and you said, “Look, old man, this is just a business. It’s not a matter of life and death. So relax. Let the beavers go eagerly after their commissions and ulcers. But you play it smart. That’s the way. Relax! To hell with the half-hour crisis, the hourly catastrophe. You’ve got a nice little apartment (which costs more than you can afford) and a nice little wife (who’s eighty-six times better than you deserve) so don’t knock yourself in the great struggle to sell more Easy Fit shirts, and add a few more million dollars to old


  John Adams’ bank account.”


  You said all that, he thought, fitting his key into the lock, and you meant it—you meant it until the lather dried away. Then you got to the office and got involved in the old rat-race and all your good intentions went down the drain. Well, he thought cheerfully, maybe you really want an ulcer. Maybe you’d be bored silly on that South Sea Island you’re always threatening to retire to. To hell with it for the moment, he decided, smiling as he opened the door. Now is the time for a shower, a long cool drink, and a kiss from your brand-new wife, Polly.


  The blinds of the living room were pulled down against the slanting afternoon sun, and for an instant he stood in the doorway, blinking in the unaccustomed dimness,


  “Woman!” he called out. “Attend me! I have the carcass of a sabre-tooth account executive over my shoulder. Light the bonfire and rejoice.”


  It was then, as his eyes focused, that he saw her slim figure sprawled on the floor. She was lying face down, across what seemed to be a huge stone wheel, and one of her hands rested limply on a battered, dust-caked saddle.


  There were several other curious objects in the long elegantly furnished room, but Dave paid no attention to them; nothing mattered to him but his wife. Even the wild incongruity of a great stone wheel and an old dusty saddle in his living room failed to catch his interest for more than a fleeting instant.


  DAVE knelt beside her, calling her name furiously. Then, as she didn’t answer, he got her into his arms and carried her into the bedroom. She was breathing deeply and evenly, and there was a tiny quiver of motion in her eyelids. He put her on the bed, straightened out her legs and began to rub her hands.


  “Baby, baby, what’s the matter?” he said, over and over.


  She moved her head slowly from side to side on the pillow but didn’t answer. Still gripping her hands tightly with one of his, Dave lifted the phone and dialed Operator. When a cool competent voice answered, he said, “Look, I’ve got to have a doctor right away. And the police. This is an emergency.”


  “Where are you phoning from?”


  Dave gave her his address and hung up . . .


  He sat beside the bed holding his wife’s hand as he waited for help. There was no change in her manner. She lay quietly, returning the pressure of his grip and moving her head slowly from side to side. But she didn’t speak or open her eyes. He touched her forehead and was slightly relieved to find that she had no fever. The ends of her closely-cut blonde hair were slightly damp, and he guessed that she had bathed or showered shortly before he had arrived home. He stared mutely at her pale still face, his lips moving in a vague, formless prayer. Help her, help her, help her. . . .


  Polly was a rather small girl with a trim hard body, and fine wheat-colored hair that was cropped close to her head in a poodle-cut. She had always impressed Dave with her enormous vitality and good humor; in the time he had known her, seven months, she had never been tired or depressed. She had delicate, pretty features, and loved clothes, the sun, and sports of all kinds. But, surprisingly enough, in addition to this she was extremely well-informed and owned a wide streak of common sense.


  Dave tried not to think of any of this as he stared helplessly at her still body. She was wearing very brief white shorts, almost a Bikini style, and nothing else but a halter and bright red sandals. It was the costume a child would choose for herself if she could get away with it, and Polly dressed that way for him when they weren’t having guests for cocktails. She looked very young and helpless, with her small blonde head moving restlessly, and her slender brown legs limp and languid on the bed.


  He rubbed his forehead with his fist, trying to fight down his fear, trying desperately not to think of what might happen to him if he lost her.


  And trying not to think of those incredible things in the living room; the great stone wheel, the dusty saddle, and the other objects that he had sensed rather than seen in the dimness . . .


  Then his doorbell sounded, sharply, insistently.


  The detective was named Bennet. He had arrived after the uniformed patrolman had phoned his district and admitted that it looked like something for an investigating officer. Bennet had arrived about ten minutes after the doctor, who was now in the bedroom with Polly.


  Bennet didn’t talk much. He was a tall rangy redhead, with mild blue eyes and a long nose which he fingered occasionally with an expression of vague surprise.


  “This junk,” Bennet said, waving a hand slowly about the living room. “You say you don’t know where it came from?”


  “That’s right,” Dave said. “It was here when I got home, that’s all I know. And my wife was lying right there.” He pointed to the big stone wheel. “None of it was here when I left for work this morning.”


  “Hmmmm,” Bennet said, looking about the room.


  In addition to the wheel and the saddle, there was a thin metal tube about an inch in diameter and nearly eight feet long. It was sealed at both ends, and weighed three or four pounds. Also there was a box kite, about four-feet square. Some of the thin wooden arms of its frame were broken, and the paper covering it was torn in a dozen places.


  THE WHEEL was the most outlandish of all these outlandish things. It was chipped and broken in many places, but it nevertheless weighed several hundred pounds. Dave and Bennet had tried to lift it but hadn’t succeeded in getting it more than a few inches off the floor.


  “How come you called the police?” Bennet asked mildly.


  “Well, who should I have called? The Fire Department? The Bureau of Licenses, maybe?”


  “Now take it easy,” Bennet said. “What I meant was, did you think somebody had attacked and slugged your wife?”


  “I didn’t think anything, I guess,” Dave said. “I was scared. What would you do if you came home and found your wife unconscious on the floor, and your living room looking like a junk yard?”


  “Well, I guess I’d do about what you did,” Bennet said. “But you’re still missing my point. What I’m after is whether you saw something, consciously or unconsciously, that made you think of yelling for the cops.”


  Dave shook his head slowly. “I’ve told you everything just the way it happened.”


  “Okay. Let’s try to find out who brought this junk up here. That shouldn’t be too hard.”


  He left the apartment and returned a few moments later with Charlie, the man who ran the building’s freight elevator. Charlie, a big, solidly built figure in a blue uniform, jerked his head uneasily at Dave.


  “How do, Mr. Masterson,” he said. And then he looked about the room and his eyebrows went up slightly.


  “You ever see any of this stuff before?” Bennet asked him.


  Charlie shook his head slowly. He didn’t know what this was all about, obviously; he was ready to frown or grin as soon as he got his cue.


  “Well, how’d it get up here then?” Bennet said.


  “I don’t know,” Charlie said, rubbing his big hands along the sides of his trousers. He glanced nervously from Bennet to Dave. “Is something wrong, Mr. Masterson?”


  “I’ll ask the questions,” Bennet said, but he put this ancient formula pleasantly enough. “We just want to get to the bottom of where this stuff came from, and who brought it up here. If it didn’t come up on the freight elevator, what’s your best guess?”


  “I ain’t got any,” Charlie said, after a pause. “If I didn’t bring it up then nobody brought it up.” He stared indignantly at the objects whose presence made a mockery of his statement. “I mean I don’t know how they got here,” he said, at last, in a puzzled voice.


  “Is there just one freight elevator?”


  “That’s right, and I was on it all day.”


  “How about the passenger elevator?”


  “No, nobody could bring stuff like this into the lobby. It would come around to me. But it didn’t, understand?”


  “We’ll check the passenger elevators anyway,” Bennet said. “You stick around, Charlie.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  When he left the room Charlie shifted awkwardly on his feet. “I hear the doctor came up here,” he said. “Is there something wrong with the Missus?”


  “I don’t know, I just don’t know,” Dave said wearily.


  “Well, I hope to God she’s all right,” Charlie said, and there was no mistaking the urgent sincerity in his voice. “She’s a great little lady. There’s some in buildings like that won’t talk to the likes of me, but that wife of yours hasn’t any ideas like that. She’s a great little lady, and if anybody put a finger on her I’d like to meet the guy, that’s all I’ll say.”


  “Thank you, Charlie,” Dave said. He turned away because he had the feeling that he might make a fool of himself if he looked Charlie in the eye.


  Bennet came back a bit later and shook his head emphatically. “The passenger operators didn’t bring it up. I talked to all of them that were on duty today. So where does that leave us?” Bennet looked at Charlie. “Did you bring anything or anybody up here today?”


  “Sure. A couch for a lady down the hall, and laundry, cleaning, stuff like that for lots of people.”


  “But nothing for this apartment?”


  Bennet thought a moment, frowning. “Yeah, the groceries,” he said. “Mrs. Masterson orders by phone from the store at Lexington. The boy got here about three o’clock.”


  “How big a package did he bring?”


  “Well, it wasn’t big enough to hold all this junk,” Charlie said firmly. “It was a cardboard box, maybe a foot square or so.”


  “It’s probably still here then,” Bennet said.


  “Sure. The garbage and trash is picked up after supper, you know, around nine.”


  “I eat supper at five-thirty,” Bennet said.


  “Well, there’s different customs all over,” Charlie said tolerantly. “But our people eat dinner about eight. After cocktails, you know,” he said, twisting the knife.


  “Sure, they’re hot shots,” Bennet said.


  Dave followed Charlie and the detective into the small, well-equipped kitchen. An empty cardboard box was under the sink. Dave opened the refrigerator and saw lamb chops, asparagus, things for salad. He noticed also a tray on the sideboard which held two glasses, a cocktail shaker and ice bucket. Polly had had everything ready as usual; drinks on the tray, supper in the refrigerator.


  “I guess she put the food away,” he said. His voice sounded very thin and tight in his ears.


  “Well, nobody could have got all that junk into this little box anyway,” Bennet said. He scratched his head. “This business is beginning to annoy me.”


  THE BEDROOM door opened then and the doctor came out, wiping his glasses with a big clean handkerchief.


  “Mr. Masterson?” he said, looking Dave up and down.


  “Yes. How’s my wife. Can I see her now?”


  “Presently. She’s resting comfortably at the moment, and is in no danger. She’s had some sort of shock, and will require a day or two of rest. I’ve left a prescription on the table by the bed. You see to it that she takes it according to instructions. Understand?”


  “Yes, certainly. But what kind of a shock did she have?”


  “I don’t know,” the doctor said. “You’ll have to excuse me now.”


  Dave strode into the bedroom and knelt beside Polly. She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “I’ve been an awful bother, haven’t I?” she said softly.


  He shook his head quickly, not trusting himself to speak. Then he caught her in his arms and pulled her close to him, needing her warm and safe against him as a man dying of thirst needs water.


  He didn’t realize that they weren’t alone until Bennet cleared his throat and said, “Sorry to intrude, Mr. Masterson.”


  Dave looked up at him, still holding Polly in his arms. “What do you want?” he said.


  “Just a question or two of your wife. Mrs. Masterson, I’m a detective. Your husband called me when he came home and found you lying in the living room. Now,” Bennet paused and rubbed his forehead, “can you tell us how those things got in there?”


  “What things?”


  “Do you feel strong enough to walk in there and see?”


  “To the living room? Certainly.”


  “You don’t have to, honey.”


  “But I want to know what this is all about.”


  With Dave holding her arm, she went into the living room. She looked about for a few seconds in silence. “What is all this stuff?” she said.


  Bennet frowned. “We don’t know, Ma’am. And nobody seems to know how it got here. But your husband tells us you were lying on that stone wheel when he came in.”


  “Was I, darling?”


  “That’s right,” Dave said. “Now look, you’d better get back to bed. The doctor said you had to rest.”


  “Mrs. Masterson, what do you remember about passing out?” Bennet asked her.


  “The doctor asked me that same question, but I wasn’t much help, I’m afraid. I had left the bathroom after my shower, and I was thinking of getting the ice cubes out. And that’s all I remember.”


  Bennet looked at her closely for a moment or so, his mild blue eyes deep and thoughtful. “Well, I hope you’ll feel better in the morning,” he said. Then he scratched his head. “I’ll run along now. There’s no laws been broken that I can see. But I’m not happy about this business, not for a moment.”


  After he’d gone Dave took Polly back to bed. He plumped up the pillows, removed her sandals and made her lie down under a light blanket.


  “Do you feel like something to eat?” he said then. “Maybe a clear soup and a chop.”


  “No, darling. Realty I’m not a bit hungry.”


  “Okay. I’ll call the drug store and get this prescription in the works.”


  When he returned to the bedroom, she said, “Sit here beside me, please.”


  “Sure. It’s a pleasure.” He sat on the edge of the bed and held her hands. “Feeling better?”


  “Yes, I think so. Dave I have something to tell you. Try to be patient with me, please.”


  “All right,” he said slowly. Her face and eyes were very grave. He had never seen her this way before.


  “I bought those thing in the living room,” she said.


  “You what?”


  “I bought all of those things,” she said firmly. “At junk shops and antique shops on Second and Third avenues. And I made Charlie promise to tell no one that he brought them up here.”


  “But this is crazy, honey,” he said.


  “I know,” she admitted. “And the worst of it is that I don’t know why I did it. Isn’t that weird?”


  “Well, sort of,” Dave said, scratching his head. “But maybe it’s nothing to worry about. I was getting a little sick of the way the living room looked, if you must know. That new stuff dresses it up pretty nicety. Don’t you think?”


  “Now don’t be kind and thoughtful about it,” she said.


  “Should I tie you to the bed and beat you? Seriously, you probably had a whim to get those things, so you went ahead with it. Nothing wrong with that. Good healthy reaction, as a matter of fact.” He squeezed her hands, smiling at her and not believing himself for an instant. And he was very frightened. “Let’s don’t talk about it anymore,” he suggested.


  “All right. You’re being very sweet.”


  “Nonsense.”


  THE BOY from the drug store arrived a little while later, and Dave gave Polly her medicine. She felt a bit hungry then, so he fixed her a bowl of broth with crackers. There was nothing externally wrong with her; she looked the same and talked the same but this semblance of normality was belied by that hideously incongruous assortment of junk in the living room. She had bought that stuff, had smuggled it into the apartment, and for no reason at all. And she had lied about it to the detective, Bennet.


  Dave went to bed that night a very worried man. He didn’t sleep right away, of course. He lay staring at the ceiling, smoking in the darkness and listening with part of his mind to her deep even breathing. With the rest of his mind he was toting up his savings and credit possibilities, and splitting them up in terms of specialists, sanitariums, changes of scene . . . Finally, toward morning, he dropped into restless sleep.


  He awoke, dazed and shaken, to the clatter of the alarm clock. For an instant he couldn’t remember what was wrong. He had only the vague troubled presentiment that soon he would recall some distressingly bad news. And he did remember of course when he turned to Polly’s bed.


  It was empty, but the sight of the rumpled bedclothes, and the soft indentation in the pillow reminded him of last night, of the stone wheel, and of her bewildering behavior.


  He left the bedroom, wondering where she was, and it didn’t take him more than ten seconds to realize that she wasn’t in the apartment. When he returned to the bedroom, half-running now, he saw the note pinned to the edge of her pillow.


  Why hadn’t he spotted it instantly? He ripped it loose from the pillow and read the message, which was written in her neat, precise handwriting. It was a very short little note: “Darling, I’m sick. I know it. So I’m going away until I feel better. Please don’t follow me. If you still love me, don’t try to find me.”


  She hadn’t bothered to sign it.


  Dave hesitated a moment, aware in a dim, confused fashion that his mind wasn’t working at all. He was like a tree or a vegetable, rooted to the ground, unable to think or move. How long this inanimate inertia gripped him he didn’t know; but at last he was moving and his mind was functioning.


  All right, she’s gone, he thought. The first thing to do is get her back. And that was a job for the police. He was at the phone when he realized that they would want a description of what she had been wearing. That wouldn’t be too hard to determine. He went through her closet, sliding suits and dresses along pole and trying to decide what was missing. Two dresses were gone. Luckily they were similar in appearance. A white silk print with a pattern of small flowers. Brown-and-white spectator pumps, no hose. Short white gloves, a cocoa-colored straw hat. A bracelet of junk jewelry on her left wrist.


  That was the outfit she had worn, and she had taken an overnight bag for the extra dress, lingerie, and toilet articles.


  Within two minutes he was talking to Bennet. The detective listened quietly, interrupting him only once or twice with questions. Dave told him everything—that Polly had bought the unlikely assortment of items in the living room for no reason at all, and that she had left him. He read him


  Polly’s note and then gave him a description of the clothes she had worn.


  “All right,” Bennet said, when he finished. “I’ll give all this to the Missing Persons Bureau and they’ll get her on the radio right away. Let’s see, your wife was about five three and weighed what? One fifteen, one twenty?”


  “She was five two, and weighed one hundred and eight pounds,” Dave said.


  “You say she seemed pretty calm last night, eh?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Well—have you two been getting along okay? You know lots of wives pull stunts like this when they’re having trouble with their husbands.”


  “No, we’ve been getting along perfectly,” Dave said. But how could you be sure? he thought.


  “We’ll do our best to find her,” Bennet said. “Maybe her nerves are just a little shot. Maybe all she needs is a rest. I’ll call you if we get any news.”


  “Thank you.”


  DAVE phoned his office to tell his secretary he wouldn’t be in that day and then, because he couldn’t bear to be idle, showered, shaved and dressed. He made coffee and ate a piece of toast. After that he did all the dishes and tidied the apartment. Then he sat down in the living room and stared angrily at the junk that


  Polly had purchased. Why would she do it? What compulsion drove her to buy this great wheel, this dusty old saddle, the broken kite and long metal bar? It made no sense at all. And why had she left him? That was the most painful of all the questions that crowded into his mind. Surely she must know she could trust him for help and understanding.


  At noon Bennet phoned him. “We don’t have anything yet,” he said. “But the call is going out every fifteen minutes on the police radio, so we should get a break pretty soon. How much money did she have with her?”


  “I don’t know. Not a great deal. Fifty or sixty dollars maybe. But she could have stopped at the bank.”


  “We’ll check that. I’ll let you know when we get a lead.”


  The day wore on. Dave wandered distractedly through the small apartment smoking one cigarette after another and making a fruitless effort to convince himself that the police were doing everything possible, and that there was nothing for him to do but sit tight and wait for news from Bennet. That was all true enough but it didn’t relieve his galling sense of impotence. He decided to stick it out until six o’clock; if there was no news by that time he would go out to look for her himself. Anything positive was preferable to futile waiting.


  Then, at five-thirty, there was a knock on the front door. Dave ran to answer it, with only one hopeful thought in his mind: she had come back!


  But it wasn’t Polly who had knocked, it was a solidly-built, middle-aged man in a limp seersucker suit. He wore rimless glasses and behind these his blue eyes glinted with lively intelligence. There was a competent, efficient look about him, in the square thrust of his jaw, the steadiness of his gaze, and the high imposing sweep of his forehead.


  “I’m sorry to bother you at this time, Mr. Masterson,” he said in a deep and pleasant voice. “My name is Dr. Shaw, and I live in the building across the street.”


  “What was it you wanted to see me about?” Dave said.


  “I think perhaps that I can help you find your wife, Mr. Masterson. May I come in?” Dave caught him by the arms. “Is this some kind of a joke?”


  “Believe me, I am not a sadist, Mr. Masterson. This is no matter for joking. I have thought long and anxiously before coming here. I feared I might raise your hopes and be unable to fulfill them. But I had to come to see you, I realized at last. So long as there was the chance that I might help you, then it was my plain responsibility to do what I could.”


  DR. SHAW’S sincerity came through with each word, and Dave felt a new confidence growing in him. “Very well, please come in,” he said.


  “Thank you.” Dr. Shaw entered the living room and looked at the strange objects that Polly had bought. He knelt beside the great stone wheel and peered at it closely. Then he inspected the saddle, the kite and the long metal tube, and on this last item he spent several minutes. Then from his squatting position he looked up at Dave.


  “I heard about these things, and your wife’s disappearance, from the doorman of my building. He had got the news from one of the staff here. I went to work as usual this morning but I couldn’t concentrate on my experiments.” He rose and began pacing the floor, a faint frown clouding his large intelligent features. “The presence of these things here plus the fact that your wife had vanished added up to a hypothesis which had ominous implications.”


  “You mean she’s in danger?”


  “No, not yet. If my guess is valid your wife is safe for the moment. But there is a good chance that she will face serious danger in the near future.”


  “How do you know so much about it?” Dave demanded.


  “I am not sure of what I know,” Dr. Shaw said, undisturbed by the challenge in Dave’s manner. “I am a scientist, a nuclear physicist, and I have spent a lifetime studying the properties of our universe and the nature of the time and space which enclose it. And I am sure of only one thing, and that is the uncertainty of my information and the conclusions I have drawn from it. Therefore I must beg you to listen to me in the same spirit of humility in which I speak to you. Make the effort to rid your mind of predjudice, of pre-conceived notions, of all rigid loyalty to that which is old and familiar, and all resentment to that which is new and strange. Only in that way can we progress toward a solution of a problem which is mine as well as yours. Will you make that effort, Mr. Masterson?”


  There was an honesty and integrity blazing in the man’s face and words, Dave nodded slowly. “I’ll do anything that will get my wife back,” he said.


  “Excellent. Now let us look at these objects carefully.” Dr. Shaw’s manner was brisker now, and charged with suppressed excitement. “Does their nature tell you anything?”


  Dave shook his head.


  “Then let us think about them. A wheel, a saddle, a kite. These three objects possess one common property; they can be used in flight or transportation. The last item, the bar of metal, may or may not have the same property. But I am going to assume that it does for the moment. And now to go on a bit. How did these things get into your apartment?”


  “My wife bought them at junk shops around town, and bribed the freight elevator man to bring them up here and say nothing about it.”


  Dr. Shaw tilted his big head to one side. “No, that is not true.”


  “You mean she lied?”


  “She told you what she may have thought to be the truth. There is a difference. No, two of these objects at least did not come from New York junk shops. Most certainly not. Of the remaining two I cannot be so emphatic. Look at this stone wheel first. It is a chariot wheel, or a cart wheel more accurately, of a type common in Greece five hundred years before the birth of Christ. Its condition indicates that it received heavy usage. It is no longer serviceable. Therefore it was discarded, thrown into an old pit most probably, some twenty-five hundred years ago. Now who would bring so worthless an object to the United States? It is difficult to imagine anyone doing that, don’t you agree? Second, look at this metal tube. I do not know the nature of that metal, and I seriously doubt that it was mined on this planet of ours. As we know it, that is. Take a look at my ring now.”


  DR. SHAW extended the little finger of his right hand. He wore a diamond ring on that finger and the top of the stone was marred by two deep, jagged gashes.


  “I deliberately scraped my ring on the end of this tube when I was examining it a moment or so ago,” Dr. Shaw said. “You observe the result? This metal cut the diamond like a hot knife would cut butter. And since this metal is of a type hitherto unknown on earth, I think it is reasonable to doubt that your wife bought it in a Third avenue junk shop. Don’t you agree?”


  “Where did it come from?” Dave asked.


  “That I do not know. From another planet perhaps. Or from time. I lean toward the latter conclusion.”


  “What in the name of God are you talking about?” Dave demanded.


  Dr. Shaw took him by the arm and led him to a chair. “Please sit down,” he said. “I am going to tell you something which will sound fantastic. But I beg you to remember your promise to accept what I say with humility and imagination.”


  “Don’t worry, I can take it standing,” Dave said. “Fire away.”


  “Very well. This is my hypothesis. These articles of transportation were brought here to this living room in a time machine. Some being from the future—perhaps millions of years in the future—has fled back to this era. I further believe—”


  “Now hold on,” Dave said. “I said I’d listen with humility, but that’s not a synonym for stupidity.”


  “You think it would be stupid of you to listen to me?”


  “I don’t think, I know.”


  “Stupidity is a result of one of two things, my friend: the inability to ascertain facts, or the refusal to face them. You are in the latter category at the moment. You have looked at facts, but you are afraid of their implication and so you pretend that you didn’t see them. Isn’t that true?”


  Dave was silent a moment, trying to follow Dr. Shaw’s reasoning. Then he sighed softly and ran a hand through his hair. “But your explanation is preposterous,” he said at last.


  “And what would you call yours?”


  “I don’t have any explanation,” Dave admitted.


  Dr. Shaw smiled. “Let us at least look at mine then. This being from the far-distant future is fleeing from something or someone, I assume. He is searching for another means of flight. That is obvious. But why should he be searching for a means of transportation if he has a time machine? The answer that suggests itself to me is that his pursuer also has a time machine. Therefore our fleeing creature from the future must find a new method of transportation if he is to escape his pursuer.” Let us for convenience give these beings—whose existence is still an assumption on my part—names to distinguish them. Supposing we call the hunter Z and the quarry X. X is fleeing from something, obviously. What it is, we can only conjecture. But flight presumes guilt, so let us accept as a fact that he is guilty. And pursuit presumes vengeance, or retribution so let us think of Z as an avenger. Is all of this acceptable to you?”


  Dave didn’t know what to say. So he said, “Sure, I’ll string along. X is on the run, Z is hot on his trail. Is that it?”


  “That is our assumption. It is a staggering concept, I must admit. Think of X, a superior being, the repository of millions of years of cultivation and development, think of this creature fleeing into the past, seeking refuge in the trackless forests of forgotten centuries. And following his every dodge and turn is the avenger, Z. X is searching for some means of flight that will enable him to elude his fate. Think of him in the fifth century before Christ, staring with puzzled eyes at a cart wheel. It is too primitive for him to understand immediately. But he eventually sees what it is used for and he takes it with him. And the same thing happens with the saddle, with the kite. Perhaps he didn’t realize that the saddle required a horse under it, and that the kite was merely a toy. Perhaps he is helpless to infer the meanings and uses of these things, as helpless as you or I might be if we came upon an ant hill for the first time and found it necessary to determine by direct observation the meaning of these tiny creatures’ infinite activity. Our inadequacy would stem not from a lack of intelligence but from a superabundance of it. And that may be the problem that X faced. But he solved that problem. He found a means of transportation, and has resumed his flight.”


  “What do you mean? What transportation did he find?”


  “Your wife,” Dr. Shaw said. “X de-materialized himself and took possession of your wife’s consciousness. He will direct her to take him wherever it is that he must go. That is why I told you that she is in no danger for the moment. As long as she serves X’s purpose, she will be safe. But when he no longer needs her she will be in great danger.”


  “I can’t believe this,” Dave said slowly. But in his heart he did believe it. Something about Dr. Shaw transformed these fantasies into blunt hard truth.


  “Think of your wife’s behavior,” Dr. Shaw said. “Was it she, or was it someone else who told you those lies, who fled from you?”


  “What can we do?” Dave asked him helplessly.


  “Good!” Dr. Shaw caught his arm. “First you must tell the police that your wife has returned to you. Get them to stop their search. X cannot move while the police are after your wife. With the search for her ended, X will resume his flight. And we will follow.”


  “How can we find my wife without the police?”


  “I have already located your wife,” Dr. Shaw said quietly. “She is in a small hotel on West Fifty-Seventh street. Last night, when I heard of these objects, I hired a private investigator to watch this building, and to follow your wife if she went out.”


  “You knew she was going to run away?”


  “Oh, yes,” Dr. Shaw said. “I knew that X would waste no time. Quickly, now. Call the police. Tell them your wife has come home. Let them think it was merely a domestic spat. Then we will go to the hotel where your wife is staying, and make plans to follow her.”


  THE HOTEL ROANOKE was a small but respectable hotel between Seventh and Eighth avenues on Fifty-Seventh street. There was a pleasant, dimly-lighted bar which could be entered from the lobby as well as from the street, and it was here that Dr. Shaw and Dave met a tall, graying man who called himself Jones. He was the investigator Dr. Shaw had hired that morning.


  Jones sat at the bar, a beer before him, in a position to watch the lobby and the desk.


  “She went upstairs right after she registered,” he told Dr. Shaw. “She hasn’t been down since.”


  “Excellent. Mr. Masterson, Mr. Jones.”


  “You’re her husband?” Jones asked Dave without curiosity. “Yes. How did she seem?”


  “Okay, I guess. Worried though.”


  “We’ll take over now, Mr. Jones,” Dr. Shaw said.


  “Whatever you say, Doc.”


  Dr. Shaw gave him some money. Jones nodded to both of them, said, “So long,” in a careless voice and strolled from the bar.


  Dr. Shaw ordered drinks after they had settled on stools which gave them a view of the lobby. “Now it’s only a question of time,” he said. “When she comes down we’ll be able to determining our course of action.”


  They were silent for a few moments. Then Dave said, “Are you sure she’s in no danger?” His voice was steady, but his stomach was tense and cold with fear.


  “She is safe for the time being, I believe. She will be safe as long as she is useful to X.”


  “Damn him, damn him,” Dave said violently.


  “Yes, he has done an evil thing.”


  They waited an hour at the bar, saying little to one another and watching the people who flowed back and forth across the lobby. Then Dave started as Polly appeared and walked quickly to the desk. She carried an overnight bag which she put down at her feet as the clerk presented her with a bill. Obviously she had phoned down to have her account ready. She fumbled in her purse and gave the clerk some money. He smiled and went away, presumably to make change.


  Dave got slowly to his feet. Everything inside him ached with longing for her. He had believed Dr. Shaw while she was gone from him, but now that she was only ten seconds from his arms he forgot everything but his need and his fear. She was so slim and small standing there, so vulnerable and defenseless, that it made this cat-and-mouse farce suddenly unbearable.


  Dr. Shaw caught his arm. “Sit down,” he said quietly. “She doesn’t know me. I’ll follow her and see where she’s going.”


  “No, I’m going to her,” Dave said.


  “You can’t!”


  “I can’t stay here.” Dave shook Dr. Shaw’s hand from his arm. “I can’t let her walk out of my life.”


  “Go to her now and she will be destroyed,” Dr. Shaw said very softly. “Take her in your arms and you will hold a dead woman. That I can promise you. The only salvation is to let X use her now. Our chance will come later. That I also promise you.”


  Dave put both hands to his forehead. The pressure inside his head was so intense that he had the giddy fear that his skull might split open.


  “All right, all right,” he said thickly. “Follow her! Don’t let her get away.”


  He sat down again but turned his eyes away from the lobby. He couldn’t stand to watch her leave, he knew. Dr. Shaw rose and left the bar. Dave waited for him hopelessly; his mood had changed. Seeing Polly had charged and reanimated him, but now his spirits sunk back to a morass of despair. There was just nothing to be done. If Dr. Shaw’s fantastic hypothesis was correct, what hope was there? And if he were wrong, what else could possibly explain this behavior of Polly’s?


  Dr. Shaw returned in a moment or so. His lively eyes glinted with excitement as he shook Dave’s arm. “Don’t count us out yet,” he said. “She’s gone to the International airport. We’ll follow her. X has had everything his own way up till now, but we may give him a surprise. Come, let’s go.”


  The remainder of that night was like the splintered images that flash through the mind in fearful, giddy dreams. They trailed Polly to the International airport where they learned (by watching her as she had her one piece of luggage weighed) that she had a ticket on the nine o’clock flight to Chicago. Dr. Shaw bought a seat on the same plane, and Dave arranged to take a ten-thirty flight that would get him to Chicago several hours after Polly’s had landed. Dr. Shaw planned to follow Polly from the airport in Chicago. When he learned where she was heading for he would have Dave paged at the Chicago terminal and pass on the information. Then they would arrange to meet and pick up her trail.


  Polly and Dr. Shaw left on the nine o’clock flight, and Polly apparently had no inkling that she was being followed. She sat in the waiting room until her flight was announced, her slim brown legs crossed, her hands folded quietly in her lap, her eyes looking straight ahead into space. When the nine o’clock plane to Chicago was called she rose and walked quickly to the exit gate from where the passengers were streaming out to the plane.


  Dr. Shaw walked a few feet behind her . . .


  Dave caught his flight an hour-and-a-half later. By then he wasn’t even thinking any more. His mind felt like a sponge that had been squeezed dry. When he reached Chicago he walked up and down the immense, brightly-lighted waiting room, smoking tasteless cigarettes and watching the thin edge of dawn that was cutting across the horizon. Another day. People going to work. Trains and buses running. Breakfasts being eaten. Another day. And he walked in circles about a waiting room at the airport of a strange city, as disembodied and unreal as a figure in a nightmare . . .


  Then the metallic voice of the announcer called his name.


  Dr. Shaw’s voice was crisp and urgent in his ear. “She’s taken a train up to a little town in Wisconsin, a place on the Indian reservation. It’s called Flambeau. We can pick her up there easily enough, I think, so I’ll wait here for you. I’m at Union station. Meet me at the Information booth. Hurry.”


  And the phone clicked dead.


  The cab ride took only a half-hour at that time of the morning, but to Dave it was a hopeless, pointless stretch of time—as every minute had been since Polly disappeared.


  He met Dr. Shaw in the vast, vaulting expanse of the Union station. The doctor had tickets for a train that was scheduled to leave shortly, and within a matter of minutes they were rolling on their way. The train was a local, and their car was hot and stuffy. It was an eight-hour ride; the last half of it seemed endless for the train stopped at every station during the Wisconsin leg of the trip. When they stepped down onto the platform at Flambeau, the sun hit them like a blinding sledge hammer. But there was a dry cool feeling to the air, and a pleasant scent of pine drifted in from the forests.


  IT was a small village, with a post office, gas station, garage, and several grocery stores. Dr. Shaw made inquiries at one of the stores and learned that Polly had bought a supply of food and had asked if there were any vacant cottages in the area. The grocery clerk, who was friendly and talkative, told them that she had wanted an out-of-the-way place where she wouldn’t be bothered by the summer tourists.


  “Funny thing,” the clerk said, grinning. “Old Mac Johnny was in here at the time, and he sent her to a place of his. Nobody goes up there anymore. It’s near Eagle Lake, if you know this country.”


  “No, I don’t,” Dr. Shaw said politely. “But I want to be satisfied that my daughter has chosen a safe place to stay. I have no objections to her desire for a back-to-nature vacation, but I shouldn’t like her to get too far from civilization.”


  “Oh, she’s your daughter, eh? Well, she’s safe enough at old Mac Johnny’s cottage, It’s that far out of the way, you see.”


  “I suppose there’s a taxi that could take us there?”


  “Well, yes. But you’ll have to wait for it to come back. Joe, that’s the driver, took your daughter out and he ain’t back yet.”


  “I see. Thank you very much.” They waited two hours for the taxi to return, and. by then it was four o’clock in the afternoon. Joe, the driver, wasn’t too eager to make another long trip, but Dr. Shaw overcame his disinclination with the promise of a sizeable tip.


  And then they were off, bouncing over rutted dirt roads in the old car, winding their way between beautiful green stands of timber.


  “X has planned this as his hide-out,” Dr. Shaw said, nodding with satisfaction. “He would be quite safe from Z here, hidden away in the mind of a young woman, who ostensibly wanted only a little privacy in which to enjoy a vacation.”


  “How can we save my wife?” Dave cried despairingly. “I don’t give a damn about X. I want her back.”


  “We will do what we can,” Dr. Shaw said gravely.


  It was a three-hour ride to Mac Johnny’s cottage. When they came to a narrow lane on the left side of the road, the driver stopped and said, “Just follow that path by the lake. It’s only a few hundred yards. That’s where Mac


  Johnny’s place is. You’ll find it.” Dr. Shaw paid him off and they climbed out of the car, stiff and tired from the long, bouncing trip. They entered the woods, and went along the winding path, moving cautiously through the windy darkness. With the setting of the sun the air had become cold; it whirled around them, tugging at their light summer clothes, chilling them to the bone. They followed the path for about ten minutes, and then Dr. Shaw held up his hand. Ahead of them was the smooth dark expanse of the lake, glinting faintly in the last dim light, and to the left of it was a small, wooden cottage, outlined blackly against the night.


  “You must say nothing when we meet her,” Dr. Shaw said. And now his voice had changed. It was determined and firm, and it felt like an iron bar through the dark silence. “Do you understand that? It is the only way we can hope for success.”


  “All right. Let’s go!”


  Dr. Shaw walked purposefully down the path to the lakeshore, and then followed a curving little lane that led to the porch of the cottage. He went up three wooden steps and hammered solidly on the door with the heel of his hand.


  A light flashed inside. Then quick footsteps sounded, and the door was opened. Polly stood in the doorway, frowning at the doctor.


  “What do you want?” she asked. She couldn’t see Dave, in the darkness.


  “We want to come in,” Dr. Shaw said, pushing past her into the small, crudely furnished living room of the cottage. Dave followed slowly. He looked at his wife, but she returned his gaze without recognition.


  “Polly, I—”


  “Silence,” Dr. Shaw said very quietly. He was staring at Polly, his eyes very bright and lively. She looked at him steadily, coldly, for a full minute. The silence settled heavily in the room. Outside a loon cried and the sound spread eerily through the darkness.


  Polly took a step backward, and one of her hands moved to her throat. There was a fine line of perspiration on her forehead now and her breath was coming faster.


  SHE opened her mouth and the sounds that came from it were shrill and unintelligible. Suddenly she dropped to her knees as if she had been struck a heavy blow from behind. Dave started for her. Dr. Shaw held up his hand imperiously, and shouted something wild and meaningless at her, as she knelt before him, her hands limp at her side, her head inclined on the slender column of her throat.


  Dave was held motionless by a sense of terror in the room—something vastly greater than his own fear and terror. He watched his wife sink slowly to the floor. She fell easily and softly, turning sideways and rolling limply onto her back, flinging her arms wide in the gesture of a person crucified; her slim ankles came together as if drawn to each other by invisible bonds.


  And then she screamed and put her hands tightly over her face, and there was another sound in the room like that of high thin laughter in the depths of a great cavern.


  Dave started for her but Dr. Shaw caught his arm. His face was haggard, and his high forehead was covered with beads of perspiration.


  “X has gone,” he said hoarsely. “Didn’t you see? He has gone to the water.”


  “I saw nothing. I understand nothing,” Dave cried helplessly.


  “Your wife is safe. She is all right. Don’t try to understand.” Dr. Shaw gasped out these words as he fell heavily to the floor, and once again Dave heard a sound that drove chills of fear through his body. The sound was like that of laughter—high, thin laughter heard in a vast cavern, but now there was a hard, triumphant tone running through it, a sound of implacable, relentless vengeance.


  And Dave saw something flash past him—going through the door and toward the water—as he ran to Polly’s side and took her trembling body in his arms. She was hysterical, she knew nothing of what had happened, and she clung to him with the strength of a frightened child. There was nothing he could do but hold her tightly against him, and tell her that everything was all right and that they would be going home.


  Explanations—of a sort—could come later. Dave knew he wouldn’t tell everything he had learned—he knew that as Dr. Shaw sat up slowly and looked at him with puzzled eyes. “Say, what’s all this?” Dr. Shaw said in a slow, wondering voice.


  “It’s something like amnesia,” Dave said. “Who are you?”


  “My name is Nelson, Jeremy Nelson. I—I live in New York. I’m an insurance man. Hey, I’ve got to get to a phone!”


  “We’ll get you to a phone,” Dave said in the same quiet voice. “You’re safe and there’s nothing to worry about. Why not forget about everything else?”


  “Well—it’s the damndest thing I ever heard of. I—I never did anything like this before.”


  Nor had any of them, Dave knew. Out on the lake, or in the heavens, or in the woods, the two creatures responsible for their experience were racing through the darkness—or continuing the epic of guilt and vengeance and pursuit which had begun in some untold century of the distant future.


  STAR CHILD


  First published in the December 1953-January 1954 issue of Amazing Stories.


  THE FIRST recorded contact with thinking matter from outer space came at 7:03 P.M., EDT. No one on Earth was prepared for it, of course, and the first reactions were a blend of skeptical astonishment and excitement, plus a vague but almost pleasurable sense of terror.


  Perhaps it isn’t completely accurate to say that the people of earth were unprepared; after all, they had been inundated over the years by floods of predictions and theorizings concerning the nature of the great stellar systems, and of the creatures who probably inhabited those distant galaxies.


  So, considering this, the people of earth had been conditioned to the concept that other creatures might be living useful and/or interesting lives somewhere in the space that stretched endlessly away from their own tiny planet.


  But their interest in these creatures was hardly acute. Rather it was like a boy’s awareness of the existence of whole living cultures in the microscopic world; it was remarkable to speculate about, and so forth, but these fabulous little worlds had no significance except as natural curiosities. The microscopic world, and the world of outer space were alike in this respect as far as most of the people on earth were concerned. Apply the Jamesian test-question (If the opposite were true, what difference would it make?) and one saw instantly that whether or not creatures existed in outer space made absolutely no difference at all.


  Then came the contact!


  It occurred suddenly and dramatically.


  At 7:01 P.M., EDT, every television screen in the world went dark. Those which hadn’t been turned on at the time underwent the same change; the normal gray color of the screen deepened to a shade that was nearly black. Also, all movie screens went dark. This occurred to home-projectors as well as those screens in commercial theatres.


  All radios became silent.


  All telegraph equipment ceased to operate.


  The trans-Atlantic and transpacific cables went dead.


  For one confusing moment every medium of communication in the world was out of order.


  Engineers and maintenance men moved quickly to restore proper operations, but were stumped from the outset by the fact that nothing seemed to be wrong; no fuses were blown, no lines were down, no generators had exploded. The quick tests indicated that all equipment was in normal operating shape—with the exception of course that it simply wasn’t operating.


  After about thirty seconds of this quite a lot of exasperated TV viewers tried to phone their local stations, but found that their telephones were dead. Worried telegraphers tried to get in touch with supervisors, but that wasn’t possible.


  It was very odd. Had the situation lasted longer it is probable that panic would have set in; after all, this was the Twentieth Century, and the people weren’t accustomed to having their infallible little marvels suddenly go out of whack.


  BUT before anyone became too upset, a message came over the network of frozen communication apparatus. It was given by a voice that spoke calmly from dark TV and movie screens, and which clattered over long-distance wires, over the trans-oceanic cables, and over the great steel web of Western Union.


  The message was repeated in the dozen or so major languages of Earth. Later (when normal communications were resumed) the capitols of the world compared what they had heard and, allowing for small distortions in translations, agreed that they had all heard the same message.


  And this was the message:


  The speaker, who gave no name, announced that he was speaking to earth from the star, Sirius. In a flat, unemotional voice he said that Sirius was due to explode within the next forty-eight hours. The population of Sirius (a reasonable, intelligent bunch, the people of earth were to agree) would be destroyed. There was no escape. The catastrophe was too imminent. Despite their scientific progress, despite all their knowhow and skill, they were helpless to save themselves. This, the speaker announced calmly, was a great pity. For the thinking life on Sirius had solved all of its problems millions of years ago; they had conquered disease, poverty and war. They had learned the secrets of happiness. Their communities existed in peace, plenty and contentment.


  For some time (the speaker continued) the councils of Sirius had planned to transmit their knowledge to earth. Earth could use their techniques to great advantage—obviously. However, extinction was near; there was no time for them to complete their long-contemplated plans.


  But while there was no hope for Sirius, there was still hope for earth. The scientists of Sirius, working grimly against a deadline of destruction, had completed a space ship which could transport one of them across the void to earth. But not an adult; the pressures of the trip precluded that. Therefore they were going to attempt a desperate expedient; one of their infants would be dispatched to earth. The child might survive the trip. And if it did, in a few years’ time it would be the equal, mentally, of the most intelligent man in the world. When it applied its vastly higher reasoning powers to the problems of earth a new era for mankind would be born. The child, when it came to maturity, would tell earth how to live in peace, how to solve its problems, how to conquer its diseases.


  Respect and nurture this child, the last flower of an older and better order. This was almost the conclusion of the speaker’s remarks. He added this last sentence: do these things and you will be saved.


  And that was the end of the message from the anonymous voice from Sirius.


  Reactions to this phenomenon were mingled. A good number of people were glad to have their radios and TV sets working again, and settled down with another beer to watch the fights, or listen to some high-priced comedian. No one was sure that the whole thing hadn’t been a hoax. The press associations’ put out dope stories on it right away. Qrson Welles was contacted, and said he’d had nothing to do with it. Some commentators called it a Russian trick. Pravda-called it a capitalist dodge to take people’s mind off the chicanery of their masters. Einstein had no comment. The authorities on Ellis Island admitted they wouldn’t know how to classify a child from outer Space.


  For twenty-four hours the episode got every conceivable kind of play, and then people pretty much forgot about it. After all, it was a bit like the world in the lens of a microscope—interesting but not really significant. People shrugged it off. A cab driver from Brooklyn, on a national TV show, summed up the general attitude when he said, “Look, don’t bother me with kids from Siri—ri—well, whatever you call it. I got problems of my own. The Dodgers are three games out of first place, so who cares about Sirius?”


  That was the attitude.


  Then Sirius exploded.


  That was a fact, ascertained by cameras mounted in high-power telescopes at observation points throughout the world.


  THIS development caused a marked change in most people’s reactions. Now they became uneasy. A great star had disappeared from the heavens, a familiar landmark of schoolboys and sauntering lovers had vanished for all time. The repercussions of its passing had started vast storms billions of miles out on the seas of space. And the people were fearful. They watched the stars suspiciously. Their concept of these heavenly bodies had come under drastic revision. A star was, by its nature, remote, constant, unchanging. But Sirius had exploded, after one of its inhabitants had talked to the people of earth—and that behavior was the antithesis of remote, constant, and unchanging. Supposing all the planets and all the stars should get it into their heads to behave in this whimsical manner? Earth might then be tossed about like a chip in a storm, or destroyed like a clay pigeon in a shooting gallery.


  It was a time of fear. Everyone of course remembered the content of the message from Sirius. A child from this ancient star was on its way to earth—if that anonymous voice had told the truth. And the implications in that were worrisome. Theoretically, it was difficult to become terrified by a baby, whether it was launched from Sirius, or in the more conventional manner. But people managed it, nevertheless. The child might be radioactive, it might be infested with germs that would destroy the population of earth, it might . . . it might be anything.


  Three weeks passed, during which time the governments of the world discussed the ramifications of the situation. These sessions were marked by a spirit of friendly courtesy. If some superior being was coming to earth, then this was something to be cheerful about. Even the least astute observer could see that the tensions existing between nations were growing more dangerous by the day. The question of who was in the right and who was in the wrong had become very muddled. But everyone knew that these conflicts had to be resolved immediately and peacefully. Otherwise the spark might flash and the powder keg on which the world sat would go up with a roar. And that was why the delegates to these first councils were optimistic and happy. The world needed help; that was obvious. And there was a possibility that help was on the way. That was fine.


  THEN astronomers picked up the path of a tiny object that was neither a star, a planet, a comet or an asteroid. Mathematicians checked its orbit quickly, and announced that it had passed through (or originated from) the area that had formerly been occupied by the star Sirius. And they further concluded that it would enter the atmosphere of earth in exactly sixty-four days, nine hours and thirteen minutes.


  Where would it land? This was the question everyone asked.


  The astronomers and mathematicians checked their figures carefully, re-checked them again, and announced that the object (which no One termed a space ship) would strike the earth (if it were not incinerated by passage through the atmosphere) in a mountainous, unpopulated area of the state of Nevada.


  The United Nations set up a committee to investigate and control whatever happened after the object had landed on earth. This was an obvious necessity. The committee was designated as the Sirius Authority, and was composed of a delegate from each member nation of the UN.


  The Sirius Authority convened and immediately faced the problem of having nothing to do. While TV cameras hummed and flash bulbs blazed, various delegates stood and talked in generalities. “We must reserve judgment . . .” “Full Inquiries must be initiated . . .” “The interests of the world demand . . .” These were phrases that studded every speech.


  The only excitement was furnished by a delegate from an Iron Curtain country. With a heavy-handed attempt at humor, he began by saying, “My government is not ready to accuse the United States of blowing-up Sirius. That, we agree, is one instance of destruction in which the United States has had no hand.”


  No one smiled at this, and he went on in a stronger voice, frowning now and waggling a forefinger at the assembly. “However, my government wishes me to express its concern over the fact that this inhabitant of Sirius is coming to land in the United States. We are not suspicious of the intentions of the United States, nor do we assume that it will take advantage of this coincidental development. However, we must watch all future actions in connection with this event with the greatest vigilance.”


  He sat down on this note. The delegates from Great Britain and the United States exchanged weary little smiles . . .


  No one on earth, with the possible exception of some remote African tribesmen, slept for three days before the arrival of the ship from Sirius.


  The army had cleared everybody out of the area in which it was expected to land. Those persons who had business there were screened and installed in barracks which had been erected along the police lines. This was a formidable group, consisting of newspapermen, scientists, demolition experts, doctors, mechanics, guided missile specialists, army, navy and marine observers, plus the full membership of the Sirius Authority. Feeding and barracking them became a minor problem in logistics.


  THE ATMOSPHERE was tense and vaguely apprehensive. Conversations were carried on in lowered voices, and few people were smiling. Everyone watched the skies.


  However, the actual arrival of the ship was somewhat undramatic. It came into sight exactly nine minutes before the mathematicians had predicted it would land. It was large, cigar-shaped and gleamed in the sunlight. Three minutes after it was first seen, the forward section of the ship disappeared. There was no explosion or blast. The nose just melted away. This caused a stir of alarm. It was thought that the intense heat generated by the passage through the earth’s atmosphere might reduce the ship to a cinder. But nothing of the sort happened. The tail-structure of the ship melted away also, and what was left—a gleaming cylinder about sixty-feet long—settled gently out of sight beyond a range of low hills.


  Mechanized columns set out after it immediately. Geiger counters were in use, and several companies of tanks fanned out to converge in a pincer movement on the invisible ship. Planes roared overhead and reported by radio that the gleaming cylinder had come to rest on an easily accessible ledge.


  The first elements reached it within half an hour. For a few moments they hesitated, staring at the ship which looked like a giant aluminum cigar. Their voices died away, and a soft heavy silence settled over the scene. Someone with a sense of history might have made an immortal statement then, but the general in charge was a man of action.


  “Let’s go, men,” he said quietly.


  The group approached the ship, and saw then that its hull was dotted with plaques on which were printed lists of precise directions. These directions related to a control panel in the nose of the ship. “Turn this rheostat so many degrees. . . move this lever to such-and-such a position . . .”


  A child could have followed the orders.


  But nothing was done precipitately. Scientists inspected the ship from all angles for an hour or so and then, having learned very little, recommended that the directions on the plaques be followed.


  This was done promptly. And when the final instruction had been obeyed a section of the top of the ship slid back, revealing a glass panel. The general, using a ladder, clambered up and peered through the glass.


  Then he yelled, “Hey, there’s a kid in here!” in a voice that was, for no good reason, both surprised and indignant . . .


  The next steps were blanketed in security measures. Newspapermen were herded away at rifle-point, and a team of doctors removed the child from the ship. (It had been packed in a jelly-like substance, which apparently had begun to dissolve when the cylinder was opened.) By ambulance the child was taken to a waiting plane, and then flown to an hospital in Manhattan. An entire floor had been set aside for the child, and the dozens of important people who had been appointed to assay the significance of its arrival and existence on earth.


  Press, radio and TV was barred from this floor, while a number of brilliant medical specialists examined the visitor from space.


  The world’s eyes and ears and hearts strained toward that vast building in Manhattan. Crowds surged along the streets that bordered it, laughing, shouting, speculating. Their mood was nearly riotous, and mounted police were on hand to prevent them from assaulting the entrance to the hospital.


  Two hours later a bulletin was issued.


  The child was male, and seemed to have suffered no ill effects from its long journey.


  That was all, but it was enough!


  A cheer roared up from the crowds around the hospital, a cheer that was echoed throughout the world.


  EVERYONE felt wonderful. The news was exciting; it broke the humdrum routine of living; and, in some curious way, it brought hope to the hearts of men.


  Dr. Mark MacNeill could hardly believe it when his chief, Dr. Masterson, told him that he had been appointed as one of the physicians to the child from Sirius. It was the kind of luck you didn’t even bother dreaming about. Too good, too miraculous, you thought, and pushed even the ghost of it from your head. But it had happened—amazingly, it had happened.


  The two men were in Dr. Masterson’s office at the time, which was three days after the arrival of the baby from space.


  “Don’t thank me yet,” Dr. Masterson said with a little smile.


  “I couldn’t begin to thank you enough,” Mark said.


  “Well, we’ll see,” Dr. Masterson said. He ran a hand through his white hair, and looked out at the shining bend of the East river. And now he wasn’t smiling. “You’ll be working with a lot of temperamental big-shots from all over the world,” he said. “That won’t be fun. And there’ll be the politicians, newspapermen, things like that.” He shook his head. “Don’t thank me yet.”


  “But I’m a doctor,” Mark said. “Politics and the press don’t concern me.”


  “I don’t know,” Dr. Masterson said slowly. “This is a very significant development. Anybody close to that child is going to become a world-famous figure. You understand that, don’t you?”


  “I hadn’t thought of it, sir.”


  Dr. Masterson smiled. “Frankly, that’s why I picked you. Because I knew you would give me that answer. Now go on up to work. They’re expecting you.” He shook his head, grinning now. “I’m the chief here, but I probably won’t see that kid for another ten years. Maybe you’re lucky at that. We’ll see.’”


  The two men shook hands.


  Three hours later, after he had filled out innumerable forms and talked with representatives from a half-dozen different agencies, Mark was allowed to enter the large, antiseptically clean chamber in which the child from Sirius had been installed. The boy had been given a name by this time, not by any official blessing, but by the newspapers. There had been a dozen attempts to dub him in advance: the Comet kid, the Space Stray, the Void Orphan, Star Baby—all of these had been tried out by eager headline writers. But the name that stuck was one which had a touch of whimsical splendor about it—Little Star. This caught the people’s fancy. It acknowledged the almost terrifying fact of his origin, but the diminutive adjective reduced the concept to something that could be assimilated by human minds.


  And so he was known as Little Star.


  There were a dozen men in the room when Mark entered, scientists, doctors and statesmen, all crowded about the conventional play-pen in which Little Star was sitting.


  Mark moved to a point where he could see the boy. He was conscious of the quickened beat of his heart, and of another sensation or feeling which he couldn’t define.


  Little Star was holding a red rubber ball in his hand when Mark saw him for the first time. He was about the size of a two-year-old earth child, with thin arms and legs and an alert, curious face. His coloring was a beautiful shade of brown, almost like that of milk chocolate. There was no obvious dissimilarity between him and hundreds of earth babies Mark had examined, except that his fingers were so slim as to be almost non-functional. He seemed neither happy nor sad at the moment as he stared gravely at the red rubber ball in his tiny hand.


  Mark came a bit closer and Little Star looked directly at him, and said, “Hello.”


  “Hello,” Mark said awkwardly. His throat felt very dry. He sat down cross-legged on the floor beside the play-pen. No one had told him that the boy spoke English, or any language for that matter, and the fact that he did had jarred him.


  “I learned from listening,” Little Star said. He put the ball down and came nearer the bars, studying Mark with his lively brown eyes.


  “I see,” Mark said. “That was clever. My name is Mark. I’m a doctor.”


  “Is there something the matter with me?”


  “No, you look very healthy,” Mark said. The boy’s tone had been grave, but Mark had a curious feeling that he was being teased. “But I will take care of you if you need any kind of help,” he said. “And I hope we will be friends.”


  “That is a possibility,” Little Star said.


  The answer might have been explicit or impudent, Mark couldn’t tell. “Is there anything I can do for you now?” he asked.


  “No, thank you. But don’t be afraid, Mark,” Little Star said.


  Mark looked sharply at the child. He opened his mouth to deny that he was afraid, but closed it without saying anything. How had the boy known of his fear? That had been his feeling when he entered the room, he realized. But why? Of what was he afraid?


  He was almost tempted to ask Little Star these questions. But a greater fear kept him silent. And the greater fear was that Little Star would tell him why he was afraid . . .


  THAT was his first meeting with the boy. In the following year Mark saw him every day and they became friends. Mark learned much about the boy, but-he knew that Little Star was learning much more about him. This same thing happened to everyone who came in contact with the child. It didn’t bother Mark a bit, since he was a humble man who revered knowledge and felt indebted to those who could lead him to an understanding of all that he didn’t know. But certain eminent persons, were occasionally nettled by the boy’s habit of turning their questions about so that they exposed areas of ignorance rather than of knowledge. Little Star was never cute or pretentious in these instances; but it was disconcerting, in any case, for a Nobel Prize winner to be caught short in his specialty by a little child twenty-four inches high.


  However, even those whose vanity was offended had to concede that the little boy possessed a marvelous intellect. They put test problems to him and he solved them with only a pencil and paper, destroying hitherto insurmountable obstacles as fast as his thin little fingers could write down the equations. All of this happened during the ten-day-wonder stage when Little Star was more notorious than famous. He was a Ripley item, a freak, something so out of the ordinary that he bewildered rather than impressed the world. This stage gave way to another, of course, when his practical values were realized.


  There was no point, the Sirius Authority concluded, to use the boy’s mental attainments to answer riddles or to solve test problems. Therefore, the delegates were invited to submit those problems most worrisome to their respective nations, and these in turn would be handed over to


  Little Star for examination and, it was hoped, solution.


  This was immediately done. China wanted something done about soil conservation, India and Egypt were for weather control to bring water to their millions of parched acres, Russia wanted the horizons of atomic research extended, Great Britain hoped for a method to decrease the size of factories. So it went. Each nation had a pressing need for new techniques and new ideas that would help its people live more abundantly and happily. In fact, every industry from steel to shipping had a little job they wished Little Star would get to work on. And the same was true of medicine, architecture, printing, law, farming—the list seemed endless.


  A BATTLE started instantly on priorities. The Sirius Authority was in round-the-clock session trying to muster a majority of votes behind any given proposal. But this seemed hopeless. For the distressing fact appeared that one nation’s gain could be another’s loss. Horse-trading on an international scale went on for weeks before a coalition got behind one proposal—techniques for weather control—and pushed it through the council.


  Then it was given to Little Star, and in two days he gave scientists an overall program to solve the problem. He created a new science and a new nomenclature in doing this, and it took him twice as long to explain them as it had taken him to complete his theories. Even then the scientists were still in the dark; but they took his word on faith and pushed his ideas into practice.


  And they worked, of course.


  This first success generated an enormous spirit of optimism throughout the world. Nothing seemed impossible now, nothing too far-fetched. All of mankind’s dreams could be realized at last, not five-hundred years in the future, but now, in the blessed now.


  There was a cry for speed!


  The conquest of disease, poverty, war—this was on the horizon but there was a desperate fear that the victory might not come in time. People wanted their dreams realized now, tomorrow at the latest, for the thought of dying before the millennium arrived was unbearable.


  And Little Star did his best.


  The Sirius Authority provided him with a laboratory, assistants and the finest of equipment, and asked only in return that he solve the world’s problems right away.


  LITTLE STAR worked long hours at his desk, scribbling out equations that were forged into lances to thrust at the heart of man’s deadliest enemies.


  Mark worried about his health, but the boy showed no ill effects from his heavy burdens. One night, after an unusually strenuous day, Mark stopped in and found him at a window, looking-down at the boats steaming slowly up the East river. It was a beautiful scene that stretched out before them; the river, the stars, the graceful steel tracery of the bridges, were composed in graceful, lovely patterns.


  “Would you like to go for a boat ride sometime?” Mark asked him.


  “I’m quite happy,” Little Star said, smiling.


  “That isn’t what I asked.”


  “Yes it was,” Little Star said.


  “And you’re sure you’re happy?”


  “Yes, so long as I am useful,” Little Star said.


  Mark was to remember this later.


  But for all his work, Little Star had another side to him. He had a lively sense of humor and loved to play tricks on his nurses. There was nothing malicious in his pranks, but he nearly drove them to distraction by predicting with staggering accuracy what would happen in their love affairs. One young woman in particular, a slim and pretty blonde named Miss Nelson, usually began blushing if he so much as asked her (in his innocent manner) if she’d had a good time the night before. Then, if she let her guard down, he would tell her exactly what would happen on her next date with whatever young man she was interested in at the moment.


  “You will have a little quarrel over a box of popcorn, and he will kiss you ten minutes later,” he might say, nodding his head solemnly.


  And that, inevitably, would happen.


  Once Mark asked him how he did this, and Little Star smiled and said, “I just guess, that’s all.”


  “No, seriously.”


  “I examine the possibilities,” Little Star said. “My advantage is that I can examine a great number of them in a very short time.”


  “That doesn’t tell me much.”


  “Well, think a moment. Something must happen, isn’t that evident? And there are only a certain number of things which can happen. If you look at everything that could happen, you’ll see that one of them has what you might call a probability edge.”


  “BUT millions of things might happen,” Mark said.


  “Or billions,” Little Star said. “The trick is to examine them all, and not take too much time about it.” Then he looked up at Mark smiling, and said, “No, I don’t think you’re a monkey.”


  “How did you know I was thinking that?”


  “I’ve told you,” Little Star said. “It was a probability, and the best one. You were thinking of us, and trying to decide on an analogy to represent our relationship. You thought of me as an intelligent little earth boy, and yourself as a monkey. Now, if we were both in a cage, and could communicate, the boy could astound the monkey with his predictions. Supposing the door of the cage were ajar. The boy might say to the monkey, ‘Today you will eat a banana from that tree outside.’ This would baffle the monkey. But all the boy saw was the probability that the monkey would discover the open door, go outside and eat a banana.”


  “Well, that’s what I was thinking,” Mark said, grinning slightly. “But I’ve thought the same thing about the scientists you work with.”


  “Yes, I see more possibilities than they do,” Little Star said simply.


  “Okay, I see a particular one staring me right in the face now, and you’d better see it too,” Mark said, standing.


  Little Star grinned. “Unless I get to bed this minute . . .”


  “That’s it.”


  “All right,” the child said, climbing onto his bed. “But would it interest you to know that the girl you marry will want—”


  “No, it wouldn’t!” Mark said hastily. “Get to sleep now.”


  He walked away from the boy’s room, shaking his head. It wasn’t until a few moments later that he began to laugh.


  IN the months that followed Mark devoted himself completely to the job of preparing a clinical report on the boy’s physical reactions. Because of this involvement which shut him off from his normal interests, he was unprepared for an incident which occurred during one of the infrequent occasions when he was dining out with friends.


  The conversation had turned to Little Star and one of the group—a man Mark had long respected—said bitterly, “It would have been better if we’d tossed him into the ocean when he came here.”


  “What in hell do you mean by that?” Mark said angrily.


  “Well, he’s dangerous, that’s what I mean.”


  “I can’t believe you’re serious.”


  The man hesitated, then shrugged. “Well, you’ve been exposed to him for quite a while, of course.”


  “What difference does that make?”


  “You don’t see the situation clearly, perhaps. But I’d advise you to look around you and read the newspapers. That might give you a fresh perspective.”


  Mark tried to forget the incident, but it clung to him like some harbinger of disaster. And he was appalled to discover—in papers, magazines and TV—a swiftly burgeoning reaction against Little Star.


  There were no explicit charges. However, it was apparent that two forces were at work: the first were those interests who had been hurt by the child’s teachings, and the second was the vast amorphous masses of everyday people who feared him because he was different from them, because he was strange and unknown.


  THE FIRST group, the interests, were almost pathetic, Mark thought. They had asked, no, begged for help, and now they complained because they had got it. Their reactions was highly human and understandable. The labor unions wanted shorter hours—but they wondered fearfully if these technical improvements might put them out of work altogether. The steel companies wanted faster means to produce their product—but they didn’t want a product so cheap and functional that it would sell for next to nothing and last forever. Even the doctors were apprehensive. Certainly they desired the conquest of disease—they had fought to this end for centuries—but if it were wiped out overnight, wouldn’t it wipe them out too? And the hospitals, nurses, laboratories—what would happen to them?


  And nations found the future frightening too. It was one thing to be given something for themselves, but national policy demanded that they look skeptically at similar boons to other nations.


  India was growing more wheat now than ever before in her history, and the time would come when she would move her surpluses onto the world market—and what a mess that would be, said the traditional sellers of wheat. And Russia was performing miracles in the development of atomic equipment—but was it all for peaceful ends? Great Britain, for one, flatly doubted it. German shipping was spreading all over the world, and no one liked that but the Germans.


  And the people, sensing the fear of their leaders, became fearful too.


  The London Times took a cautious view of these recent discoveries of Little Star. “The happiest progress is that characterized by stateliness and dignity,” it intoned. “But can this pell-mell flight on which we are presently borne take us anywhere?”


  No one seemed to know!


  And meanwhile, unaware of the fuss, or perhaps indifferent to it, Little Star continued to push back the frontiers of knowledge. He attacked the problems of old age, he provided answers to the riddles inherent in telepathy and intuition, he designed Rocket.


  Finally, the Sirius Authority was called into special session to decide how they might control this flood of blessings. The debate raged for days. Russia had a charming suggestion, which was that Little Star be turned over to their custody.


  “We will distribute his inventions according to the policies of the People’s Republic,” their delegate announced. “Who can question the fairness of this?”


  Quite a few delegates did, and made themselves clear at the tops of their lungs.


  Finally a decision was reached. It was attacked violently by many scientists and teachers, but the Sirius Authority stuck to its guns.


  The decision stood.


  And the decision was that Little Star would no longer be allowed to continue his experiments. His laboratory would be dismantled, his assistants discharged, and security measures established to prevent his disseminating any information to anyone.


  It wasn’t solitary confinement they advocated, but it wasn’t far from it.


  And the world breathed easier!


  Mark saw the boy on only two occasions after the verdict was issued. The first time was two weeks after he had been moved out of his laboratory and transferred to a small, comfortable room which was guarded twenty-four hours a day.


  Mark found the boy at the window looking down at the river. They stood together a moment and then the child looked up at him and smiled faintly. “No, I’m not happy,” he said.


  “I know that,” Mark said.


  Little Star sighed gently. “Why didn’t they use the things I gave them?” he said.


  Mark was silent.


  “Perhaps it isn’t time yet,” Little Star said.


  “I hope that’s it,” Mark said.


  And then he left the boy standing in the dark room staring down on the river.


  A MONTH after this he saw a headline which attracted his attention. It read, SIRIUS AUTHORITY RE-CONVENES! He bought the paper and turned into a restaurant for dinner. But the story under the headline destroyed his appetite. It seemed that the world was still far from normal. Locking up Little Star hadn’t turned the trick. But the conclusions drawn from this brought a cold lump of fear to Mark’s stomach. And he knew then that this was what he had feared the first time he had entered the boy’s presence. Now there was a powerful movement underway to have Little Star done away with. It wasn’t his ideas, the leaders of this movement said, it was his person—alien, evil and monstrous—that must be destroyed. This was a lunatic group, true enough, led by hysterics, idiots, and plain damn fools. But the sentiment might grow. Here was an ideal target to shoot at, to blame for all ills, international or personal. Here was a perfect victim.


  Mark pushed his food away and walked out of the restaurant. The night was dark and starless, and the feel of winter was there.


  A nurse said hello to him, and stopped a second to talk.


  “Get that one,” she said, nodding to a young Puerto Rican girl who sat alone on a bench, her flat, unintelligent face softened by despair. The girl was about twenty, with warm, melting brown eyes. She was neatly but poorly dressed, and she raised her head hopefully each time the double doors leading to the wards swung open or shut.


  “What’s she waiting for?” Mark asked, his eyes on the girl.


  “She brought her son in about two weeks ago,” the nurse said. “He’d been hit by a car, fractured his leg. Well, there were complications and he died. But we can’t sell her that. She’s a little out of her head, if you ask me. She keeps coming back for her kid. She brought him here, and she’s going to wait until he shows up.”


  “I see,” Mark said slowly, “And her son’s been buried?”


  “Sure. Excuse me, I’ve got to rush. See you.”


  Mark hesitated a moment or so, thinking of nothing at all. Or rather he wasn’t conscious of thinking. Then he went to the girl and touched her shoulder. “Please come with me,” he said.


  “You ’ave my boy?” she said, looking up at him with animal hope in her eyes.


  “Please come with me,” he said.


  She rose and accompanied him and he led her through the building to a side exit.


  “Wait here, please,” he said.


  Mark took the self-service elevator up to Little Star’s floor. The child was standing in the middle of his room, facing the door, when Mark came in.


  “I am ready,” he said softly.


  “The guard,” Mark said.


  “I sent him away,” Little Star said. “I told him that I was ill and he had gone for the doctor.”


  “All right, let’s go.”


  They went downstairs in the elevator and joined the Puerto Rican girl. She began to sob and reached for Little Star, but Mark led them outside into the darkness. Then she picked the boy up and hugged him fiercely.


  “You go home now,” Mark told her.


  “Yes, I go. I ’ave my son.”


  “Goodby, Little Star.”


  “Goodbye.”


  He stared after them, straining his eyes until they were at last surrounded by darkness, and then he turned and walked away.


  I LOVE LUCIFER


  First published in the December 1953-January 1954 issue of Amazing Stories.


  Her parents must have been kidding. Who ever heard of naming a sweet, beautiful little girl Lucifer? If she had been some nauseous brat right out of the Brimstone Heights section of Hell, you could understand it. But actually she was just the opposite and as smart as you could want.


  Maybe that was her trouble . . .


  “HI,” said the little girl.


  She was about four-feet tall, with silky blonde hair and big blue eyes. Her face was very pretty, grave and delicate at once, and her clothes had been chosen by someone who had known how to flatter her fragile beauty. She wore a pale blue dress, starched and immaculate, with a full skirt that flared out over a white ruffled petticoat. There was a black bow in her hair that neatly matched her tiny, black patent-leather pumps, and her short white socks were almost as white as her childishly slim legs.


  “Well, well,” the old man said putting down his newspaper and looking at her with a surprised smile. He had been sitting in the sun, surrounded by space and silence, his chair tilted back against the wall of a small, stoutly-constructed house. Before him spread the fantastic beauty of a space-ship dump—dozens of acres of tall gleaming ships, moored here permanently, their slim noses pointing upward to the great reaches of space they would never know again.


  “Say, where’d you come from?” he asked, shifting around in his chair to face her. His name was John Logan and he had been the caretaker of this space-ship cemetery for twenty-six years; and this was the first time he had entertained such an improbable visitor.


  “I came from the city,” the little girl said in a sweet low voice.


  The city was five miles away, old John knew. “I’ll be darned,” he said, chuckling. “Did you walk?”


  She looked away from him and sighed. “Well, yes,” she said patiently, in the voice children use to relegate adult teasing to its proper low status.


  “Your Mommy’s going to be worried about you,” old John said, a trifle concerned.


  “I suppose,” she said, facing it practically. “But I wanted to come so I came. I’ll be back in time for dinner if I don’t stay too long.”


  “Well, you’re mighty welcome,” old John said. “It’s just that I don’t want your folks worrying.”


  “Oh, well,” she said matter-of-factly, dismissing the idea. “Can I play here?”


  “Sure,” old John said. “Johnny!” he called. “Come out here. We got a pretty little visitor.”


  THE DOOR of the house opened and a sturdy, apple-cheeked boy appeared. He was about five, with taffy-colored hair which needed cutting, and a span of freckles running from one cheekbone across a snub nose. His eyes were full of shy wonder as he stared at the small, fragile girl.


  “This here’s Johnny,” old John said to the girl. “He don’t see many people so he’s apt to be bashful with you for a while. What’s your name?”


  “Lucifer,” she said.


  Old John grinned. “That ain’t no name for a pretty little girl.”


  “Well, it’s my name anyway.”


  “I ain’t quarrelling with you about it,” old John said. “But what’s your other name. I mean the one you’re Mommy and Daddy call you by.”


  “Lucifer,” she told him patiently.


  His shrewd gambit having failed, old John gave up. “All right, Lucifer it is,” he said.


  The little girl took a red rubber ball from her pocket and began bouncing it on the ground. “Come on, let’s play,” she said to Johnny.


  But Johnny pressed closer to old John’s leg and stared at her in silence. His fat little fingers twitched with excitement as he watched her bounce the ball up and down, but his expression was confused and shy.


  “I told you he don’t see many people,” old John said apologetically.


  This was true, of course, and it was a great source of worry to the old man. He was Johnny’s grandfather; both the boys’ parents were dead, and it was his task to raise him. And he wasn’t doing a very good job, he knew. He dressed him and fed him and saw to it that he got his rest, but his work kept him out here at the cemetery seven days a week and he couldn’t provide much companionship for the little boy. Not that he didn’t try; but no adult can play satisfactorily with children. The child soon realizes that an adult on his knees playing with blocks and toy soldiers is no substitute for the real thing, which is a real child.


  “He’ll get used to you after a while,” said old John hopefully.


  “Sure he will,” the little girl said, and went on bouncing her red rubber ball. “It’s just because he’s so young.”


  Johnny looked at her for a moment and then sat down and with elaborate indifference began drawing a circle on the ground with a twig. “I’m not young,” he said earnestly to a crawling ant.


  The little girl played around on the concrete platform that stretched along in front of old John’s house and the small storage building which adjoined it. Once she ventured twenty or thirty yards away and stared at the hulls of the great ships which were moored in orderly rows about a city block from old John’s house. But she soon returned to continue her games in the more immediate vicinity of old John and his grandson. Finally, as the sun began to settle in the sky, she said regretfully, “Well, I’d better be starting home. May I come here and play tomorrow?”


  “Of course, but I don’t want your folks worrying about you.”


  “Well, I’ll come then.” She marched over to Johnny and handed him the red ball. “You can play with this, if you like.”


  Johnny took it shyly from her and followed her with his eyes as she marched out the gate and started across the field. On his earnest, pudgy face was an expression of pure adoration.


  SHE CAME to play at the spaceship cemetery every afternoon that week, and by the third day Johnny was following her about like a puppy. He had never been so happy; after lunch he stood at the gate waiting for her to appear at the top of the hill, fidgeting with impatience. A dozen times a minute he would pester his grandfather with questions. “Is she coming?” “Really coming?” “Will she always come to play with us?” “How soon will she be here?”


  “Can’t she live with us?”


  And when she appeared, marching down the hill, a tiny, perfect figure against the sky, he would race to meet her, whooping and hollering with joy.


  She had a wonderful, imaginative way with him. She taught him an intricate version of hopscotch, which they played in the long shadows of the great ships. He was clumsy as a young puppy in his attempts to hop from square to square in the approved sequence, while she was as surefooted and gracious as a deer. But she never teased him or made fun of him; when he lost his balance or tripped, she would say kindly, “Well, you almost made it, Johnny. You’re getting better all the time.”


  And she told him endless stories and built toy cities for him and made him a pirate’s hat from a handkerchief and the black ribbon from her hair.


  Eventually they began cautiously exploring the avenues formed by the rows of silent, gleaming ships.


  Old John was a bit apprehensive about this and gave them a stern warning about penetrating too far into the maze of derelict space craft. The little girl assured him solemnly that they would be most careful, but once out of his sight she airily ignored his injunctions. She had a knack of direction and could make half-a-dozen turns and remember each one when she started back. Little Johnny never knew where he was once he lost sight of the house. He trotted happily beside her, listening to her stories, staring at the big ships, as carefree as a wandering bird.


  The little girl had an orderly process of investigation. She roamed the great stretch of ground from left to right, going in deeper each day.


  “We must see it all,” she told Johnny firmly.


  “But it’s all alike,” he said, not caring one way or the other as long as they were together.


  “But you can’t be sure it’s all alike until you’ve seen it all,” she insisted.


  “Really?” Johnny said, awed by this logic.


  They walked hand-in-hand through the wide empty lanes between the hulls of the giant ships, chatting in their piping, children’s voices, occasionally halting to stare upward at the slender noses that pierced the sky hundreds of feet above their heads.


  FINALLY, after two weeks of exploration, they reached the back of the huge yard, which was the farthest point from the house. It was quiet there, and the light was blocked off by the shadows of the towering ships.


  “Well, I guess we’d better go back,” she said.


  “All right,” Johnny said. “Let’s go home and play bridge and trains.”


  “That’s what we’ll do,” she said. Then she cried, “Oh look,” and pointed to an object on the ground.


  “What?” he said.


  “There, right there!” She squatted down and picked up a shred of tobacco in her tiny fingers. Johnny squatted beside her and looked at it with round, solemn eyes. He saw no significance in this half-inch of tobacco but he was interested in anything which interested Lucifer.


  “That’s what Grampa smokes,” he said wisely.


  “But he never comes back here, does he?”


  “No, he doesn’t.”


  The little girl wriggled her shoulders with excitement. “That means someone else was here,” she said.


  Johnny wriggled his shoulders, too, excited because she was. “Yeah,” he said. “Somebody else was here.”


  “Who could it be?” she cried happily. “We must find them, Johnny.”


  Johnny looked around and saw no one. “How can we find them?”


  “We’ll search until we do,” she said, in the same high, excited voice. “And we’ll tell your Grampa and make him help us. Oh, it will be such fun.”


  “Such fun,” Johnny repeated the words, laughing.


  Above their heads a lock clicked and the sound of it cracked through the shadowed silence. They looked up and saw a door swing open on the ramp of one of the ships. A man in a leather jacket stepped out on the platform and smiled down at them. “Hello, kids,” he said. “Did you get lost?”


  “No, we aren’t lost,” the little girl said. “We were just going home when we found some tobacco.”


  The man laughed. “You’ve got sharp eyes, haven’t you? But don’t go yet. I’m coming down.” He pulled a small lever on the hull of the ship and a ladder emerged from the base of the platform and sank swiftly to the ground. They stared without fear as he descended the ladder. He was a big man, with black hair and a black smudge of whiskers along his heavy jawline, and alert, dancing eyes. They didn’t fear him because they were the end products of a society which had almost completely eliminated evil. Wars, murders, cruelty—these things were unknown to them; the few unregenerates who still lusted for violence were detected by solar police and quarantined on distant asteroids. For this reason the little boy and the little girl watched the man without anxiety as he approached and sank down on his haunches beside them. People were good, they knew. The bad people were sent away and never bothered anybody. Therefore this man must be good; otherwise he would not be free.


  “What were you looking for down here?” he asked them.


  “We were exploring,” the little girl said. “We didn’t think we’d find any people though. It’s very exciting, isn’t it?”


  “I suppose it is,” the man said. “My name is Dan, by the way.”


  “We’re pleased to meet you, Dan,” she said gravely.


  The man studied their small, alert faces for a few seconds, smiling thoughtfully. “I heard you mention Grampa. Who would that be?”


  “That’s Johnny’s grandfather.”


  “The caretaker?”


  “That’s right. I think we must be going,” she said. “It was fun talking to you. But he’ll be worried about us.”


  “Wait just a second,” Dan said, rubbing a hand along his dark jaw-line. The smile on his lips was strained and hard. “I want to tell you a secret.”


  “I love secrets,” the little girl said, her eyes dancing.


  “I love secrets too,” Johnny said laughing.


  “Well, okay. You’re the only two people in the whole world who know that I’m here. That’s a big secret, isn’t it?”


  “It sure is,” she said.


  “Now you must keep the secret,” he said. “You can’t tell anyone you saw me, understand?”


  “Why not?” she asked him gravely.


  “Because then it wouldn’t be a secret anymore,” he said. “Do you see?”


  “Well, in a way,” the little girl said, tilting her head to one side and frowning. “But it isn’t an important secret, I don’t think.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said, speaking in a low impressive voice. “It’s terribly important. If anyone knew I was here it would cause the greatest trouble you can imagine.”


  “What trouble?”


  “That’s one thing I can’t tell you. But I will someday, if you promise me now not to tell anyone you saw me. Will you promise?”


  The little girl looked undecided and the man watched her with narrowed eyes. Then she said, “All right, I promise.”


  “Me too,” said Johnny.


  “Good, fine,” the man said, letting out his breath slowly.


  “Can we come to see you again?” she asked him.


  “Yes, if you don’t tell anyone about me,” he said. “Not even his Grampa.”


  “We won’t,” she said. “We promise. Come on now, Johnny, we must go. Goodby, Dan.”


  “Goodby, kids.”


  “Goodby, Dan,” Johnny yelled and ran after the little girl.


  DAN watched them skipping off, tiny, unreal figures in the shadows thrown by the great hulls, and then he rubbed his jaw again and ascended the ladder to the platform where he had first appeared. When he looked down they had vanished from his sight; there was nothing below him but the silence and the wide empty streets.


  Dan opened the hatchway and walked into the lighted interior of the vast ship. He walked down a bright companionway and turned into a room whose metal walls were covered with dials and control panels. A man sat there behind a desk working on a graph with a sextant. He was small, neatly built, with thick, graying hair and a lined, unrevealing face. The only expression was in his restless, irritable eyes.


  “Well,” he said, without looking up. “Where’ve you been? Outside?”


  “Yeah, outside,” Dan said, seating himself and facing the smaller man across the desk. “Taking my evening constitutional, Willie.”


  The man called Willie looked up sharply then, his eyes hot and angry. “You know that’s against orders, don’t you?”


  “Sure, sure,” Dan said easily. “But listen a minute. I heard voices outside and I took a look. We had some visitors.”


  Willie jumped to his feet so quickly that his chair fell over backward with a crash. “Who were they? Did they see you?” he demanded.


  “Sure, I talked with them,” Dan said, smiling. “Now calm down. They were a pair of kids. The caretaker’s grandson and a funny, dressed-up little girl.”


  “And you let them get away?”


  “Be sensible. If we held them the place would be crawling with people looking for them. So I made them promise me they wouldn’t tell anyone about meeting me.”


  “You took a big chance on our lives.”


  “Don’t worry. Relax. Those kids are going to solve our problem.”


  THE LITTLE girl and Johnny stopped at the base of a ship almost within sight of the house. That is, she stopped and Johnny followed suit automatically. She looked gravely at him and said, “You understand that we aren’t going to tell, don’t you?”


  “Sure,” he said.


  “Even if someone asks us?” Johnny looked up at her, his round, pink-cheeked face settling into a frown. “But, we’d have to tell if we’re asked. We can’t lie.”


  “It isn’t lying,” she said firmly. “It’s just not telling the truth.”


  “There’s no difference,” he said stubbornly. He looked very unhappy; disagreeing with her on any point made him feel sad. But he knew lying was bad. Just as bad as stealing or cheating.


  “If you tell, I’ll never play with you again,” she said, staring intently at him with her bold blue eyes. “Do you understand? I’ll take my red ball home with me tonight, and I’ll never, never come back.”


  Johnny began to cry. “Don’t say that,” he pleaded with her. “I won’t tell, honest. Say you’ll come back tomorrow, please.”


  “All right,” she said, relenting. “Dry your eyes. I’ll come and play with you as long as you don’t tell.”


  “I’ll never tell,” he said, his breath catching unevenly.


  THEY RESUMED their customary routine the following afternoon, playing with the ball, hopping about the hop-scotch squares, running with shrieks through the cool, pleasant sunlight.


  They didn’t go exploring among the ships, however.


  Everything went on as usual for a few days, and then came an interruption. A small airplane settled down at the front gate and a neatly-dressed young man climbed and strolled over to say hello to John Logan. He had pleasant, sun-tanned features, and an air of casual good humor about him; but his steady brown eyes were unusually sharp and observant.


  He opened a wallet and showed old John his credentials from the Inter-Planetary Service. Old John started to climb to his feet but the young man said, “Don’t bother,” with a quick little smile. “It’s too hot to do much but keep comfortable. How’s everything? About as usual?”


  “Yes, about as usual,” old John said.


  “Any strangers around?”


  “No, haven’t seen any.”


  “I wouldn’t imagine they’d come here,” the young man said absently, speaking to himself and not old John. “They’ll try for a base where the ships are modern and still armed.”


  “What’s that?” old John asked him.


  “Nothing,” the young man smiled.


  Just then the little girl and Johnny came running around the corner, squealing with excitement.


  “Well, well,” the young man said, grinning after them. “‘Whose are those?”


  “The boy is my grandson, and the little girl comes over to play with him,” old John said.


  “I see,” the young man said, smiling thoughtfully. “Where does she come from?”


  “The city. Says she walks. I expect her father drops her from his plane just over the field.”


  “I think I’ll join their game,” the young man said. “Nothing like playing with kids to keep you young. Go on with your paper; I can find them.”


  The young man strolled around in back of the warehouse that adjoined old John’s house, where his ears had told him the kids were playing. They were seated on the ground, making pictures from leaves, bits of paper and twigs.


  “Well, well, a pair of artists,” he said, studying their work with his friendly, observant eyes.


  “This is a picture of the man,” Johnny said.


  “Very handsome. What man?”


  “The man in—” Johnny stopped and stared solemnly at his shoes. “Any old man,” he said.


  The young man didn’t appear to notice the break in Johnny’s reply. He smiled at the little girl who was watching him gravely. “It must be fun playing around here,” he said.


  “That’s why we do it,” she said logically.


  HE LAUGHED and sat down on the ground. “Grown-ups talk pretty foolishly, don’t they?”


  “Sometimes,” she said, turning away shyly.


  “Tell me this: have you ever played among the ships?”


  “Oh yes, we go all over the yard,” she said. “That’s fun.”


  “Have you ever seen anyone fooling around out there?”


  “No.”


  He looked at Johnny, smiling quizzically. “How about you?”


  “How about me what?” Johnny asked him, puzzled.


  “Have you ever seen anyone when you were playing among the ships?”


  Johnny looked down at his shoes, his lip beginning to tremble. “You heard her,” he said. “She said she didn’t see nobody.”


  “I’m asking you now,” the young man said gently. “But don’t answer right away. I want to tell you first why I’m here. Now both of you know what happens to bad people, don’t you? They’re put away on asteroids and kept there until we think it’s safe for them to return. We try to help them all we can, but there are some who won’t be helped. They’re very bad men, cruel, violent, and evil, with no respect for other people. They will steal and kill if we let them out, so we don’t let them out. But once in a great while these men are cunning enough to get away. That’s very serious, of course, and each planet cooperates in finding them and putting them away once again. Do you understand me?”


  The little girl nodded, watching him intently, and Johnny nodded too.


  “Good,” he said. “Well, two men have got away and I’m trying to find them. Not only I, but dozens of agents from all the other planets have joined in the search. These two men are very dangerous and if we don’t find them they’ll hurt someone. We think they are on Earth, and we know their intention is to get away from Earth and establish themselves on some remote asteroid or planetoid. They need a space ship, naturally and that’s why we’re investigating all these old yards. They just might try to equip an obsolete ship and make an escape in it.” He paused, studying Johnny’s unhappy little face. “Now do you understand how serious this is?”


  Johnny nodded sullenly.


  “Well, have you seen anyone in the yards? If you have, you must tell me. The man you saw might be one of these very bad men, and we must find them before they do a lot of damage. Did you see anyone, Johnny?”


  Johnny looked away from him, fighting back tears. The little girl bounced her rubber ball up and down, watching him with cool blue eyes.


  “I didn’t see anybody,” Johnny said in a low voice. “If I saw someone I’d tell you.”


  “Why are you so upset? What’s troubling you, Johnny?”


  Johnny turned to him eagerly, responding to the gentle friendliness in his voice, but the little girl said quickly, “It’s all that about the bad men. It’s frightened him.


  And it frightened me too, mister.”


  “Was that it?” the young man asked Johnny.


  “Yes, I guess so,” he said, after a little pause. “That was it, I guess.”


  The young man got to his feet. “Well, if you see anyone, you tell your grandfather.” He stared at the little girl for a moment or so, frowning uneasily, and then he said goodby to them and walked around to where old John was sitting in the sun.


  Johnny looked at the little girl with a piteous frown on his face. “Why did you make me lie?” he whispered. “It makes me feel so bad.”


  “Would you like me to go away and never come back?” she said, looking up at the sky and tossing the ball in the air.


  “No, Lucy. Don’t go away from me.”


  “I won’t, I promise.”


  DAN and Willie sat in the control room of the space ship, facing each other across the chart desk. Between them stood a small bottle with about half a dozen pills in it.


  “One day’s ration,” Willie said, staring at Dan with hot, bitter eyes. “We got to make our move. I didn’t crash out just to starve to death.”


  Dan pounded a fist into the palm of his hand. “Where in hell are those kids?”


  “Maybe they’ll never come back. You and your bright ideas.”


  “They’ve got to,” Dan said, but his voice lacked conviction. “Kids are naturally curious. Maybe they’re busy with some other game but pretty soon they’ll remember this place and come back.”


  “Yeah? Are you sure they can find it?”


  “Well, they found it once.” Willie stared at the bottle of food ration pills. “Everything is set and we’re stuck because of a pair of kids. Power plant, communications, everything’s set. But no igniter.”


  “We’ll get it.”


  Willie stood up and began to pace the floor. “I say let’s take it,” he said. “Beat the old man over the head and take it.”


  “Very smart, very shrewd,” Dan said sarcastically. “By the time we got back and installed it they’d be on our necks. These junk yards may look like country stores but they’re booby-trapped like banks. That’s why they only need one guard.”


  TWO days later the little girl and Johnny once again penetrated into the depths of the space dump. It was obvious from Johnny’s little face that a change had taken place in their relationship. He still adored her but there was a hint of guilt and worry in his expression, very out of place on his round childish face.


  “Now let me see,” the little girl said, pausing at an intersection, and putting a dainty fist under her chin. “I think it was this way. That’s it, I’m sure. Come on, Johnny.”


  She led surely from one wide lane to another, until finally she reached the spot where they had found the tendril of tobacco. Looking up at the platform of the ship, she called out, “Dan! Hello, Dan.” The door opened with a click and Dan stared down at them from the railing of the platform. His face was pale and gaunt, but he was grinning with excitement. “Well, well, I was hoping you kids would show up. How would you like to come inside and see what a ship looks like.”


  “That would be thrilling,” the little girl said, wriggling her shoulders with anticipation. “Thank you so much.”


  Johnny was excited too; but beneath it was the persistent tug of guilt. “Grampa told us never to go into the ships,” he said.


  “Oh, don’t be silly,” the little girl said. “He’ll never find out.” The ladder swooped down at them and the little girl ran eagerly up to the platform, her grave, delicate face working with excitement. Johnny followed reluctantly.


  Inside Dan led them through shining companionways to the chart room where he introduced them with a flourish to Willie. “We’re pleased to meet you,” the little girl said, sedately.


  Johnny looked from one man to the other, his eyes widening with anxiety.


  “He’s just bashful,” the little girl said. “Don’t worry, he’ll get over it.”


  Johnny said defiantly, “They’re the two bad men, Lucy. They’re the ones the good man told us about.”


  WILLIE, his eyes blazing with anger, took a step toward the little boy, but Dan stopped him with a heavy hand against his chest. “Now, relax,” he said, smiling at the little girl. “Who is this ‘good man’ he’s talking about?”


  “That was a man who came a couple of days ago,” the little girl said. “He told us about some bad men who had run away. He was looking for them.”


  “Did you tell him about me?”


  “Oh, no. That was a secret.”


  “Now listen to me,” Dan said, kneeling and putting his big hands on her thin arms. “Those bad men are trying to find us. That’s why we’re hiding. If they find us they’ll kill us. Do you understand that?”


  The little girl wet her lips. “Yes, but I’m scared.”


  “There’s nothing to be frightened of,” Dan said softly. “But you’ve got to help us. Otherwise these bad men will find us and kill us. Will you help us? You don’t want us to be killed, do you?”


  “No,” the little girl said quickly.


  “All right. We’ve got to get away in this ship. But we don’t have an igniter to start it. Do you know what that is?”


  The little girl shook her head.


  Willie turned away and muttered something under his breath. Dan paid no attention to him; his hard, direct eyes were focused intently on the little girl’s. “Now please listen very carefully,” he said. “And igniter is a tube about six inches long, and its solid black in color. There are two kinds. One is for very short trips, like if you just wanted to move this ship from one mooring tower to another. The other is long range. Now we need the long range igniter, and there are some in the warehouse next to your Grampa’s house.”


  “He’s not her Gramps, he’s mine,” Johnny said sullenly.


  “Do you understand this so far?” Dan said, ignoring the boy.


  “Yes, I understand,” she said.


  “Very well. You’re a smart little girl. I knew that right away. Now I’ll tell you where to find the igniter we want. This is real important. When you get into the warehouse . . .”


  “THE NEXT thing is how to get into the warehouse,” Dan said, after he had described in detail the location of the igniters. “That’s going to take some planning, because we can’t let your Grampa know what we’re doing. Otherwise the bad men would kill him too. Do you see that?”


  “I can get into the warehouse,” the little girl said proudly. “I’ve watched Gramps do it ever so often.”


  “How?” Dan asked, watching her shrewdly.


  “Well, there’s a box in his house with levers in it. He pulls a lever and the door of the warehouse opens. But he can only pull it at a certain time, or else a message goes out somewhere and warns somebody that it isn’t Grampa pulling the lever but somebody else.”


  “I see you’ve got a good pair of eyes,” Dan said, with a glance of amused triumph at Willie.


  “And also,” the little girl said in the same proud voice, “he has to keep his hand inside the box a certain length of time before he takes it out. Otherwise, if he didn’t, that would send out a message too.”


  “Some kind of an electric eye and radar business with a timer on it,” Dan said, nodding at Willie. Then he looked searchingly at the little girl. “Can you do this while your Grampa is taking a nap or something?”


  “I think so,” she said.


  “You don’t want the bad men to kill him, do you?”


  “Oh, no.”


  “Well, be careful then. Be sure he’s asleep. Now do you have any questions? You know where the igniter is, and you know where the short-term ones are. Get into the warehouse, grab a long-termer and get back here as fast as you can. All right?”


  “Yes, we’ll hurry.”


  A SHORT distance from the house the little girl stopped and looked sternly at Johnny, who was weeping. “You know what to tell your Grandfather, don’t you?”


  “Don’t make me lie to him, Lucy.”


  “You must.”


  “They’re bad men. You’re helping them get away. And you’re making me lie again.”


  “Do you want me to go away and never come back?”


  “No, but I don’t want to be bad.”


  “Very well. What will you tell your Grandfather?”


  The little boy gulped and drew a trembling breath. “That I fell down and that’s why I’ve been crying.”


  “And what else?”


  “That I want to rest for a while, and for him to read to me.” “Good, don’t forget any of it,” the little girl said.


  OLD JOHN was alarmed to see his grandson crying. When he heard what had happened he took the boy inside and gave him a glass of milk. He was greatly surprised when Johnny told him he wanted to lie down and have a story read to him; that just wasn’t like the boy. But he led him upstairs to his room, made him comfortable with a pillow, and began to read to him in his slow, patient voice.


  Downstairs the little girl walked to the cabinet against the wall, opened it and stared solemnly at a panel of levers. Then she glanced at a clock above the mantle, her lips moving silently, and stood perfectly still for several moments. Drawing a deep breath at last she reached quickly into the cabinet and pulled a lever. She held onto it for ten seconds, then withdrew her hand and ran outside. The main door of the warehouse stood open. Smiling happily, the little girl darted inside, as quick as a bird on the wing . . .


  “Johnny!” she called later in her sweet high voice. “Johnny, are you feeling better?”


  She stood before old John’s house, her feet turned inward, her small golden head tilted to one side, a picture of innocent childhood. The two bulges in her pockets were obscured by the way she was hugging herself with her thin arms.


  “Johnny!” she called again. “Come out and play.”


  The little boy came quickly through the door, his grandfather trailing after him with a worried little frown on his little-boy face.


  “I guess he’s chipper enough,” old John said. “But he acts like he hurt more than his knee with that fall.”


  “I’ll make him happy again,” the little girl said. “Come on, Johnny, let’s play.”


  “I don’t want to play,” he said.


  “Don’t be such a goose. Come on.”


  Holding his hand she drew him reluctantly toward the rows of great ships.


  Dan was waiting on the platform of the ship with Willie. The two men stood perfectly still, staring down at the empty street. Only their eyes gave away their inner desperation.


  “You better be right,” Willie said.


  “It’ll work, it’s got to work,” Dan said. “She’s a smart little gal. In fifteen or twenty years we could use her.”


  “You got faith in the future, eh?”


  “I haven’t lost it. We’ll blastoff here and find a spot. And find others like us. And we’ll live like we want, fight like we want. Don’t worry, we got futures.”


  Suddenly they heard the little girl’s voice, and the figures of the children came into sight around the corner formed by the hull of the adjoining ship.


  “We got it, Dan,” the little girl cried, waving at the two men.


  “Get inside and get ready,” Dan snapped to Willie. “I told you we had futures.” He ran down the ladder and grabbed the igniter cylinder from the little girl’s hands. “Thanks, kid,” he said, looking at both of them with his narrowed, thoughtful eyes.


  “You’re welcome,” the little girl said. “We must hurry back now.”


  “Just a minute,” Dan said smiling thoughtfully at her. “I got a little present for you in the ship.”


  “Oh, goodie,” the little girl said, clapping her hands together happily. “You hear, Johnny? We can show it to the man?”


  “What man?” Dan snapped.


  “The one I told you about the other day,” the little girl said patiently. “The one asking us about you. He was ever so nice. And he came back today. We’re playing a game with him now. It’s called hide-and-seek. Would you like to play?”


  Dan looked quickly up and down the shadowed street, then turned and ran back up the ladder. He disappeared into the ship and the door closed behind with a soft rush of power.


  “They’re going away now,” Johnny said, sobbing. “You helped them, Lucy. They’re bad and you’re bad too.”


  The ship suddenly trembled and moved upward from the ground. It hovered fifty feet in the air and glowing lights appeared in the cones of the rear propulsion rockets.


  “You’ve helped them getaway,” Johnny said, weeping and stamping his feet on the ground. His round, apple-cheeked face was frantic with misery. “You’re bad, Lucy! I hate you!”


  The little girl caught him to her and hugged him with her thin arms. “No, don’t say that,” she cried softly. Her eyes followed the ship as it roared out of the atmosphere, trailing a crimson train of hot, blue-white fire in its wake.


  “Let me go, I hate you,” Johnny cried. He pulled away from her but she caught him once more and forced the red rubber ball into his chubby hands. “Keep this, Johnny, please.”


  But the little ball meant nothing to him now. He threw it away and ran down the street, his fat little legs taking him away from her forever; his eyes were blind with tears.


  The little girl stared after him through the growing darkness. She looked tiny and lost among the towers formed by the great ships. Then, sighing, she turned and walked in the opposite direction. When she came to a ship whose landing ladder was down, she went aboard and marched to the control room. Opening a heavy, lead-lined door she thrust a black cylinder into an empty receptacle, and then sat down facing the flight panels and visiscreens. She spread her skirt out prettily and then threw two switches.


  The ship began to hum with power.


  She spoke one word. “Venus.” A voice answered. “We have you here. Results?”


  “Excellent,” she said. “They’ve blasted-off with a short-term igniter. I expect they’ll explode within an hour. See you at 22-xc. I’ll be on the usual pattern.”


  “Any trouble at all?”


  She hesitated. Then: “No, nothing at all. I gave them a short-term igniter and kept a good one for myself. I could have had help from Earth but this seemed less dangerous.”


  The little girl sighed softly as she looked out for the last time across the spires of the moored ships. Then she threw another switch and the ship began to move. . .


  OLD JOHN and the young man from Inter-Planetary Service found little Johnny wandering hysterically through the maze of ships an hour or so later. By that time the young man knew what had happened and was very sheepish about it.


  “Yes, I’m sure she’s good,” he said, much later to the little boy. This was about the fiftieth time he’d said it. “I found out she was an agent, just like me, but from Venus. I’ll never live this one down if I get to be a thousand. She’s good, all right!”


  “Good,” Johnny said, laughing. He stared at the sky, pure adoration in his eyes. “I love you, Lucy,” he shouted. “I did all the time.” And he was thinking about where he had thrown the little red rubber ball, and wondering if he could find it in the morning.


  Somehow he was sure he could.


  LITTLE TIN SOLDIER


  First published in the May 1954 issue of Amazing Stories.


  This is 1982, and you don’t buy a new car, you buy a shining new robot guaranteed to do everything but psychoanalyze the cat. You need no gas, oil, or collision insurance with these models, but there is a question involved: Are robots here to stay?


  June 17, 1982,


  Samuel Bell,


  Danville, Ohio


  The Household Robot Co.,


  12 River Street,


  Chicago, Illinois.


  Gentlemen:


  You will find me listed on your books as purchaser of one of your S-25 Household Robots. You know nothing of me, personally, of course, but the very fact that we bought one of the first robots you put on the market, should indicate to you that Helen—my wife—and I are very modern, forward-looking people who like to keep abreast of the times. So it was with much interest that we received delivery of the six-foot crate in which you shipped our robot.


  We unpacked it immediately and it was then that we found the printed sticker on its posterior—your note asking the purchaser to write in and let you know how he liked the robot and how well things went in general.


  Hence this letter, as I like to be cooperative. Also, the robot is on its way back to Chicago, and I hope you will also be cooperative and return my money.


  First off, getting Hey-You on his feet and functioning, wasn’t the easiest job in the world. I am referring, of course, to the robot. My ten-year-old son, Johnny, named him, after hearing me read the serial number stamped into the steel behind his right ear—AU-4.


  We finally got the robot on its feet and propped against the wall. Then we opened the other box labeled Vitalizing Unit. There were ten pieces of mechanism in all, which made up this unit. They were supposed to go into the robot’s head and were shipped separately—as you explained in the directions—because they might be damaged in transit if completely assembled at the factory.


  They looked pretty complicated, spread out there on the floor, and I thought I was stumped. But you pooh-poohed my apprehension in your direction manual by stating that a ten-year-old child could assemble and install them.


  Therefore, it might interest you to know that that was exactly what happened. I went down into the basement for some tools and had a little difficulty in locating them. When I went back upstairs, there was Hey-You, completely assembled and my son, Johnny, standing there looking pretty proud of himself. He said, “Look what I did, Dad! It said in the book I could do it and I did!”


  I was proud of him and patted him on the head. Now there was nothing to do but push the button under the robot’s left arm and he’d begin functioning.


  Helen was looking dubiously at the robot. As I advanced toward it and reached out to push the button, she said, “It’s pretty big, Sam. I hope it doesn’t—”


  I pushed the button.


  “—tear out a door frame.” Whereupon, the robot’s eyes lighted up, gears clicked faintly inside it, and it walked over to the open door leading into the kitchen. As we stared in horror, it took the door frame in its two steel hands, applied a little pressure, and tore the whole frame out by the roots.


  Helen screamed. The robot turned, dropped the door frame on the floor with a resounding crash, and stood there awaiting further orders.


  So I have news for you gentlemen. In future guide books, you’d better delete the assertion that a ten-year-old can put the mechanical brain into your Household Robot. Either that or append the statement to read any ten-year-old child-genius. Our Johnny is an average, bright American kid, and he missed by quite a distance.


  I shut Hey-You off and dismantled the vitalizing unit and found Johnny had crossed some wires in a manner that short circuited the selective device in the command differential. Thus, the robot obeyed any and all commands given—out of context—or in any other manner.


  So, as nearly as we could figure it, I’d snapped the switch just in time for the robot to hear the last few words of Helen’s remark: “—tear out a door frame.” The robot obeyed with an efficiency that was appalling.


  I don’t suppose I have the right to hold you responsible for the damage to my house, though. No doubt, if pressed, you would come up with a ten-year-old who could install the unit correctly. Therefore, I had the door-frame replaced at my own expense, and we’ll forget that part of it.


  But there is more—much more—as you’ll soon discover.


  We were somewhat shaken, as you can no doubt readily imagine, by our first experience with Hey-You, so we didn’t feel up to any more experimentation that evening. I spent an hour or so checking and rechecking the vitalizing unit to see that I had it in correctly and then we called it a day. When I saw how amazingly ingenious the unit was, I lost my apprehension and was again glad I’d bought the robot.


  But Helen was still extremely dubious. When we were in bed for the night, she said, “Sam, did I ever tell you about my great-grandfather, Hubert?”


  “I don’t think you did,” I replied.


  “Well, a long time ago—1910, I think it was, he bought an automobile.”


  “That was nice.”


  “No it wasn’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Well, it was one of the first automobiles ever built and they weren’t anything like the cars of today.”


  “Naturally.”


  “Great-grandfather Hubert liked to be modern and all that—”


  “Just the way we want to be—first with the latest.”


  “That’s right, so he bought this automobile and drove it home. When he steered it into the new garage he’d built, something went wrong. The automobile kept right on going—right through the rear wall of the garage and into the pig-pen where it killed six of his prize swine.”


  “I’ll bet he was pretty mad.”


  “Mad is scarcely the word.


  He sued the automobile company and lost and that made him even madder.”


  “But there was nothing more he could do about it.”


  “Oh, yes, there was. Greatgrandfather Hubert was president of the County Board and had a lot of power. He pushed through a local law forbidding anyone to drive an automobile on any county road. He said they were addle-pated experiments and obviously not here to stay.”


  “But he was wrong.”


  “He never admitted it.”


  “But the law had to be repealed.”


  “Yes, but he made it very hard for the automobile manufacturers. He finally allowed cars on the road, but he slipped through another law that somebody had to walk ahead of every car warning people out of the way.”


  “And right up to the end—with millions of cars on the road—he swore they were but a passing fancy.”


  “Wasn’t that the grandfather who insisted on being hauled to the cemetery by a team of horses?”


  “Yes. They had an awful time finding two horses.”


  “Very interesting, darling, but why do you bring it up now?”


  “Because I remembered Great-grandfather Hubert when that monster tore out the door frame tonight. The situation was so similar to his disaster with the automobile.”


  “And you think perhaps robots aren’t here to stay?”


  “Well, maybe they are and maybe they aren’t, but Greatgrandfather Hubert never stepped into an automobile and he lived to be ninety-one.”


  “So—?”


  “I think we should get rid of the robot. Somehow I can’t visualize any of us living very long with the thing in the house.”


  I comforted her and explained very carefully what had happened in both cases. The brakes on Great-grandfather Hubert’s car had gone bad and we hadn’t assembled the brain of our robot correctly. Both items came under the heading of correctable mechanical failures and should be viewed as such.


  She finally agreed and we went to sleep.


  The next day I left home early to visit a client in Ohio, so I was out of town all day and didn’t get back until quite late. When I arrived home, Helen and Johnny came running out to the garage to meet me. Johnny appeared quite excited, and Helen was obviously distraught. “Anything wrong?” I inquired.


  “Hey-You’s gone nuts!” Johnny informed me.


  “What do you mean?”


  “He’s washing the dishes!” Helen cried. “For heaven’s sake—do something!”


  “Washing the dishes? What’s so terrible about that?”


  “He’s been washing them all day—over and over again! He won’t stop!”


  “I could push the button, but Mom won’t let me.”


  “I should say I won’t. It’s too dangerous!”


  We’d been walking toward the house and now I stood in the back doorway and saw the robot doing what seemed to be an expert job. It stood at the sink washing plates and placing them carefully on the drain board. He finished with what were in the sink and then got a towel and began drying them.


  “Stop him,” Helen said, “or he’ll have all the gold washed off.”


  “It’s neuter, my dear. Not masculine.”


  “I don’t care—make it stop.”


  “It won’t respond to command?”


  “I’ve begged and pleaded. I’ve argued. I’ve tried to appeal to its reason—”


  “It has no reason, dear.”


  “I know that! All it has is a mania for washing dishes. Stop it!”


  “I walked over and pushed the button and the robot immediately became immobile.


  Helen sank into a chair. “I thought maybe everything would be all right this morning,” she said, “So—after you were gone—I said to it: ‘Wash the dishes.’ ”


  “You spoke slowly—as it said in the guide book?”


  “Yes, and the robot went to work immediately. It washed all the dirty dishes and put them away. Then it got them out and washed them over again. Then it got out my good dishes—every dish in the house, in fact—and it’s been washing them ever since. It wouldn’t stop.”


  “You had only to push the button.”


  Helen shuddered. “I went close to it once and it snarled at me.”


  “Nonsense. The mechanism is new. The joints have to be broken in.”


  “But why wouldn’t it quit?”


  “I’ll check it over after supper and see.”


  Helen got supper herself after which, I took the vitalizing unit apart and found what was wrong. The revolving gear—the one that moves the mechanism which cleans the memory tape—had stuck. Of course the robot could receive no new orders and the last command—the one to wash dishes—remained in the functional position.


  I had quite a time with Helen that evening. She made me march Hey-You off into a corner and leave it there. I explained what had happened—how ordinary mechanical error had been responsible for the mishaps, and how truly wonderful the robot was—how man’s ingenuity had fashioned a mechanism that could actually think for itself and lift away many burdens with which mankind had been saddled for years.


  Helen remained skeptical. She said she was personally fond of some of the burdens of mankind and felt we really shouldn’t have things too easy. She suggested that if God had wanted us to have robots, He would have provided them free of charge.


  I showed her the fallacy of this line of argument—that the same had been spoken of the steam engine, the airplane, the automobile, and just about every invention down through the ages. No doubt, I reminded her, some cave man once said: “If God had wanted man to have the wheel, he’d have given him round feet.”


  Helen was unconvinced, and upon that note, we went to sleep.


  The next day I remained home and gave all my time to the robot, feeling that Helen had to be made to appreciate it or we’d get nowhere. I took the vitalizing unit apart, went over it carefully and put it together again. Then I re-read the instruction book and gave a demonstration of what a wonderful work-saver a robot is.


  The demonstration left nothing to be desired. Hey-You, responding to my orders, washed the car, helped the carpenter repair the broken doorway, got lunch, mowed the lawn, and changed a tire.


  Helen was impressed, so I struck while the iron was hot, and put Hey-You through some really intricate paces. The robot, under our astonished eyes, took Johnny’s amateur radio station apart and put it together again. I went even further. My son, Johnny, is also interested in chemistry and has a laboratory of sorts in our basement. We took Hey-You down there and it swiftly put together some very complicated chemical formulae.


  Then we went back upstairs and the robot baked biscuits, creamed some chicken, and made us a delightful lunch. That seemed to convince Helen that she’d been wrong. The tension she’d been under relaxed noticeably, and I felt my point had been won. And after Johnny began giving the robot orders which it obeyed promptly and perfectly, I was sure we’d have Hey-You around for the rest of our lives.


  Johnny took to the robot immediately. He called Hey-You his little tin soldier, and treated us to a demonstration of precision marching on the front lawn that brought the neighbors out of their houses to watch.


  So everything was fine—or so I thought. A week passed, with Helen and Johnny sharing the use of the robot. After Hey-You had done the household chores for Helen, Johnny took over and initiated the robot into the mysteries of his childish games. I was fortunate if I could get a little of the robot’s time for washing the car, painting the back fence, and things like that.


  It was on a Wednesday—the third week after Hey-You’s arrival, that he disappeared. When I got home that night, Helen was questioning Johnny.


  “But you were both in the backyard. You must have seen him go away.”


  Johnny said, “I didn’t see him go. I went down the street to give Eddy Kane back his football. When I got back, it was dark and I thought Hey-You was in the house. I didn’t see him go anywhere.”


  Helen turned to me. “The robot’s gone, Sam. How could a robot as big as Hey-You just disappear? And why would he go away?”


  “Maybe something went wrong in his head,” Johnny suggested.


  “Now there’s nothing to worry about,” I said. “If he’s wandered away, there’s no great harm done. Somebody will see him and call us.”


  We sat around all evening, waiting for the call, but it didn’t come. By ten o’clock I was worried. It certainly looked as though our robot had been stolen. That was something that had never occurred to be, but it was logical. It wouldn’t be too difficult for a thief to talk the robot into leaving us. Very simple in fact. But Danville, Ohio, is a rather small town and I couldn’t conceive of any local person doing such a thing.


  However, I called Tom Welker, our Chief of Police and he came over to the house, lie said, “So you think somebody stole your robot, Eh, Sam?”


  “Frankly, I don’t know, but I can’t think of any other answer.”


  “Well, let’s get the details. Who saw him—it, last?” Tom took out a notebook and waited.


  “Johnny, I guess.” I gave him the details.


  “Maybe I’d better talk to Johnny.”


  I called the lad up from the basement where he’d been working in his chemistry lab. “Did you find Hey-You?” he asked of Tom.


  “No, son, but I will. Tell me—did you see any suspicious characters in the street—around the house?”


  “Uh-huh—I didn’t see anybody. Hey-You and I were working on a project.”


  “Is that so? What project?”


  “One out of a comic book I’ve got.”


  “Just what was this project, Johnny?”


  “It was to blow up the earth.”


  Helen gasped. “Johnny! What kind of games are you—?”


  “It was fun, Mom. Especially with Hey-You. He was the villain and I was the good guy. In the comic book there was Latso—he was the villain and he had a cave somewhere and he came up with a machine that would set off a chemical formula that would blow up the earth, and I was Bill Dare, the good guy and I had to stop him at the last minute.”


  I felt the hair tighten on my head. “And did you stop him, son?”


  “Well, we never got that far. Latso had made the chemical formula and the machine, and—”


  Tom Welker was fiddling with his notebook. He said, “I guess none of that’s very important—”


  “You’d be surprised how important it is!” I snapped. Then I turned to Johnny. “Now son, think hard! The cave Latso was supposed to hide in—where is it?”


  “We didn’t have one, Dad. I was going to use the basement.”


  I’d had enough experience with Hey-You to know what to do—if we had time. I said, “Tom—we’ve got to work fast or this town’s liable to go up in a burst of glory. Do you know of any holes around close?”


  He gaped. “Holes? What are you talking about?”


  “Caves, man—caves! You know, where that robot could hide. Think!”


  “I don’t know of any caves in town—there aren’t any.”


  “Then he must have made one of his own. We’ve got to call the army post over at Dayton—fast!”


  “What on earth do we want of the army?”


  I didn’t take time to answer. I got on the phone and put the call through and inside an hour, a squad of soldiers arrived. They carried the equipment necessary to locate underground bombs and such, and they went to work.


  It took three hours to find Hey-You, because the devise kept signaling for old sewer pipes, buried scrap metal and what not. But they finally located the robot in a grown-over, long-unused well two blocks away. Hey-You had camouflaged the entrance very carefully, just like it said in the comic book. It had its machine ready to detonate the chemical bomb it had made, and the soldiers said that while the bomb would hardly have destroyed the earth, it would have made a grand mess of the town.


  The village fathers were pretty scared and pretty indignant and they immediately passed a law barring robots from the city limits and I think maybe the law will stand for a long time.


  Frankly, I doubt, now, that robots are here to stay and will do everything in my power to stem their march of progress.


  So, as I asked in the beginning of this letter, please be cooperative and return my money. You’ll still come out way ahead, because, on the strength of the information furnished herein, you’ll be able to recall all the other robots you’ve sold before disaster strikes and you are sued for everything you have.


  Sincerely,


  Samuel Bell.


  MIRACLE IN MANHATTAN


  First published in the July 1954 issue of Amazing Stories.


  At midnight Larry Taylor got hurriedly out of bed. He had to keep an appointment he didn’t have with a girl he didn’t know in a place he’d never heard of. For this was the night there was to be a—


  HE CAME out of an apartment building in the East Sixties at midnight—into an apparently deserted street. He wore a black Homburg, carried the inevitable briefcase, and looked every inch the diplomat, the State Department career man. And his presence in the dimly-lit, deserted street added a touch of intrigue that was entirely in keeping. He looked in both directions, then stepped toward a small unobtrusive car parked at the curb.


  But, quite suddenly, the street was no longer deserted. From somewhere in the shadows, there came two men—two slim efficient men who knew their business. They were on top of their victim before he realized what was happening. He had only an instant to wonder—no time at all to resist—before a blackjack descended on his skull at just the right spot and with exactly the right amount of force. A quick blow, and two men were supporting a third after the manner of two friends escorting a drunk from a late party. In no time at all, they got keys from his pocket, put him in the car, got in with him, and the car rolled away into the night, down mysterious Manhattan streets.


  The car rolled south, observing all traffic regulations, staying carefully within all speed limits, giving all other cars a wide berth so as to avoid even a possibility of trouble. Fifteen minutes later, it vanished into the maze of streets and alleys known as Greenwich Village at the lower end of Manhattan Island.


  The car arrived, eventually, in the rear of a dirty brown-stone, where the two men half-led and half-carried the unfortunate diplomat into the building and up a dark, dirty stairway.


  In a small apartment on the second floor, another man awaited their coming. He sat on a specially-built lounge nervously chewing a dead cigar. An ugly man, everything about him merited disgust.


  His short, stubby body had long-since gone to fat. It hung in great folds upon his face until his eyes were mere slits through which he peered mistily. Glasses with thick, convex lenses were perched on a button of a nose, turning the pupils of his eyes to baleful pin-points. His body, a shapeless mass of blubber, was clad in shapeless, made-to-order clothing.


  As the two kidnappers entered, he came off the lounge like a ball rolling onto the rug and formed the fat of his face into a scowl. “It took you long enough.”


  One of the kidnappers, a tall, blond man, scowled back. “What’s the beef? We got him, didn’t we?”


  “Did you get the briefcase?”


  “What do you think this thing is? A bass drum?”


  “Don’t get cute.”


  The blond man sneered as the fat one grabbed the case and clawed it open. His bulbous fingers trembled as he pulled out the contents. He threw the papers on the table and riffled through them until he found what he wanted—a large blue envelope sealed with red wax. He broke the seal and took forth a sheaf of onion skin paper covered with mathematical symbols. His little pig eyes gleamed behind the glasses. “This is it! I’ve got it! I’ve got it!”


  The blond man was unimpressed. He glanced at his companion and then back at the fat man. “Okay. Let’s settle up so we can get out of here.”


  The fat man looked up suddenly, as though he had completely forgotten the other two. “Oh, yes—certainly.” He dug a fat wallet from the pocket of his tent-like pants. “There’s something else, first,” he said.


  The blond man scowled. “Now listen! We made a deal and kept our end of it.”


  “Oh, I’m not trying to cheat you. In fact I’ll make additional payment. I want you to kill Simmons and get rid of his body.”


  “Just like that, huh?”


  The fat man shrugged. “Why not? You’ve killed before, haven’t you?”


  Hostility flared in both the kidnappers. The blond man said, “That’s none of your damn business. Maybe we have and maybe we haven’t.”


  “Don’t get mad. I wasn’t insulting you. I was just making a business proposition.” The blond man glanced at his companion, then jerked his head toward a far corner of the room. “We’ll have a little conference.”


  “By all means,” the fat man said, affably. As the two men moved away from him, he turned and bent down, with great effort, to a small safe standing by the table. He was smiling and a soft chirp of contentment escaped his thick lips. Sprawled on the lounge, the stricken diplomat opened glazed eyes and stared at the fat man. He watched the latter open the safe and put the blue envelope inside but the act did not appear to register in his stunned brain. The fat man closed the door of the safe and sighed expansively as he straightened. Then his glasses fell from his nose and his mood changed instantly to that of a whining child. He said, “Craig—Craig—come here and help me, please. I dropped my glasses.”


  The blond man frowned from the far corner in which he was whispering to his companion. “Then pick the damn things up. I’m not your servant.”


  “I can’t. I’m blind without my glasses. I don’t dare even move. I’ll step on them.”


  The man called Craig stared at the fat man in quizzical surprise. “You mean to say your as helpless as that without your specs?”


  “I said I was, didn’t I? Come and find them for me.” The eyes of the diplomat on the couch closed slowly as Craig crossed the room. A few moments later, Craig said, “There they are—by your foot—there. Now keep them on your nose after this.”


  The fat man put on his glasses. “All right. Are you going to do as I ask?”


  “No. We decided against it. There’s been risk enough. If we stretch our luck we’re liable to end up in the can. Give us what you promised and we’ll be on our way.”


  The fat man shrugged. “Very well. But you can at least tie him up for me. He’ll have to stay here a few hours until I can make other arrangements.”


  “Okay. We’ll do that much.”


  They tied the diplomat with his own belt and a towel from the bathroom. They were experts and did the job well. There would be no miraculous escape from this bondage.


  “Put him on the bed in the next room, please. I won’t be able to get rid of him for several hours.”


  The kidnappers deposited their bundle on the bed as directed, Then the blond man fingered the diplomat’s head, not with any regret, but certainly with curiosity. “I guess I banged him pretty hard. His skull may be busted. They die sometimes, from that.”


  “You won’t reconsider my offer?”


  “We’ve made up our minds. Quit stalling.”


  “I had no intention of defrauding you,” the fat man said, stiffly. Without further words, he handed the blond man a sheaf of bank notes. “Do you wish to count it?”


  “You’re damn right!” He counted carefully, pocketed the money, and grinned. “Okay. So long, now. And be sure to forget you even knew us.”


  As they left, the fat man looked after them with open contempt. “That won’t be at all difficult,” he said.


  Larry Taylor awoke suddenly. It was a peculiar awakening in that it was more abrupt than usual. Larry was a heavy sleeper; the type who hated to go to bed and hated to get up. He invariably fought the wakefulness of morning. So it was surprising when he found himself abruptly conscious. He snapped on the light on the night table.


  A small gold clock said two-thirty. Larry yawned and scowled. Why had he awakened at this unearthly hour? He threw back the covers and put his feet on the floor. He took a cigarette from a pack on the night table and lit it with an angry flourish of the table lighter. He was wide awake. Sleep was now out of the question. He sat smoking the cigarette, wondering. Had he gone to bed with something on his mind? Some worry? There was nothing he could think of. Everything was fine at the office. In fact he’d landed a big advertising account just the day before. Maybe that was it, he thought. But no; he’d landed accounts before and when the contracts were signed, forgot about them and went on to other business. He was used to landing: accounts.


  Maybe it was—Oh, sure! He was due at Robb’s Tavern in Greenwich Village. Past due. He’d have to hurry. He crushed out the cigarette and jerked off his pajamas. He didn’t even stop to shower, but threw on his clothes, dashed cold water on his face, grabbed his hat and coat and headed for the garage in the basement of his apartment building. A couple of minutes later, his yellow coupe could have been seen cutting out of the side street and heading south on Fifth Avenue.


  He found a parking place directly in front of Robb’s Tavern down in the Village. He locked the car and went inside. It was an off-night. No orchestra, and not too many customers. A few couples at the bar. Near the door there sat two men—one a small dark nondescript individual, and the other, a tall blond man with a knife scar across his right cheek. As Larry entered, the blond man got up and collided with him.


  Larry caught him, smiled. “Sorry.”


  “Think nothin’ of it. Nothin’ ’t all.” The man was drunk and jovial. He shuffled away toward the washroom and Larry forgot him.


  Larry’s eyes went immediately to the fourth table from the far end against the wall. He was to meet a tall, willowy girl with ash-blonde hair and blue eyes. If she had arrived first, she should be seated at the table, waiting.


  She had arrived first. She was sitting at the table. There was a Martini on the table in front of her, apparently untouched. She toyed at the stem of the glass with the long beautiful fingers of her right hand.


  Larry walked down the room, seated himself across the table from her, and said, “Hello. Sorry I’m late.”


  She smiled, a trifle uncertainly. “That’s quite all right.”


  Then Larry blinked and shook his head suddenly, as a fighter in the ring shakes his head after a hard blow. Larry said, “I’m—I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. This is absurd.” The girl appeared to be reacting in a similar manner. She said, “Yes—isn’t it. I don’t understand—”


  Larry got up from his chair, but she extended her hand and he dropped back down. “Please—don’t go yet. I—”


  “Maybe you’d better take a crack at that Martini.”


  The girl raised the glass to her lips; did so gratefully, realizing Larry had made the suggestion so that she might have time to gather her thoughts.


  A waiter appeared beside the table. “Scotch and soda,” Larry said without looking up. His eyes remained glued to the girl’s face. She lowered the Martini glass and her smile was almost a plea. “I can’t understand it,” she said. “I got out of bed in the middle of the night thinking I had an appointment with a man about twenty-five; a man with brown eyes and black curly hair. I was to meet him here at Robb’s at this table.”


  She took a deep breath and colored slightly. “You’re here—at this table. A young man with curly black hair and brown eyes. Yet I don’t know your name and I’ve never seen you before in my life.”


  Larry grinned, but there was little humor in the expression. “That’s my story exactly, except I’d have to substitute a beautiful blonde with blue eyes.”


  Her color deepened. “Are we crazy?”


  “I’ve been wondering. People do go out of their minds, of course, but—”


  “But what?”


  “I’ve never heard a case of two people doing it at the same time in the very same manner and—and, well, doing it together.”


  The girl took another sip from her glass. “Maybe it’s the latest thing in abnormal behavior.” She tried to speak lightly but her voice was tight.


  The waiter brought Larry’s drink, set it down, went away. They used the silence to study each other.


  “I guess we can at least introduce ourselves,” Larry said. “I’m Lawrence Taylor.”


  “My name is Patricia Morley.”


  “Fine. Now let’s try and figure out what we’re doing here.”


  She had a nice smile, but there was tension and doubt behind it. “You make it sound so easy.”


  Larry closed his eyes for a moment as a feeling of weariness came over him. Weariness—yet not that exactly. It was a mental thing rather than physical, and Larry sensed that it was not happening to him, but rather to someone else and that he was merely an observer; but so close an observer that he himself felt the tiring effect of the vast effort. But what effort? It was all so vague and frustrating that Larry pushed it from his mind.


  “We might start with some mutual investigation of ourselves,” Larry said. “I’m an advertising man. Junior partner in a Madison Avenue firm—Hays, Collyn & Spencer. I’m single, twenty-six years old, and as normal as an advertising man can be—I guess.”


  Patricia Morley bit her lower lip with very white teeth. Larry thought: If she’s an actress, I’ll bet those teeth are capped. Far too perfect.


  “I’m a designer. Women’s clothes. I have a studio of my own on Fifth Avenue.” She looked at Larry thoughtfully, colored slightly. “I’m twenty-five—single too. And I’ve always thought I was entirely sane, normal—until now.”


  Larry sighed. “Well, that doesn’t get us anywhere, does it. Maybe we’d better just charge the whole thing off to ‘boy meets girl’ or something like that.” But his attempt at the light touch failed somehow. Their mood and inner feelings were not conducive to humor.


  “I guess we’d better just go home and try to forget being so foolish.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” Larry said. Then, “Wait a minute. I wonder if we have met somewhere before. I’m sure we must have. Do you suppose we have any mutual friends. Do you ever attend Madison Avenue cocktail parties?”


  Patricia shook her head. “No. Since I’ve been in New York I haven’t had much time.”


  “How long have you been here?”


  “A little over a year. I came from Washington, D. C.”


  “Hmmm. I’ve never been there. Tell me—did you ever come to this tavern before?”


  “Yes. Twice. Both times with the same person. A friend of mine from Washington—” Her eyes grew a trifle vague. “Well, somewhat more than a friend. His name was John Simmons. He—”


  “John Simmons!” Larry’s eyes came up abruptly.


  “Do you know him?”


  “Of course. He’s one of my best—”


  Larry broke off sharply as though that particular train of thought had been wiped completely from his mind. He looked at his wristwatch. “We’re late,” he said, sharply. “We shouldn’t be sitting here, Pat.”


  Pat Morley reached for her bag. “Of course not. We’ll have to hurry.”


  They left the tavern. Outside, Larry said. “Do you have a car?”


  “No. I came in a cab.”


  “Then we’ll use mine.”


  They got in and Larry started the motor. He turned to Pat. “Do you know the address?”


  “No—not exactly. But it’s east, off Sheridan Square. I think I’d recognize the house, though.”


  Larry drove around the block and headed east. Two streets over, he turned right. He was aware of Pat beside him—the pleasant scent of her perfume—the warmth of her body. Her presence occupied only a small corner of his mind, however. Paramount, was the grim urgency of getting to the house off Sheridan Square; the fear that they would not find it; that his mental picture of it was not accurate. The fear that they would fail was stark and grim in his mind; yet his mind went no further than that.


  It made no attempt to find the reason for the urgency nor the penalty for failure.


  “Not the front of the house,” Pat said. “The back entrance.”


  “That’s right. There are 14 four garbage cans beside the gate.”


  “The alley is narrow. Just room enough to squeeze the car past the garbage cans.”


  “The sidewalk leading from the alley to the house is narrow and rough.”


  “Very rough. A chunk of the cement is gone about halfway in.”


  “The building has four floors—or is it five?” Pat turned her eyes from the street ahead to Larry’s grim profile. “I’m not sure which it is.”


  “Five—definitely five.”


  “Yes—I’m sure you’re right.”


  They drove in silence—into Sheridan Square. The area was deserted except for the inevitable night birds prowling from tavern to tavern. Larry turned left and began prowling also—among the crazy, twisting streets and alleys east of Sheridan Square.


  “That looks like it,” Pat said.


  “No. There’s a street lamp at the entrance to the alley.”


  “That’s right. I forgot.”


  They turned and twisted for ten minutes in complete silence. Then Larry turned sharply off an arcing street into the mouth of a narrow alley. “This is it. The lamp post and the narrow entrance. The ash can with the lid off.”


  Pat did not reply.


  Larry drove slowly between the tight walls of looming buildings. This had to be it, he thought, grimly. If not—if not, what? A faint glimmering of the question tried to force through, but it was as though a hand had reached in to snatch it from his brain. This had to be it. That was all.


  “The garbage cans,” Larry said. He spoke with marked satisfaction and brought the car to a stop. “We found it. There’s the house.”


  Pat sat quietly beside him. He turned to look at her. He reached out and took her hand. It was cold. “Pat—Pat! What’s wrong?” Then he knew. Her eyes Were closed. She had fainted.


  Larry sat staring through the windshield. That strange weariness was again upon him. And the complete bewilderment as to his reasons for doing what he had done; being where he was.


  Pat Morley, recovered from her fainting spell sat huddled beside him. She said, “I feel so tired—so terribly tired. Yet—”


  “Yet it’s not the way you’ve ever been tired before?”


  “Yes. Impossible to explain somehow.”


  “I know what you mean. The question is—what kind of mad fools have we turned into. Sitting here in a Greenwich Village alley at three o’clock in the morning.”


  Pat turned her face toward him and passed a hand over her forehead. “It’s as though somebody keeps turning something on and off—inside me. A terrible feeling. It scares me.”


  “I’m not exactly happy about it myself,” Larry said, grimly. Absently, he took her cold hands in his. “Let’s go back—”


  “Back where? To the tavern?”


  “Back to where we’d found a mutual acquaintance. Johnny Simmons. You were saying something about him.” Weariness stood revealed in Pat’s eyes. “Oh yes. You were saying that you knew John.”


  “At one time we were very close—before he went into the diplomatic service. After that, he was pretty busy and we drifted apart.”


  “We were engaged at one time,” Pat said.


  “But you broke it off?”


  “Yes?”


  “Why?”


  She seemed uneasy—embarrassed. Larry said, “I know it’s personal, but I think you should tell me. It seems to be the only path. We have to follow. God knows if it will lead anywhere, but we can’t just sit here.”


  “You say you and John drifted apart. How long ago was that?”


  “About four years, roughly. He went to Europe then and—”


  “Not to Europe. India.”


  “I didn’t know that. Of course diplomats don’t advertise their comings and goings.”


  “Yes, it was India.” Pat turned sharply and looked into Larry’s face. “Larry, did you ever hear of Yoga?”


  “Certainly. It’s some kind of an Indian religion, isn’t it?”


  “I suppose you could call it a religion. It has to do with men in India—Masters, they call them—who can do miraculous things—walk on water—pass through solid walls.”


  “Yes, I’ve heard of it. A lot of foolishness of course—but what in the world did Yoga have to do with you and John Simmons?”


  “We were to be married when John returned to this country from India. I remember I met him at the airport here in New York that day. A—a blushing bride-to-be—”


  She stopped speaking and her eyes grew misty.


  “—And?”


  “It’s rather hard to explain. After he returned from India, John had changed. It was as though something new had come into his life. Something big—vital—”


  “Something more vital than marrying you?”


  She smiled, a little sadly. “I’m afraid so.”


  “He grew cold?”


  “No. If anything, he was more attentive and considerate than before. But, through no fault of his, I got the feeling his attention was impersonal, now—that he’d broadened and had a larger concept of life.” She glanced up quickly. “I suppose that doesn’t make much sense.”


  “It makes sense,” Larry returned, soberly. “I talked to John once after he returned from Europe—or, as I thought, Europe. He was tremendously enthused about something he’d found. He called it a new concept of life that beggared timid approaches so common in our day. Those were very close to his exact words.”


  “He was talking about Yoga, of course. As nearly as I could discover, the teaching advances the theory that the mind is all-powerful—that the average human uses only about ten percent of his mental powers.”


  “He didn’t get as specific as that with me. He talked in glowing terms of a world beyond possibility of war, where the universal mind had taken over—I think that was what he called it.”


  “The followers of Yoga believe we draw, or can draw, limitless power from the universal mind—I think that’s the way it goes.”


  “I asked John if he was going to leave the diplomatic service. He said that he would eventually—as long as the time spent didn’t interfere with his greater personal work, he would continue to serve. I gathered, though, that he felt he’d found something more important.”


  Patricia Morley shivered and the incongruity of the situation struck Larry. Two people sitting in an alley in Greenwich Village discussing the idiosyncrasies of a mutual friend while the city slept fitfully about them. But it was pleasant somehow, and restful. That odd vicarious weariness was again upon him and he had no urge to move.


  Patricia said, “anyhow, our marriage plans died from neglect for want of a better way to put it. We just didn’t talk about them—a sort of unspoken agreement.”


  “Then you came to know, in your heart, that you and John would never marry.”


  “Yes, I realized he had lost interest. In plain words, I felt his interest had switched over to this Yoga business.”


  “I’m sorry that—” Larry stopped suddenly. The weariness was gone. Gone too, was any interest in John Simmons, Patricia Morley, or anyone else. He said, “Why are we sitting here. The envelope is in the safe. We must get it.”


  “Of course. A blue envelope.”


  He helped her from the car, then said, “Perhaps you’d better wait here.”


  Patricia ignored the suggestion. “The combination,” she said, “is two turns right from zero to seven. One turn left to—to—”


  “Twenty-one,” Larry said with some sharpness. “Let’s get along.”


  “And right until the dial clicks.” Patricia followed him up the walk.


  “There’s the broken place,” Larry said.


  Patricia glanced down at it, as though it weren’t very important, and they went up the back stairs to the third floor. They went through a doorway that led into a long, musty hallway that ran to the front of the building. A small bulb in the ceiling at each end, threw dim, sickly light on dirty plaster and dirty green doors.


  They walked up the hall and stopped before one of the doors. Larry glanced at Patricia. “This is it.” And she nodded, neither of them at all surprised by their ability to locate one door—exactly like seven others in the hall—and know it was the right one.


  Larry turned the knob slowly. “Locked,” he whispered. “I’ll have to break it down.”


  “Be careful.”


  “Let’s hope it gives on the first try. Otherwise we may be in for trouble.”


  “It doesn’t look very strong.”


  Larry backed across the narrow hall, turned sidewise, and pointed his shoulder at the door panel. “Here goes,” he whispered.


  Soberly, Patricia held up two crossed fingers. Larry hit the door with everything he had. The lock snapped like a piece of rotten string. The door flew open.


  A fat, formless monster of a man sat on a chair in front of a small table. He looked up in sudden fright and surprise. He had evidently been using the telephone and had been in the act of cradling the instrument. His hand came away from the phone and snaked toward his hip pocket. It moved with surprising speed for one so fat, but Larry moved fast also. He was across the room and upon the man as the gun came out of his pocket.


  Larry caught the huge wrist and twisted. It was a little like seizing upon the fatladen haunch of a prize hog. The fat turned under his hands and the man grinned as he brought the gun around. Larry twisted backwards, out of range and brought his knee up hard, into the fat man’s side. The latter winced in sudden pain.


  Taking advantage of the momentary laxness in the arm, Larry twisted with all his strength. This brought the man’s gun hand around and within reach of Larry’s foot. Larry kicked out viciously, once, and the gun skippered across the floor.


  Larry dropped the arm and stepped toward it, but the fat man was not as helpless as he appeared. He was up off the chair and diving toward Larry like an enraged bull. Larry had just time to turn and meet the savage attack head-on.


  He might just as well have met a locomotive in the same manner. He backpedalled and went down under the fat man, felt the sudden weight of the great bulk enfold him and hold him helpless. His struggles were useless.


  He felt the fat man’s hands settle on his throat. They squeezed down. There were muscles hidden beneath that fat and now they were going into action. The room swam before Larry’s eyes. A gray wave drifted in from somewhere, growing darker with each second.


  Then the pressure of the hands relaxed.


  As consciousness flooded back, Larry opened his eyes to see Patricia’s smooth ankles close to his face. He looked up to her white tense face—saw one hand extended, holding the gun with which she had hit the fat man at the base of his skull.


  “He—he was killing you,” she said.


  Larry pushed the dead weight off and got shakily to his feet. “You’re right. I guess he was. It was like fighting a mountain.”


  He pushed hair back out of his eyes as Patricia pointed.


  “There’s the safe—where the blue envelope is.”


  “Of course.” Larry crossed the room and knelt down by the small iron safe. He glanced back over his shoulder. “The combination was—?”


  “Start at zero. Two turns to—”


  “Wait! It’s—it’s open!”


  The discovery shocked Larry. “It shouldn’t be open,” he said, scowling. “It—” Patricia Morley was on her knees beside him. Her eyes were large and dark as she peered into the safe. Then her hands went inside—in a kind of frenzy. They came out empty and she turned to look at Larry.


  “The blue envelope isn’t here! The safe is empty!” Larry got slowly to his feet. He staggered as though from a blow. And his mind was stunned in the same manner it would have been from a savage drive to the chin. The room turned before him and he shook his head dully.


  Never in his life had he received such a shock as this—and for no reason he could fathom. A grim and genuine shock, yet, along with it, that same feeling that it wasn’t happening to him, but rather, to someone else and he was but an observer. It was as though he were experiencing the sensation vicariously, and yet he was obviously the principal involved. It was bewildering, confusing—and terrifying.


  And, in the middle of the mental maelstrom whirling in his mind—in the midst of the pure panic brought on by the terrible revelation of the empty safe, there came strange new visions.


  He was on a cold bleak plain in the middle of a snow storm. Sleet whined across the land cutting his face, numbing him with cold. The scene changed instantly and he was in a huge cave high in the side of a mountain. There was a fire burning in the middle of the cave and several calm beautiful men seated in a circle thereabout. “The Himalayas,” he muttered as he stood transfixed.


  Then the scene changed to one of madness. He and Pat were tiny creatures on the top of a desk. He was chasing her, trying to stab her with the pen that lay, even now, on the fat man’s desk.


  Larry was jerked back to reality and saw Patricia Morley standing beside him, her face white and tense. “Larry, what’s the matter. What’s happened to us, Larry?”


  “You felt it too?”


  “I—I don’t know. Suddenly I was terribly afraid. And it was so cold in here. I don’t know why.”


  He took her hand. “It wasn’t cold in here, Pat. That frigid blast you felt came from halfway across the world. Let’s get out of here.”


  She obeyed without question.


  As they went through the door into the hall, the fat man still remained motionless on the floor.


  Pat looked drawn and tired. She said, “Larry—in heaven’s name, what kind of madness have we become involved in?”


  “I think I’m beginning to get a faint idea,” Larry said.


  “Then tell me.”


  “You’d think I was crazy.”


  She smiled thinly. “Who am I to call anybody crazy after what I’ve done tonight?”


  He helped her into the car and put an arm around her. She leaned close to him and seemed grateful for the warmth of his body. He said, “I think we were sent here, tonight, Pat. I think John Simmons sent us here after something—after the blue envelope.”


  “I guess that’s as good an explanation as any. I’ve had the feeling all along that I had nothing to do with it myself.”


  “When we found the envelope gone, I had a strange vision. I was in a cave and I knew the cave was in India. There were some men there and I knew they were Masters.”


  She looked up into his face. “Maybe that was—”


  “Let me finish. I’ve had an idea all evening—all night—that another mind was guiding us; that we were sent on this mission by a mind capable of doing such a thing.”


  “But this dream you had—of the cave—”


  “I don’t think it was a dream. I think that up to the point where we reached the safe, John. Simmons was in command of our minds—was directing us. Then, when the envelope wasn’t there, he lost control momentarily—or perhaps for good—and for a while I was in his mind—seeing what he saw—knowing what he knows.”


  “I can’t grant any of this, Larry. I’ve got to refuse to believe it. One of us has to stay sane—one of us has to stay on the hard ground of reality.”


  “I’m beginning to wonder what’s real and what isn’t.”


  “I’ll grant, for a moment, that what you said is true. All right then, what was the sense to it. Say John did bring us here. If he did he’d have to be a far smarter individual than either of us. Would anyone that smart send us off on a midnight trip like this that makes absolutely no sense?”


  “We can’t be sure it didn’t make sense. One thing I’m certain of—John expected the envelope to be in that safe. It wasn’t there, so I’ve got a hunch he won’t be sending us anyplace else.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I don’t think he knows where the blue envelope is. He wouldn’t know where else to send us.”


  “Then we can go home and forget about this nightmare?”


  “I guess so. I guess that’s the only thing to do.”


  “I can’t say I’m sorry.” Larry started the motor. “I don’t think you told me where you live,” he said.


  She did not answer. He turned and found her looking at him thoughtfully. “If we could only find the blond man with the scar. He was there by the safe when—”


  Larry held the wheel rigidly. “Of course. The fat man had lost his glasses. Craig—that was his name—he—” Larry jammed down on the gas and the car hurtled out of the alley. “A blond man with a scar. It could be the same one. It has to be. Hold on Pat. We’re going back to the tavern where I met you.”


  “Why, Larry?”


  “I saw a man when I went in. A blond man with a scar on his face. There can’t be too many like that, even in Greenwich Village. Let’s hope he’s still there.”


  They traveled in silence after that and were fortunate in not bumping into any roaming prowl cars. In silence until Pat looked at her watch and said, “We’re too late, Larry. There won’t be anyone there. It’s just after hours.”


  “What time is it?”


  “Two—three minutes after four.”


  “There may still be time. They don’t serve drinks after four, but it takes people a little while to get out.”


  As they pulled up beside Robb’s Tavern, the customers were leaving in one, twos, and in groups. “There,” Pat said. “Two men—one of them is blond.” She pointed to where two men, their arms on each other’s shoulders, were staggering along the street.


  “That’s him,” Larry said, grimly. “I hope.”


  “He looks familiar to me,” Pat said, slowly, “but I don’t remember seeing him before.”


  “You probably didn’t. But John Simmons did.”


  They watched the two men move along the sidewalk. Half a block east, they crossed in the middle of the street and came over to the side on which Larry was driving. The car crept along behind them, turned the corner where they turned—pulled up, four blocks on, when the two men stopped, apparently to say good night.


  They took quite a time at this, slapping each other on the back and evidently swearing undying loyalty. Then the shorter man turned into an apartment entrance and the tall blond man staggered on his way.


  He turned in a block further on, and by the time he was through the foyer door, Larry was out of the car and close behind him. The man turned and grinned. Larry grinned back. The blond man said, “Hi, neighbor.”


  Larry said, “Hi.”


  The man bowed elaborately and said, “You fir—first.”


  “Oh no. You. I insist.”


  The man’s foolish grin deepened. “Very well. Thank you.” He moved up the stairs to the third floor. There he took out a key, unlocked the door and seemed to forget about Larry until the weight of the latter’s shoulder sent him hurtling into the room.


  Larry found the light switch before Craig knew quite what had happened. Craig rolled over, saw Larry standing in the doorway, and started to rise. By the time he had reached his feet, he was sober. “Who the hell you think you are?”


  “I want the envelope—the blue envelope.”


  Craig sneered. “I’ll give you an envelope. I’ll break your goddam skull!”


  He charged across the room. He slammed head-on into a perfectly timed right. He went down.


  “I want that envelope.” Craig roared and came up through a red haze. “I’ll kill you—you son—”


  Larry brought up his knee and connected just below Craig’s belt buckle. Craig doubled over. Larry took Craig’s head in his hands and smashed his face down on the same knee. Craig gagged. Larry took him by the shirt-front and smashed a fist into his face. Craig went down, blood spouting from his nose.


  “The envelope—the blue one.”


  “Well, you don’t have to get so rough,” Craig whimpered.


  “I was just trying to make a buck. A guy’s got a right to make a buck.”


  “Give me the envelope—now—or I’ll maim you for life. I’m not kidding.”


  “Sure—sure—it’s in the drawer there.” Craig cowered on the floor as Larry took the blue envelope from the drawer, turned and walked out of the apartment.


  Twenty minutes later, Larry handed Patricia Morley back her pen. “That ought to do it,” he said. He had written The Secretary of State, Washington, D.C. Personal Important! “Guess that will make it all right,” and he got out of the car and dropped the letter in a box near the main post office. When he came back, he said, “Now I’m going to take you home. You still haven’t given me the address.”


  That afternoon at three, Larry met Patricia at a restaurant off Times Square. He said, “You saw the papers?”


  “Yes, they found him—there in that apartment—dead.”


  “He must have been there when we were. And still alive.”


  “Oh, Larry. What are we going to do?”


  “Nothing, I think.”


  “Nothing? But we should—”


  “The government is probably already on the trail of the fat man—maybe Craig too. But I’ve given it some thought and I don’t think John would want us to do any more. If he had he’d have given us orders.”


  “To think he was right there—all the time!”


  Larry nodded soberly. “Yes—he could have saved his own life, probably, by just calling to us, but all he wanted was to get the blue envelope back into the proper hands. He gave us instructions and we followed them. I think we ought to let the government carry on from here. After all, there’s nothing more we could do to help. We don’t know anything they don’t—or won’t find out.”


  “Very well, if you say so, Larry.”


  “When we were there in the apartment,” Larry said softly, “he was dying. I’m sure of it.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because of the disjointed pictures he threw into my mind—our minds. I saw that cave in the mountains. Then I was a tiny midget, trying to kill you on a vast table.”


  “I didn’t get that last one.” He smiled. “But one thing—I think John would want me to see you once in a while—sort of keep an eye on you.” She smiled back. “I’ve no objections—none at all.”


  LOVE THAT POTION


  First published in the February 1955 issue of Fantastic.


  The incredible adventures of Reggie Van Ameringen rapidly are becoming classics in the field of fantasy. Of them all, none is more hilarious than this episode in which he sets out to help a lovely girl find the ingredients for a love potion —only to find himself on the wrong end of the eye of a newt!


  “EXCUSE me, but would you know where I could find the eye of a newt?”


  Reggie Van Ameringen put down his tall frosted glass and looked suspiciously at the young lady who was sitting beside him at the bar. She was a very lovely blonde, with wide blue eyes, a gamin little face, and a figure that might have been designed by a sex-starved engineer. “Well, well,” Reggie said. “The eye of a newt, eh?”


  “That’s right. I wonder if you know where I could find one.”


  They were alone at the bar, and only a few couples were scattered about the wide cool lounge. It was three in the afternoon, and Reggie was waiting for his fiancée, Sari. “It’s a bit odd you know, but I was just thinking about newts, myself,” he said. “You aren’t a mind reader, by any chance?”


  “Oh, no.”


  “Was I talking to myself? Running on about newts in a low babbling voice?”


  “Do you do that often?” The girl was smiling at him pleasantly.


  “Well, quite a bit. Not about newts particularly. But other things. It helps pin the old thought tight to the old gray matter.” He raised his empty glass. “How about a drink?”


  “I’d love that.”


  “Tophole.” Reggie called the bartender and explained than he wanted two more drinks, one for himself and one for the young lady. He began to tell the bartender about the newt business, but the man escaped hurriedly to the end of the bar; he knew all about Reggie’s conversational madnesses, and he wanted no more of them. Once he had gone out and got drunk after Reggie had explained why he didn’t like cheese. It started with an uncle who had cornered the yogurt market in Persia, and wound up with a cousin who had loosed two hundred lobsters on the floor of the Met during the Sextet from Lucia. What this had to do with Reggie’s aversion to the cheese the bartender had never learned. But he had felt his brain cracking ominously as he tried to follow the torturous twists of the story. That was why he wanted no part of the newt business.


  “I think our bartender is a little abrupt,” the girl said.


  “Charlie? Perish the thought. Soul of courtesy and tact.” Reggie nodded firmly. “Curious chap, though. Full of little tics. Can’t stand cheese. Spent a whole afternoon telling me about it. Well, spice of life and all the rest of it.”


  “But getting back to newts,” the girl said. “Do you think you could help me find one?”


  “Easiest thing in the world. Great old buddy of mine named Freddy Myrtlehead breeds them. I was thinking about him and his newts just a bit back.”


  “Why does he breed newts?”


  “It’s a good longish story.” Reggie’s fresh drink had arrived and he took a meditative pull at it. “Freddy had a farm in the country. Queer place for a farm maybe, but there it was: barns, house, pastures, all the rest of it. Freddy’s father gave it to him. Get Freddy into the open air, give him keen eyes, things like that. But Freddy didn’t like the look of the place. So he paved it.”


  The girl choked on her drink. “Are you serious?”


  “Oh, quite. Freddy tore down all the buildings, wrecked the silo, turned the cows loose on the highways, shot the chickens, and hired a bloke to come in and pave the whole bloody place. Miles of it. Took all summer.”


  “And then what happened?” the girl said. Some of her composure had disappeared; she was watching Reggie with an expression blended of confusion and alarm.


  “Well, Freddy’s Governor raised quite a fuss. So to calm him down Freddy put in some newts in his apartment. Breeding them, you see. Same thing as a farm, actually. Animals growing, messing up the place, hay on the floor.”


  The girl said, “Do you think he could let me have an eye from one of his newts?”


  “Oh, quite. He’s deuced generous about them. Nothing stingy about old Freddy. Friend wants a newt. ‘Take half a dozen,’ old Freddy tells him.”


  “He sounds marvelous. Could we go to see him now?” Reggie hesitated, and a little frown stole over his pleasantly vacant face. Freddy was officially Off Limits. That was Sari’s sternest injunction. No more Freddy. She had been dashed firm about it, ever since he and Freddy had tried to buy Mexico. “Well, I’ll give you his address,” he said unhappily. “Same thing, really. Freddy will take good care of you.”


  “But I simply couldn’t go to a stranger and ask him for one of his newts.”


  “I suppose not,” Reggie said thoughtfully. “Pretty cheeky business.”


  “Couldn’t you come with me? Please. It’s so terribly important.”


  Reggie didn’t doubt this for a minute. Anyone who needed the eye of a newt undoubtedly needed it in the worst way. “Well, I’m not supposed to see Freddy,” he confessed. “My girl doesn’t like him.” The girl smiled. “She needn’t know, of course. I’ll never tell. And I’ll bet you’re a regular old clam when you have to be.”


  “That’s right. Just button the old lip up tight and no one’s the wiser.”


  “Shall we go then?”


  “Righto.”


  Reggie paid his tab and then looked admiringly at the girl as she paused to wait for him at the exit. Quite a stunner, really. And a brain to boot. Coming up with that business about not telling Sari! Why in the deuce hadn’t he thought of it? Sari would like her, he thought dreamily. That silver-blonde hair, and the heavy eye makeup, it was quite neat. And she had gorgeous legs, slim and graceful in sheer nylons, and the little black suit she wore looked as if it had sprayed onto her body. Particularly around the hips. Yes, Sari would find her great fun. Might be well to toss them together some day. Great friendships started that way.


  The thought of Sari brought another little frown to his face. Something about her had slipped his mind. He shrugged helplessly. No use chasing after the wiggling little thought now. Probably lurking in the deepest pool in his head.


  He strode across the room and tucked the girl’s hand under his arm. “Well, let’s go a-newting,” he said cheerfully—


  Sari arrived at the lounge about ten minutes after Reggie and the girl had departed. The bartender looked at her sadly and shook his head. He didn’t speak.


  “Oh, dear, what is it now?” Sari said. She was a petite, slender red-head, with eyes that were blue or green depending on her mood. At the moment they were very green.


  “Some dame picked him up,” the bartender said. “She eyed him like a cobra looking at a fat chicken and planning the menu. Then she moved in.”


  “Was she attractive?” Sari said, in a voice that tried for casualness and missed by fifty feet.


  “In a kind of flashy way,” the bartender said. “They struck up a nice conversation about newts.”


  “Newts,” Sari said, tapping a small foot slowly on the floor. “Did you by any chance hear the name of that peerless ass, Freddy Myrtlehead mentioned?”


  “No, I just got the newt pitch, and then I turned out. Look, I’m an old man with flat feet, Miss, but why don’t you tell that guy to get lost?”


  “Because he would,” Sari said sadly. “And then I’d have to go and find him …”


  Reggie and the girl arrived at Freddy Myrtlehead’s in very high spirits. Her name was Dee Light, which she had taken for the stage. She wouldn’t tell her real name, because she claimed it was too, too dull. In the cab she had sat close to him, hugging his arm companionably, and Reggie was pleasantly aware of the soft pressure of her body, and the far-from-subtle scent of her perfume. But at Freddy’s they came on bad news. Freddy, a pear-shaped young man with glassy eyes and a high nervous laugh, explained that he had disposed of his newts several weeks back.


  Dee looked as disconsolate as anyone with her endowments could look, and was only partially mollified by Freddy’s suggestion that he whip them up a few pints of Martinis. But after a few drinks everyone’s spirits picked up. Freddy stood at the mantel in a pose he had picked up from a big-gamehunting relative, and explained why he had got rid of his newts. It was a longish story, full of sub-plots, but the burden of it was the management had insisted that either he or the newts must clear out. Apparently it made no difference to the management which departed; in fact there was a healthy hint that they both go; but Freddy had


  circumvented this by coming down with mumps and being placed in quarantine.


  Reggie listened jealously to this long account. “We’ve got to be trotting along,” he said, catching Freddy between breaths. “Grand fund and all that. But there’s more to life than a good laugh all around. Dee and I must find a newt.”


  Freddy peered into his drink and sighed. “People with a purpose in life. Very lucky, favorites of the Gods. I wish I had something to do.”


  Dee nodded sympathetically. “But with all your money I should think you’d be able to find ever so many things to do.”


  “Governor’s got all the money tied up,” Freddy muttered.


  Dee cleared her throat. “Shall we go?” she said sweetly to Reggie.


  Downstairs, Reggie blinked in the late afternoon sunlight. “I’m at a loss,” he said. “Where to find a newt? That’s the problem.” Then a thought struck him. “Look, what do you want a newt for?”


  Dee sighed and looked pensive. “I—I’m afraid you might not believe me.”


  “Well, why not? Lots of perfectly good reasons for wanting newts. That’s why there are newts. Quite a mess if people wanted newts and there weren’t any around.”


  “You are sweet,” Dee smiled. “So—understanding. But it’s a very long story. Would you like to go to my apartment? It’s quiet and comfortable, and I could tell you all about it then.”


  “Tophole,” Reggie said warmly. He was more certain than ever that Sari would like this girl. Bursting with hospitality, really. And Sari would appreciate that.


  Dee didn’t live in an apartment, actually; she lived in a very elegant hotel, and her room had a southern exposure and a terrace. Everything looked cosy and home-like; there was even a pipe in an ashtray on the coffee table. Dee picked it up with a laugh and put it in her mouth. “One of my secret vices,” she said, and. then put it out of sight. “Would you like to fix a couple of drinks while I get into something more comfortable?”


  “More comfortable than what?”


  “Than what I’m wearing, of course.”


  “You look pretty comfortable.”


  Dee smiled at him. “Don’t you want me to change?”


  Reggie found the conversation confusing. “You do just what you think best,” he said, tossing the problem cleverly back into her lap. “I’ll make a drink.”


  Dee returned in five minutes wearing black Bikini shorts and a bra. Her skin was tanned the color of honey, and she was displaying it to the legal limits. “Would you bring my drink to the terrace?” she asked Reggie. “I’m just a little pig about sun. I think the sun-worshipers were really on the right track, don’t you?”


  Reggie sighed. A grand girl, but her questions upset him. And in the midst of measuring out two Wimp Bloaters he had no time for distractions. He murmured something without looking up and went on with the complicated business of the Wimp Bloaters.


  When he brought the drinks to the terrace Dee was lying face-down on a chaise lounge.


  “Would you mind putting a bit of lotion on my back?” she said, looking up at him and smiling slowly.


  “Pip pip,” Reggie said. Setting the drinks down, he picked up the bottle of suntan lotion and applied a smooth coat to her even smoother skin. “Well, cheers,” he said, retrieving his glass. “Can’t think of a liner way to kill time.”


  She giggled. “Naughty boy.”


  Reggie giggled too. “Like to drink, that’s all. Can’t do a thing about it.” Sighing with contentment he sat down in a deep chair and closed his eyes.


  Dee raised herself on one elbow and stared at him suspiciously. It was obvious from her expression that she hadn’t known many men who closed their eyes when she was around in a bathing suit. Finally she managed a little smile. “You haven’t asked me about the newts,” she said, pouting.


  “Slipped the old mind.”


  “You’ll think I’m insane.”


  Reggie waved a languid hand. “Nasty word. Hear it all the time, for some reason. Family, lawyers, even old Sari, always prattling about somebody being insane.”


  Dec said, “I’m desperately in love with a man who doesn’t even know I’m alive.”


  “Tell him, girl, tell him,” Reggie said firmly. “Trot out the old birth certificate. Get a letter from a doctor. ‘This girl alive’. That sort of thing. Couldn’t hurt Might help. Drink?”


  “No—no, thanks.” Dee took a long breath that stretched her B-cups to the danger point. “What I mean is, he doesn’t love me. And without him life isn’t worth living. I—I’m ready to shoot myself.”


  “Messy business,” Reggie said, frowning slightly. “If we put our old heads to it we might think of something neater. Gas!” He sat up, nodding cheerfully. “Much better. No fuss at all.”


  “Listen, wise guy,” Dee said, with a distinct edge to her voice, “save your bright ideas for-—” She stopped and recovered herself. “You just don’t understand,” she said, sighing deeply. “You’re so contented and happy that you don’t realize how much I’m suffering.”


  “I say,” Reggie said, touched. “That bad, eh?”


  “It’s hideous. And—well, you will think I’m crazy, but I’ve found the recipe for a love potion, and I want to make it and use it. It’s my only chance.”


  “Love potion, eh? One sip and the bloke goes starry-eyed? That sort of thing?”


  “Yes,” she said eagerly. “It’s a potion I learned of from an old gypsy. And it works! I know it does.”


  “That solves all the problems. No gas, no pining for lost love. Slip the potion to the chap and pick out a ring. Neat.”


  “But I don’t have the ingredients to make the potion. That’s why I wanted the eye of a newt.”


  Reggie chewed this over thoughtfully. “Well,” he said at last, “Freddy was my only newt-y friend. Another bloke keeps loons, but that wouldn’t help, I dare say. Pop a loon instead of a newt into your dish and you might be in a sorry stew. Best not to tamper, eh?”


  “Well, the newt wasn’t essential to the potion,” Dee said. “It was a substitute for something else actually.”


  “What?”


  “Two hairs from the head of a red-haired virgin.”


  “Hmmm,” Reggie said. “Shouldn’t be too difficult. You must know lots of redheads.”


  “Yes, I do, but—” Dee looked embarrassed. “The other requirement is the stumbling block.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Well, the virgin part, silly.”


  “I wish Sari were here,” Reggie said thoughtfully. “She’s great at things like this.”


  “Great at virginity, you mean?” Dee said innocently.


  “Problems,” Reggie said. “Good head.” Then he snapped his fingers. “Good head, and red as a carrot. I’ll get the hairs from her.”


  “You’re sure she won’t mind?”


  Reggie laughed. “She’s a great sport. Be glad to help. You’re sure two is enough? Might as well take a handful in case you mess up the first batch.”


  “No, two will be perfect.” She came and knelt at Reggie’s knee, and stared at him with wide grave eyes. “You are the sweetest man I’ve ever met. Why didn’t I fall in love with you, I wonder?”


  “Hard to say,” Reggie said, getting briskly to his feet. “Well, I’m off. This shouldn’t take long. Pip, pip, and all the rest of it.”


  After Reggie left, Dee poured herself a straight shot of whiskey and took it down neat. Then she shook her blonde head slowly. Her expression was dazed; she had seen a vast variety of men over the years, but Reggie was a shatteringly new experience.


  A knock sounded. Without bothering to put on a robe Dee strolled across the room and opened the door. The man who stood in the corridor was short and stockily built, with a deceptively open face and smooth black hair. He wore a conservatively cut dark suit, a neatly figured tie, and his manner was pleasant and sincere. Entering the room he put his hat and coat on the sofa, and smiled at the girl.


  “Well, bird-brain, how did it go?” he said. He still looked pleasant and sincere, a gentleman by breeding and instinct, but his eyes ruined the act; small and nervous, they were designed to follow the roll of crooked dice or to wink at a confederate in a rigged card game. Samuel Springer’s eyes were meant to go with keyholes or pornographic literature. They were a decided business liability. Glasses were no help—they transformed him into a thieving owl.


  “Bird-brain, yourself,” Dee said, staring at him with active dislike. “You picked a rare one, I must say. Reggie What’s-his-name. Where did you find him? In a Who’s Who for mental patients?”


  “I asked you how it went,” Springer said. “Unnecessary question, of course. I should have known you’d louse it up.”


  “It’s still alive,” Dee said sulkily. “He didn’t go mad at the sight of my maidenly body, but I’ve got a hook in him.”


  Springer sighed and sat down on the sofa. “This has got to work,” he said. “Compared to me at the moment, a pauper could make like Ali Khan. I’m broke.”


  “So is that new?” Dee said, lighting a cigarette. She slid into a chair and dangled her legs over the arm. “You never had more than coffee-and-cakes money in the time I’ve known you. And that’s been over a year.”


  “It has seemed like ten,” Springer said, bowing gravely to her. “If we can take this character, Reggie, what joy it will be to kick you out the door.”


  “Listen, you creep,” Dee said angrily. “Anybody does any kicking it will be me. Things were fine until I met you. Remember that, wise guy. And you were going to make a star out of me. Get me my own TV show. Big shot agent from New York.”


  Springer said patiently, “You couldn’t get on a giveaway show, bird-brain, even if you gave yourself away. When I met you your prospects were as follows: to marry the counterman in that hash house, or to work yourself up to cashier, and the latter possibility was remote since it would have meant that you had to count. And you can’t count, bird-brain.”


  “Yeah? I was a respectable girl. My family was one of the best in town.”


  “Sure. There were only three families in town. One was full of drunks, and the other liked to set fires, as I recall. In that company you stood out brilliantly. The poor man’s Jukes family, no question of it.”


  “You leave my family out of this,” Dee said ominously.


  Springer sighed again. “With the greatest of pleasure. Let us try to think of business. Our chump bought the idea of the love potion?”


  “Yeah, you were right about him being screwy,” Dee said reluctantly. “He seemed to think it was the most natural thing in the world. He’s gone to get two red hairs from his girl-friend.”


  “All right,” Springer said.


  “We’ll keep working on him. He’s got to be human in some respects.” He looked clinically at Dee’s long smooth brown legs, at her abundantly curved bosom. “He should make a pitch sooner or later. As a last resort we’ll pull the potion gag. Let both of you drink it. The power of suggestion will work on him, if your charms fail us. Meanwhile I’ll go and try to cadge lunch somewhere.”


  “How about me? They shut off room service here.”


  Springer rose and picked up his hat and coat, “I’ll try to palm some celery and radishes from the salad,” he said.


  Dee swore impressively. “That’s bird food.”


  “Right, bird-brain. I’ll see you tonight, dismal as that prospect is.”


  Reggie arrived at Sari’s apartment in the middle of the afternoon. When she opened the door he saw that all storm signals were flying; her eyes were green as holly, her lips were set in a tight, uncompromising line, her fingers were opening and closing with slow relish.


  “Cheers,” Reggie said in a hollow voice.


  “Have we something to be cheerful about?” Sari said in a voice as soft and innocent as a purring bobcat’s. “Precisely what are we celebrating? The fact that I was left hanging at a bar like some forgotten umbrella? Or your introduction to the charms of that dyed-in-the-wool blonde? Just what happened that brings you here to mouth, ‘Cheers’ on my doorstep?”


  “I say, are you in a snit?” Reggie said anxiously. “You look a bit liverish, old thing. Might try a gin and tomato juice. Helps sometimes.”


  “I am not in a snit,” Sari said slowly. “Nor am I liverish. I am simply and finally sick of being related in a loose sort of way to a man who-—” Sari’s voice broke.


  “To a man who—who is either stark crazy, or is the finest actor this side of the Abbey Theatre.”


  And with that she slammed the door in his face.


  Reggie frowned and rubbed his long jaw. In a snit, no doubt of it. No good saying, “Not in a snit, not liverish.”


  The facts were plain. In a snit, definitely.


  Over the years Reggie had learned very little about women; he knew they were mildly potty and given to streaks of totally irrational behavior, but beyond that his knowledge was meagre. However, one thing he knew: time alone could fix up these snits. Girl got in a snit, nothing for a chap to do but lash everything in place, settle down with a bottle or two and wait for clear weather. Distance helped too. Go off a goodish bit—India say—and let everything calm down. He was thinking of something along this line when he recalled his errand. Have to settle that first.


  He rapped briskly on the door. Sari opened it in a few seconds. There was no change in her manner, he noticed.


  “Didn’t you get the general idea?” she said.


  “Now see here.” Reggie fumbled with his hat. It was a perfectly simple sort of errand, but for some reason he was suddenly at a loss. “It’s not for me, understand,” he said, smiling uncertainly. “The thing is, it’s her, it’s she, that’s it. She needs them; I don’t.”


  “Are you drunk?”


  “No, perish the thought. Had a few Wimp Bloaters with Freddy—” He stopped, blushing. Popped right out! Old clam Reggie!


  “Oh, you were at Freddy’s, eh?”


  “Now look, Sari, dash it all! The girl needed a newt’s eye, and old Freddy was the only bloke I could think of.”


  “A newt’s eye! What for?”


  “Well, she’s in love.”


  “With newts?”


  “It’s a perfectly clear business,” Reggie said stiffly. “She loves a bloke. Bloke can’t see her. So she’s making a love potion. Needs a newt’s eye. Simple enough, what?”


  “It’s simple enough, all right,” Sari said. “Simple enough for you, at any rate. Good-bye,”


  She started to close the door but Reggie cried, “Please, the poor girl is in trouble.”


  “I’ll bet,” Sari said grimly. “And I’ll bet she doesn’t know his name either.”


  “Well, this love potion will clear everything up,” Reggie said.


  “She’ll make a fortune with it then,” Sari said. “Now get your foot out of this door, and take it away with you. Far away.”


  Reggie saw there was no point in pressing the matter further. Sari—for some mysterious feminine reason—was obvious y out of sorts. Tomorrow she’d probably be up in the clouds. Whimsical creatures, he thought. Not a brain in their heads really. Just moonbeams and all that rot.


  “I say, who’s that in there?” he said, almost bursting with guile.


  “Where?”


  “In your living room, of course.”


  Sari turned around. Reggie selected two strands of fine golden hair, lifted his eyes to heaven, and yanked hard!


  “Ouch!” Sari yelled, spinning around like a cat whose tail has been pulled.


  But Reggie was already on his way down the stairs.


  A strange little man pressed the buzzer of Reggie’s apartment at roughly the cocktail hour. Clive, Reggie’s tall and formidable valet, opened the door, regarded the little man with eloquently raised eyebrows. There was good reason for his questioning stare; the little man was brown as saddle-leather, wore a white turban, and sported a flowing black beard.


  “Yes?” Clive said, and managed to convey by his tone the utter unsuitability of this chap on his doorstep.


  “I look for a Reginald van Amer—Amering—” The little man gave up. He smiled sheepishly at Clive. “Is he here?”


  “Not at the present. Who shall I say called?”


  “Well—” The little man shrugged and tugged at his beard. “He is getting himself into serious trouble, I fear.”


  Clive took the news calmly. “Perhaps you’d better come in,” he said.


  The buzzer sounded again, about ten minutes later, and Clive found Sari standing in the corridor, looking very lovely and very anxious.


  “Clive, the most terrible ”


  “Now, now,” Clive said. “I know all about it. Please come in. I want you to meet Ali Bulla, a distinguished visitor to our shores from far-off India.”


  Sari stared in confusion at the little man in the turban. The flowing black beard seemed to fascinate her; it curled down the front of his silken waistcoat, as ropy and luxurious as a well-cared-for snake. “How do you do?” she said faintly.


  Ali Bulla bowed from the waist. “My pleasure.”


  Clive glanced at his watch. “Miss Sari, permit me to brief you on developments, as news commentators are fond of saying. Time is of the essence. The Master has got himself into a rather neat mess, even for him.”


  Sari sat clown weakly. “He’s absolutely mad. Or madder, I should say. He pulled a handful of hair from my head a few minutes ago, and then ran like a thief.”


  “It all fits in,” Clive said judicially. He put the tips of his long fingers together and paced the floor frowning slightly. “The Master has fallen into the toils of a confidence team which consists (a) of a young woman whose character is no more honest than the color of her hair, and (b) a man named Springer who would stand out, as a rapscallion in a Thugee gathering. Their intention is to involve the Master in an amatory situation with the young woman, and force him into a marriage which it would be understating matters to describe as catastrophic.”


  “Well, it would serve the silly fool right,” Sari said brushing away a tear. Then: “But what are we going to do about it?”


  “We must act with speed and firmness,” Clive said. “The crux of their scheme turns on a love potion which they stole from our Indian visitor, Ali Bulla. They believe the potion to be the fruit of some quack, but the lotion is, in fact, authentic and powerful.”


  “Most powerful,” Ali Bulla said, nodding in a pleased fashion.


  “Ali Bulla trailed these scoundrels to their hotel, realized that they had ensnared the Master, and therefore followed him here. Now we must strike!”


  “But Clive, do you believe this nonsense about a genuine love potion?”


  Clive smiled tolerantly. “I spent a good deal of time in India, Miss Sari. I their love potions. In fact, a Maharini once attempted to—”


  He cleared his throat. “But that’s another story. Now to call their hotel …”


  Reggie sat in the small kitchen, swigging a drink and watching in fascination as Dee prepared the love potion at the sink. She had changed from her Bikini into a foamy, peach-colored negligee which followed the lines of her full young body with loving attention. Her blonde hair brushed her shoulders, and her eyes glinted with mischievous excitement as she fussed about with vials and test tubes.


  “Almost ready,” she said in a happy, little-girl’s voice. “Aren’t you excited?”


  “Oh, fearfully,” Reggie said. Actually he was quite sleepy, but he didn’t want to spoil the show.


  “Did your girl mind parting with a bit of her lovely hair?” Dee said, smiling at him.


  “Oh, not at all,” Reggie said, waving a limp hand. “Sporting type and all the rest of it.”


  Dee came over and sat down on his lap. She put an arm around his neck and nuzzled her nose against his check. “You are a lamb,” she whispered.


  She was pretty heavy, Reggie thought. Looked light as a feather, but the fact was otherwise. Definitely otherwise.


  “Where’s the bloke?” he said.


  “What ‘bloke?’ ”


  “The bloke you’re stirring up the love potion for?”


  “Oh, he’ll be along shortly.” She snuggled closer to him and crossed her legs. The robe parted, revealing a pink and dimpled knee. “I’m not impatient,” she said. “Are you?”


  Reggie yawned. “No, not a bit. Restful here, as a matter of fact.”


  Dee got to her feet and shook her head. Nothing worked with this character! She glanced at her watch. It was almost time for Springer.


  One thing disturbed her; a half-hour ago the desk had called to explain that her room was needed for a prior reservation. Full of apologies, the hotel wished to transfer her to a suite at no increase in price. This was Springer’s doing, she guessed, but she couldn’t imagine why …


  “Look,” she said to Reggie, “I’d like to try this love potion before my—ah—friend arrives. I know it’s a lot to ask, but you’ve been such a dear I’m sure you won’t mind.”


  “Mind what?”


  “Well—trying it with me.”


  “First-rate idea,” Reggie said. “No point using the old stuff if you’re not sure of it.”


  Dee stared soulfully at him. “We’ll really fall in love,” she whispered. “I just know it. Then what will we do?”


  Reggie frowned. “Just go off and forget each other, I suppose. It happens all the time in the movies. Bloke bites the bullet, wanders off to Africa and figures out cure for sleeping sickness.” He yawned again, prodigiously. “Can’t imagine what they do with the bloody cures, though. Not on the market, eh?”


  “But you will take the chance?”


  “Least a chap can do,” Reggie said.


  “But supposing we can’t forget each other?”


  Reggie laughed cheerfully.


  “No problem there. I can forget anybody. Even myself. Always forgetting who I am, for instance. One time I thought I was my father. Just a shaver then. Smoked his cigars, drank a snootful of brandy every night, raised a devil of a row. Another time—”


  “All right, I get the idea,” Dee said hastily. “Now here’s what we have to do. You take a glass and I take a glass, and we go into the living room and turn out the lights. You understand?”


  “Righto.”


  “In pitch darkness we each empty our glass. Then we turn on the lights. Are you ready?”


  Reggie yawned again. “Pip, pip. Into the breach.”


  He accepted a glass of milky fluid from Dee, and strolled into the long living room. The sofa looked wonderfully inviting, he thought. Once this business was over, there’d be time for something important. A good session with the old downy …


  Dee moved to the light switch. “You stand at the end of the room now,” she said. “I’ll turn off the lights and count to five. Then we’ll drink the potion. All right.”


  Reggie waved a hand. “Fine,” he said, yawning.


  Dee threw the switch. Darkness filled the room.


  “One!” Dee said firmly.


  Then: “Two!”


  A hand closed over Reggie’s mouth. Someone took the drink from him …


  “Five,” Dee said. “Drink up now!”


  “Awwwwk!” Reggie said.


  The lights came up.


  The hand removed itself from Reggie’s mouth.


  “Sorry, sir,” Clive said.


  Reggie wasn’t surprised to see Clive: Clive had a habit of popping up unexpectedly. But he was surprised to see a stocky young man who stood in the middle of the room staring with dishonest but soulful eyes at Dee. And Dee was staring at him in the same rapt fashion.


  In their hands were empty glasses!


  “Darling,” Dee said, taking a step toward him.


  Springer let the glass fall from his hand. “Dearest,” he murmured. Lost in each other, transfixed with the glory of it all, they embraced.


  “All’s well,” Reggie said, nodding crisply to Clive. He liked to be crisp with Clive. It mitigated his suspicion that Clive thought him an ass.


  “They are a pair of swindlers, sir,” Clive said. “It was their intention to swindle you. Fortunately we were able to persuade the chap to drain the potion that was meant for you.”


  “All’s well, then,” Reggie said crossly. “I told you, didn’t I?”


  Clive took his arm. “If you will step into the bedroom, please.”


  Reggie was pleased at this turn. Change the old subject. He strolled into the room. It was quite dark. “I say!”


  The light flashed on. Sari stood at the switch, tapping a small foot slowly on the rug.


  “Turn around,” she said


  “What ho! Quite!”


  Smiling, Sari reached out and twirled several locks of his hair around her finger. Then she yanked hard!


  “Ouch!” Reggie shouted. He turned around and looked at her with wounded eyes. “I say, that’s a beastly trick.”


  “I’m making a love potion,” Sally said in the same sweet voice. “And we’re going to drink it together. And then we’ll get married. Won’t that be delightful?”


  Reggie was not quite the fool he seemed. He knew that after once a chap got married a chap went to bed! And that was a splendid idea.


  “I can’t wait,” he said, taking Sari in his arms.


  MR. DITTMAN’S MONSTERS


  First published in the January-February 1954 issue of Fantastic.


  Did you ever wonder where pink elephants come from? Out of a scotch bottle? Not necessarily, as Arthur Dittman discovered when an uninvited guest showed up. But Arthur wasn’t a very enthusiastic host because he already had a monster of his own.


  MRS. DITTMAN glared across the table, and voiced the age-old plaint of neglected wives. “I’d think you could give me a little attention once in a while. Always with your nose in that silly Chemist’s Monthly!”


  Mr. Dittman looked up also. In fact, both of him raised a single head, because there were really two Arthur Dittman’s. The reasoning man, and the patient little sufferer. The reasoning Dittman was surprised. He could not imagine how anyone so gross, homely, and plain stinkerish as Mrs. Dittman could expect attention from anyone.


  Aside from a certain fascination Mr. Dittman had experienced from watching the movement of Mrs. Dittman’s mustache, he had never had any great interest in the woman.


  Why he had married Martha,


  Arthur could never really say. The proposal was made in a dark room—a setting arranged beforehand by Martha’s frantic parents—and Arthur always suspected that the perfume was drugged.


  But he took his defeat like a true sportsman. A bookkeeper by profession, his great love was chemistry. So, what with his patient nature and his basement laboratory, he survived.


  “Arthur, answer me!” Martha Dittman barked, whereupon the patient Mr. Dittman took over. He said, “Sorry, my dear. There are some new formulae here that are very interesting. Coupled with the material I found in that old parchment volume—”


  “You mean that witch’s book? I told you to burn it!”


  “But my dear. It contains information of great value!”


  “Well, I’ll burn it. Someday


  I’ll go into that abominable laboratory of yours and—”


  “My dear—I’m sure you wouldn’t do a thing like that. You know what pleasure I derive from—”


  “I know it’s making a widow out of me!”


  It’s probably keeping you out of the divorce court, Madam, the reasoning Mr. Dittman said, but silently of course. Extreme ugliness is grounds for escaping military duty. Why not grounds for divorce? If I told them how unpleasant it is to lie in bed beside—


  “I suppose you’re going to spend the whole evening there, as usual?”


  “Well—I have plans for a couple of new mixtures.”


  Mrs. Dittman glowered, and her husband thought, if only her personality did not match her general unsightliness so perfectly. Why must her disposition wear a mustache also?


  Mr. Dittman got up from the table and smiled at his wife—this in itself being no small feat—and said, “I won’t be long, my dear. Just a couple of mixtures.”


  “I’ll keep reminding you,” Martha said, darkly. And he knew she would. By knocking on the door every ten minutes in order to break his solitary pleasure into small chunks rather than allow it to flourish uninterrupted for a whole evening.


  Safe at last behind the door of his beloved laboratory, a change came over Arthur Dittman; a change for the better. He smiled a smile of contentment that seemed to smooth the wrinkles away from his eyes—wrinkles acquired through the years from squinting against the expected shock of Martha’s image against his unprotected optic nerves. Even the sagging flesh of his jowls seemed to tighten; flesh made heavy by the weight of his eternal patience. There was new spring in footsteps understandably reduced to a shuffle by the mere contemplation of the years ahead with Martha.


  ARTHUR went happily to work, his love of it made audible by snatches of conversation he tossed from one side of his mouth to the other. “I could never understand why they left the catylitic element out of that formula. Perhaps they didn’t have a name for it in 1281. That was a long time ago. Hmmmmm. Let’s see now—ground bat’s ears. This synthetic should certainly do just as well. And why shouldn’t a compound of digitalis and riboflavin activate the formula if anything will. I wonder—”


  Arthur chatted happily with himself and went about mixing concoctions that might have been termed devilish by those wishing to put a melodramic connotation upon plain, unromantic chemicals.


  Finally, Arthur was ready to complete his experiment. He put on his rubber gloves, turned his face away, and added the last ingredient.


  Thirty silent seconds passed, while the retort seemed to be tasting the stuff suspiciously. Then it belched and spewed forth like someone who had just discovered a raw oyster in a slice of angel food cake.


  The room filled, instantly, with a cloud of smoke—white, slightly odorous—exactly as prescribed for such occasions by specialists in such matters and by all the old books.


  Arthur Dittman cowered in a corner, and rubbed his smarting eyes. This didn’t help much because there was some sort of caustic substance on the rubber gloves which left his optics positively streaming.


  Then a soft, wistful voice said, “Hello.”


  Arthur finally got his eyes open and found the room to be clearing fast but he still couldn’t see anything. He said, “Hello,” also, but mainly from reflex action.


  “You’re sad,” the wistful voice said. “You’ve been crying.”


  “I assure you, it’s entirely chemical—not emotional.”


  “Emotion—chemistry—biology,” the sad voice pursued, “they’re all hopelessly intermingled.”


  “I—I suppose you’re right, but—” Arthur’s eyes were beginning to function again and he could vaguely define a large, wavering blob of matter near the Bunsen burner. He said, “I—ah, didn’t hear you enter.”


  “I’m sorry—I thought you knew. You were kind enough to bring me here.”


  AT that moment there was a sharp knock on the door, followed by Martha’s strident voice. “Arthur ! You’re smelling up the house again. Whatever you’re doing—stop it!”


  “I’m sorry, my dear. The experiment is over now.”


  “And a very successful one,” the wistful voice stated.


  “What did you say?” Martha wanted to know.


  “I said the experiment is over.”


  “Well, I don’t care whether it was a success or not. Stop it!”


  “Martha—I wish you’d come in and see—”


  “Come in? You couldn’t drag me into that filthy place!”


  “Well, I certainly wouldn’t try anything so drastic, but—”


  “Just get rid of that awful smell and come to bed.”


  “Who’s that?” the nice voice asked, as Martha strode off upstairs.


  “My wife. She isn’t in sympathy with my hobby.”


  “Well, I’m certainly in sympathy with it. You’ve given me my first taste of freedom in a long time.”


  “Is that so? Well I’m very glad—”


  The room was clear, now and Arthur’s eyes were functioning—functioning almost too well, he thought, as he beheld the apparition that had moved in on him. Something the like of which had never before visited him.


  It had stringy hair, wore a small postage stamp of an apron, and was clad mainly in vari-colored scales. The arms, legs, and torso appeared to have been assembled toward the end of a long day in a factory where the employees kept their eyes glued to the clock after four-thirty—a slipshod job that no inspector would have ever passed except one who was also watching the clock. Certainly, there was no pride of workmanship in whoever had thrown this one together. None whatever.


  But Arthur Dittman was instinctively kind, and except for the sudden break in his words, he gave no sign of personal shock.


  The apparition was observant, however. “You don’t like me.”


  “Oh—on the contrary. I was just—ah, startled. What are you—a genie of some sort?”


  “You mean can I grant you a wish?”


  “Three wishes is usually the accepted form.”


  “I’m sorry. None of us ever had any such power. The old-story tellers and myth-makers were, first of all—human beings, and were inclined to color things up a little.” The monster’s sadness increased. “As a matter of cold fact, we aren’t good for anything I can think of.”


  Arthur Dittman, conditioned as he was to unusual physical contours, stepped closer to his visitor and studied the face. “That—ah, is your face, isn’t it?” he asked.


  “Of course. Isn’t it where faces usually are?”


  THE VISAGE did have redeeming features, Arthur thought. The surrounding wattles were a delicate pink, and the irises of the eyes were arresting in their lavender brightness. “I still don’t see how I achieved—”


  “It may surprise you, but the key ingredient of your chemical formula was the alcohol.”


  “Is that so? You surprise me.” The monster sighed. “I was fortunate in materializing for a scientist.”


  “An amateur,” Arthur said, but blushed with pleasure, nonetheless.


  “A man with the impersonal scientific approach, regardless. Usually we’re given a pretty bad time by the people who materialize us. They scream, dive under the bed, try to climb up the wall.” Arthur was puzzled. “Why should they do that?”


  “It’s just that very few of them expect us. Although how they can expect anything else after—” Arthur Dittman pointed suddenly. “Wait a minute. It occurs to me—You mean it doesn’t matter how or where the formula is concocted?”


  “None whatever.”


  “It could be in a man’s stomach or in a retort?”


  “It could be anywhere.”


  “And when you come you often find your host in—ah, very bad shape?”


  “We usually find them drunker than fifty tankards of ale.”


  “Then you’re wrong—you’re very wrong about being useless and having no purpose in the scheme of things. Obviously you are manifested on this plane to show people the error of their ways!”


  The creature shrugged. “That may be true, but it’s a sad, thankless job anyhow. Always misunderstood and goggled at—when all we want is a little kindness—a little consideration—”


  “Are there—very many of you?”


  “Oh yes—quite a number. We take turns in coming. Always hoping against hope that the next trip will be different—that our host won’t go into a coma or jump out a window, or call for help.”


  “Well, I certainly don’t want to seem boorish. Possibly we could sit and chat a while. You could tell me about your world and—”


  There was a sudden banging on the door. Martha’s voice. “Arthur? Have you got a woman in there?”


  Arthur flinched at the sound. The monster asked, “Who’s that?”


  “My wife.”


  “Arthur! Answer me!”


  Mr. Dittman glanced, somewhat perplexed, at his visitor. “Are you a—ah, that is—a lady?” The rose wattles deepened in color. “Why, yes. My name is Elizabeth. I chose it myself.”


  Arthur looked at the door and called, “I’m occupied at the moment, my dear. If you’ll come back a little later—”


  Martha’s snort of indignation could easily have blown the door open if she had not already thrown her weight against it. The panel flew back and she came into the laboratory. She took two steps forward and came to an abrupt halt. She loosed one inarticulate scream and fell to the floor in a dead faint.


  Arthur moved toward her. A second gargled scream stopped him. He turned. Elizabeth was also stretched on the floor, out cold from sudden shock.


  ARTHUR was filled with an understandable confusion. His loyalties of course were toward Martha, but the scientist in him forced his attention in the other direction. He knelt beside his fallen visitor and observed her complexion. It was only faintly pink. Obviously her reaction to sudden fright differed little from that of a human.


  But her recuperative powers were greater and she opened her eyes almost immediately. “Good heavens,” she muttered. “What was that?”


  “My wife,” Arthur said a little stiffly.


  “I’m sorry. It was just that—”


  “I understand. Are you feeling better now?”


  “I’ll be all right. It was just the sudden shock. But it did me good. It did me a great deal of good.”


  Elizabeth got to her feet and studied the still-prone Martha. “It just goes to show that there is good in everything. When we’re put in a position where we can understand how the other fellow feels—”


  “I don’t think I quite follow you.”


  “It’s just that one illustration—one experience—is worth a thousand words.”


  “Can’t you make it a little clearer?”


  “It’s quite apparent. For years, I’ve been feeling bad when I materialize to the formula and see some wild-eyed human take one look at me and try to crawl into the woodwork. But now I’ll understand. Now I’ve been on the receiving end. Now I know what it’s like to have a monster come thundering toward me when I’m not prepared. I reacted just as they do. In the future I’ll understand and have more charity.”


  “Then your trip wasn’t wasted.”


  “No indeed. I’ll return with a lighter heart. If your wife can live with that face, I can certainly—oh, I’m sorry! That was boorish of me.”


  “It’s all right. I know you were speaking impersonally.”


  “Thank you. And now I must get back. It’s been pleasant—very pleasant.”


  Arthur watched Elizabeth with marked interest. “I’m sorry you have to leave, but I’ll be very interested in seeing how you do it.”


  Elizabeth almost smiled. “Always the scientist. It’s very simple, really. All I do is relax.”


  She proceeded to demonstrate, loosening her muscles, sinking gently to the floor, and finally becoming a blob of protoplasm that turned transparent and vanished.


  Martha stirred and opened her eyes. They focused groggily as she sat up. “Is—is she gone?”


  “Yes.”


  Martha got slowly to her feet. A change had come over her; a new soberness; a fear. She said, “Arthur—dear. I—I didn’t realize I’d driven you so far.”


  “Driven me?”


  “I know I’ve been disagreeable—that I’ve been selfish—but I didn’t realize—”


  “Realize what, Martha?”


  “That you were looking elsewhere for feminine companionship.”


  Arthur’s eyes popped. “But you fainted, woman! Are you trying to tell me that—?”


  “It was the shock of realizing the truth. I didn’t think you’d really do it. I guess I was too sure of myself, darling. But when I saw her, it floored me. Another woman! Here in our house!”


  Arthur Dittman looked a trifle dazed. “I guess it’s all in the point of view,” he mused.


  “Arthur, I’ll make it up to you. If you’ll give me a chance—”


  He looked at his wife and smiled. After all—with the mustache shaved off her personality—He said, “It’s all right, dear. I’ll brush up the laboratory and then we’ll go to bed.”


  And, strangely enough, the prospect seemed almost pleasant.


  THE MOON AND NONSENSE


  First published in the April 1954 issue of Fantastic.


  Probably the only thing around no confidence man could ever hope to sell is the Moon. There are always customers for the Brooklyn Bridge or the jewels in the handkerchief. But nobody would be stupid enough to buy the Moon.


  Oh no? Did you ever hear of a man named Reggie Van Ameringen?


  THE MOOD of the new day was rather peculiar, and it warned Reggie van Ameringen that this particular day was somewhat different from the usual parcels of time in which he thrived like a happy vegetable. Clive was smiling slightly for one thing, and there was a certain expansiveness in his manner as he went about the business of setting up breakfast by the sunny windows.


  Reggie sat up in bed and studied Clive with a shrewd eye. Smiling, not a doubt of it, Reggie thought. The old lips twisted upward, a definite jolliness in the usually glassy eyes. It was damned odd. A smile on Clive’s face was as shocking as a mustache on the Mona Lisa. For Clive was a gentlemen’s gentleman in the heroic tradition, a bravura anachroism from a sterner age. He had the figure of a Guardsman, the manner of a Duke, and a sense of propriety that would have awed a director of the Bank of England.


  “I say!” Reggie said.


  “Ah, good morning, sir. You slept well, I trust?”


  “Top hole,” Reggie said, still vainly attempting to analyze Clive’s air of incongruous bonhomie. There was, he knew, little hope of finding out. For Reggie’s was not an analytical mind; in fact he secretly wondered if it was a mind at all. Obviously, it was something, but what he was not sure. And it was a subject he didn’t enjoy peering into. He had come to grips with his mind and settle the matter. To hell with it, had been his final conclusion. Let sleeping minds lie, and all the rest of it.


  “I say!” he said once more.


  “Yes, sir?” Clive paused in the act of putting down a fork.


  “You’re in good form, what?” Reggie said, attacking the puzzle obliquely.


  “Why thank you, sir,” Clive said, and placed the fork exactly one-and-one-eighth inch from the plate.


  “Bounded out of the right side of the old bed, eh?”


  “Quite, sir.”


  “Always do, don’t you? I mean, bound of the right side of the old downy.”


  “Oh yes, sir. The bed, you see, is against the wall.”


  Reggie frowned, peering into the remark for significance. Finding none, he sighed and climbed out of bed. Then he got the joke. It was quite a time before he could bring himself to stop laughing. And by then he had shaved, showered and finished his breakfast.


  BUT over his second cup of coffee he remembered what had been bothering him before Clive’s uproarious sally had knocked him completely out of control.


  “I say!” he said for the third time, and pointed a fork accusingly at Clive’s chest.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “You were smiling this morning.”


  “Perhaps I was, sir. It’s a rather special day, I think. Or have you forgotten?”


  “Forgotten what? Don’t beat about the old bush.”


  “The lawyers are coming this morning, sir. It’s your twenty-sixth birthday, and today you will inherit the money which has been held in trust for you by the firm of God penny, Overreach, Hensdrake and Wellington. It is a day that calls for a certain levity, sir.”


  “Yes, of course, of course,” Reggie said peevishly. He had forgotten the whole business, and remembering it was enough to envelop his spirits in a vast dank pall. Lawyers! Godpenny, Overreach, Hensdrake and Wellington—the names were a litany of disaster, an awesome echo of past flubs and foibles. Every bit of unpleasantness in his life had been connected with lawyers. They were always lecturing him, treating him as if he didn’t have enough sense to come in out of the rain. As a matter of fact, Reggie recalled, they did have a point in that particular instance. He and his boon friend Ferdie Myrtlehead had been involved in that business—actually it had all been Ferdie’s fault. But the lawyers for all their talk of justice couldn’t see it that way. It had started with a cheery talk at the club bar about coming in out of the rain. Ferdie had scored a smashing stroke by saying that the remark made no sense, because whether or not people came in out of the rain it always stopped raining eventually and therefore the end results were identical. Come in or stay out was all the same. You got dry either way. Reggie hadn’t agreed. And so they had packed a lunch containing two thermos bottles of Martinis and repaired to the park to wait for rain. On the first try Ferdie’s theory was completely vindicated. They sat in the rain for four hours while Reggie grew increasingly giddy with the prospect of showing Ferdie up as cotton-headed young ass. But then, humiliatingly, the rain stopped, and Ferdie’s point was proven.


  “You see, old man,” Ferdie had said, in a nauseatingly sympathetic manner, “You aren’t grounded in good old logic. But observe: the rain has stopped, the sun is out, in a matter of an hour or so we will be dry. Therefore, the remark, about not having enough sense to come out of the rain is just a lot of empty nonsense. Handed down from father to son like stories about kind fairies and pots of gold under rainbows. Just a fake, that’s all.”


  “I don’t know about fairies,” Reggie said, stung.


  “Kind fairies,” Ferdie said sharply. “Everyone knows about fairies. But no kind ones. Not one bloody kind fairy in the whole world.”


  BUT Reggie hadn’t taken the experiment in the park as conclusive, and for several years he had worked diligently to prove that Ferdie was wrong. The two of them had travelled quite a bit—particularly in India—trying to find a place where it never stopped raining. And Reggie, hating himself for a sneak, even got mixed-up with some rainmakers in various countries. He had been on the verge of exposing Ferdie as an errant, un-schooled pop-off when the lawyers—all of them—had caught him in a market in Port Said. What followed was a nightmarish business, full of namecalling and recrimination. It had left Reggie moody for hours. And now they were upon him once more, trapping him here in his own sanctum.


  “You don’t seem pleased, if I may say so, sir,” Clive remarked.


  “Say it a hundred times,” Reggie said, gnawing at his lip. “What’re they up to now?”


  “They merely require your signature on a few forms,” Clive said. “And then, until noon, you will be a millionaire. May I congratulate you, sir.”


  “Until noon?”


  “Quite, sir. Another firm of lawyers—Muddle, Shackhead, Toobottom, Egbert, Clarkson, Lessfit and Never play—will be in charge of your finances.”


  “Why the old switcheroo?” Clive cleared his throat elegantly. “Taking an advantage of a technicality, Godpenny, Overreach, Hensdrake and Wellington are resigning as your legal custodians.”


  “Dropping me, eh?” Reggie muttered. For some reason he didn’t feel as elated as he should have; it wasn’t cheery to be thrown away by a pack of lawyers. “I suppose they think I’m not good enough for them,” he said, gesturing moodily with a piece of buttered toast.


  “I shouldn’t put it that way, sir,” Clive said kindly. “However, as an old and respectable firm, I feel they may not be spiritually equipped to manage the—ah—livelier aspects of your affairs.”


  “Of course,” Reggie said. He hadn’t the foggiest notion of what Clive was talking about, but the cadence of Clive’s prose and the mellifluous tone of his voice soothed him like the strains of beautiful music.


  “I think a glass of champagne might be in order, sir,” Clive went on. “If that is agreeable to you, I’ll chill a bottle now.”


  “Fine, grand,” Reggie said. The morning was picking up, he thought, returning to his usual state of bland and mindless good humor. “I’ll pop into the old threads meanwhile.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  When he had dressed himself Reggie strolled into the drawing room. Everything looked top-hole; the sun was shining smartly through the terrace windows and Clive had brought all the bric-a-brac up to a state of high gloss. It was a grand room really, he thought. View of the park, comfortable chairs, all the rest of it. Strolling about he patted a table and sofa affectionately. Good old friends, he was thinking. Stout and true. Like Ferdie. Like—He paused, a small frown gathering on his pleasantly vacant features. Like whom? The name—whose ever it had been—had just popped out of his mind. Who was it? Reggie felt a twinge of dismay. Hardly a way to treat a stout and true friend. Forget all about him. A chap didn’t have that many friends. Devil of a note. Losing friends as if they were carkeys or postage stamps. Reggie put a hand to his forehead, weighted down by a sudden and definite sense of less. “I may have lost my stoutest friend,” he muttered to the floor. “Good old whoever-it-was, gone forever.” Sighing he threw both hands in the air. “Well, farewell old bean, nothing to do but carry on, bite the bullet,” he said, making an effort to dismiss the gloomy business.


  IT was then the doorbell rang. Reggie hurried to answer it and found his fiancé, Sari, standing in the corridor. And when he saw her a dazzling light broke on him. She was the stout old friend he’d forgot, she was the true-blue buddy he’d thought he’d lost.


  “Ah, welcome back,” he said, embracing her fondly.


  Sari kissed him on the cheek and then drew back and looked at him with a small but skeptical smile. “Am I supposed to have been away?” she said.


  “Yes, it was all very tragic,” Reggie said, taking her by the arm and leading her to a chair. “You see, I forget your name. Silly of me, but there it is.”


  “How droll,” Sari said lightly. “Has it come back to you now?”


  “But of course,” Reggie said, highly pleased with himself. “I was thinking of these stout old chairs and tables in this room, and that made me think of my best friends. Well, Ferdie came first, naturally, and—”


  “Naturally Ferdie was first,” Sari said, nodding pleasantly.


  “Of course. Then I thought of another great old friend, but the name just wouldn’t come. But it was you! Hilarious, what?”


  Sari drummed her fingers on the arms of the chair and studied Reggie with an Inquisitor’s smile. “I am going to count up to ten,” she said slowly and distinctly.


  “That’s an awfully good trick,” Reggie said and sighed. “I’ve tried it, but six and seven get me all tangled up.”


  Sari was a small, and elegantly curved young woman with vivid red hair and green eyes. In spite of her pocket-sized specifications she had a temper and intelligence that could lend her the stature of a female Goliath. And now, as she crossed her slim, exquisitely, molded legs and looked up at Reggie, he had the odd sensation that she was looking down on him.


  “You couldn’t remember my name,” she said thoughtfully. “Ferdie’s yes, mine no. You forgot old true-blue Sari, Eh?”


  “Just for a few minutes,” Reggie said scratching his head. He had a vague feeling that something was wrong. “It’s not serious, really. Sometimes I forget my name. Damned nuisance. It always happened in the army. At roll call.”


  “I won’t be side-tracked,” Sari said.


  “Not side-tracking you. Just telling you I couldn’t remember my name at roll call.”


  “Well, what in Heaven’s name did you do?”


  “I yelled ‘Here’ to every name. Only thing to do. Couldn’t take a chance.” Reggie chuckled and sat down on the arm of Sari’s chair. “Funniest thing was my outfit didn’t have an AWOL all the time I was there. Fellows were over the hill for days, weeks, but there was old Reggie shouting out a ‘Here’ for them. Ran up a perfect record. Company Commander got a citation. Ill wind and the rest of it, what?”


  Sari tried very hard not to laugh, but she gave up the struggle after a few seconds. “I don’t know what it is,” she said, patting his cheek. “I really don’t know. Sometimes I think to myself, ‘You are nuttier than he is if you marry him,’ but I can’t take myself seriously. How do you do it, Reggie? Do you drop some kind of pills in my cocktails?”


  Reggie didn’t know what she was talking about, but this was one of the things he liked about Sari, and all girls for that matter—their dear, bubbling little feminine minds. “Come, come now,” he said, which was a phrase he had been using successfully for years in moments of confusion.


  “All right, we won’t quibble,” Sari said. “When are the lawyers arriving, by the way? That’s why I’m here, you know. I want to look at a millionaire in the flesh, even if he’s going to disappear at noon sharp, like a daytime Cinderella.”


  “Oh, they’ll be along pretty soon, I suppose. Look, Sari, you’ve got a good head for figures. Counting up to ten is no mean trick, eh? Well, how about this? Why won’t they let me keep my million dollars?”


  Sari smiled at him. “I wouldn’t worry about it. They’ll probably explain all that to you, in any case.”


  SARI’S words were prophetic. The Messrs. Godpenny, Overreach, Hensdrake and Wellington arrived ten minutes later, and five minutes after Clive had taken their black Homburgs and black overcoats, the president of the firm—Darius Godpenny—was providing clues to Reggie’s query.


  “Your worthy grandfather did not think that you should be entrusted with the sum of one million dollars,” Godpenny said, wagging his spectacles at Reggie. Darius Godpenny was a small, compactly built man in his middle-fifties, with neat gray hair, a high unfurrowed forehead, and a look about the eyes that is peculiar to financial Peeping Toms. “In truth, your grandfather did not feel that you were equipped to manage one dollar, let alone one million,” he went on with relish. “In his opinion you were non compos mentis.”


  “Is that a direct quote?” Sari asked coldly. “Did the old boy usually chat with you in Latin?”


  Godpenny gave her a severe glance. “I took the liberty, the poetic license, you might away, of putting his words in an older and more succinct tongue.”


  “You’re liable to get your poetic license revoked,” Sari muttered.


  “To continue,” Godpenny said, clearing his throat. “I must say that our firm has found your grandfather’s estimate of you, rather temperate. In the thirteen years we have managed your affairs there has been nothing but one crisis after another, and all of them have been precipitated by your appalling lack of responsibility and judgment. Short of theft, I can think of no fiscal impropriety you have not committed.”


  “That must worry the old boy,” Reggie said moodily. “That theft business, I mean. He was a great old thief. Mines, railroads, whole states, he slipped ’em into his pocket when no one was looking. Great old boy. Wonderful touch for larceny. He’s probably stewing about bad blood in the family. No more thieves. Whole line going to pot.”


  God penny drew himself up to his full and unimpressive height. “Your grandfather was one of the pioneers who built this country, young man.”


  “That’s right,” Reggie said, shaking his head. “Great old boy. You know, he once stole a hot stove from the Union League club, because he heard someone say he’d stolen everything but a hot stove. Full of pride. That was grandfather.”


  “I think it best to terminate our business,” Godpenny said, after gnawing at his lips for a few seconds in silence. “Sign this form here, here and here, if you please.”


  “Righto,” Reggie said.


  When the lawyers had filed out Reggie turned and patted Sari on the cheek. “Thank goodness that’s over,” he said. “Terrible strain.”


  “You were just wonderful, and I hated those nasty little men,” Sari said.


  Clive entered the room with a tray of glasses and a definitely gay smile on his noble face. “Champagne, sir,” he announced in tones of pure gold . . .


  “Well, you’ve still got ten minutes left,” Sari said, a good bit later. “The new lawyers will take over at noon.”


  “I wish I could buy you one little present first,” Reggie said.


  “Never mind, I only want the moon with a fence around it,” Sari said fondly. “You can pick that up anytime.”


  THEY were sitting on the sofa before the fire, cozily holding hands. Sari’s red head rested against Reggie’s shoulder, and her expression was dreaming and peaceful.


  “You know, money doesn’t make any difference,” Reggie said.


  “Not to me it doesn’t,” Sari said, hugging his arm.


  “But look,” Reggie said. “I always live the same way. But sometimes Clive says we’re stony, and other times he’s actually cheerful about the old ready. But nothing ever changes. So how does he know?”


  “Clive’s a genius,” Sari said cheerfully. “He just knows.”


  “No doubt of that. Supposing I go find another bottle of the old bubbly? Thirsty business, talking.”


  “What an unexpected but heavenly thought!”


  Reggie patted her silken knee. “Wait right here. I want to explore this money thing.” He patted her knee absently. “Or something. Funny. Slipped my mind. But I’ll try to remember.”


  “I’ll help you,” Sari said. “Go get the old bubbly, to use your fine and noble phrase.”


  Reggie found a bottle of champagne waiting for him in an ice bucket. He was loosening the stopper when an anxious knock sounded on the back door. Reggie hesitated, then sighed and opened the door. Ferdie Myrtlehead stood in the corridor, a tipsy little smile on his round and foolish face. “Reggie, old bean,” he said. “What ho!” Reggie said. He wasn’t surprised to find Ferdie at the rear door. Ferdie had a quirk about front doors, he knew. The idiosyncrasy dated to his youth; as a teen-ager he had read of a trapper who was killed by a shotgun that was rigged up to the front door of a cabin. That had done it for Ferdie. No more barging through front doors.


  Ferdie smiled at the bottle of champagne. “I say, the old bubbly,” he murmured. “Saving it for anything special?”


  Reggie thought a moment. “Well, no,” he said.


  “Grand. Let’s have a touch.”


  “Righto.”


  They sat down at the kitchen table and had a pleasant, ruminative drink. “Well, well,” Ferdie said.


  “Quite,” Reggie nodded.


  Ferdie scratched his head. “I had something to tell you,” he said. “Hurried over from the club. But it’s gone.”


  “Well, have a drink. Sometimes a boost like that helps.”


  “Righto.”


  After the second drink Ferdie snapped his fingers. His pink and plump face relaxed into a smile. “Ah, yes,” he said. “You remember my Uncle Algernon?”


  “Well, no.”


  “I’ve told you about him anyway. A rare old crackpot. Thinks horses are plotting to overthrow society. Really! Mad as a loon. Always attacking poor old nags pulling milk wagons. Filthy rows with judges all over the country for trying to run horses down in his car. Goes to western movies and cheers when horses are shot.” Ferdie chuckled and slapped Reggie on the shoulder. “Quite a peppy old character.”


  “Sounds great,” Reggie said approvingly.


  “Well, he just popped into the club. That’s why I came over here. Thought you’d like to meet him.”


  “I say, that was decent of you,” Reggie said, touched by Ferdie’s generosity.


  “Well, let’s be off then.”


  At twelve o’clock the six lawyers from the new firm arrived at Reggie’s front door. Clive let them in, took their hats and coats, and then glanced inquiringly at Sari, who was still seated on the sofa before the fire.


  “Excuse me, but have you seen the master?” he asked her.


  “Reggie? He went out to the kitchen a while ago to get a bottle of champagne. Didn’t you see him?”


  “I was in my room doing the accounts,” Clive said. His voice was even and deep, but its timbre suggested the battlefield rather than the drawingroom. “Excuse me, I’ll tell him the lawyers are here.”


  In twenty seconds he re-entered the room. “Won’t you sit down?” he said to the attorneys. “There may be a slight delay.”


  Sari sat up abruptly. She stared at Clive and shook her head slowly, incredulously. “No, it’s not true,” she said. “Tell me it’s a joke, Clive.”


  Clive raised his eyebrows a quarter-of-an-inch, which was sufficient to indicate what he thought of the propriety of a gentleman’s gentleman “joking.”


  “The Master has gone out it appears,” he said.


  Sari swallowed a vast apprehension. “And he’s worth—I mean, he can spend—it’s all his to do with as he wants?”


  “Precisely,” Clive said calmly.


  Reggie and Ferdie decided that it would require a few stiff pegs of liquor to ease their disappointment, and they promptly began to utilize that therapy. Their disappointment stemmed from the fact that Uncle Algernon had left the club several minutes before they arrived. A neighing horse in the street had sent him charging out to the sidewalk, blackthorn staff raised to strike, and the last that was seen of him (according to the doorman) was his coattails flapping out of sight around a corner.


  “Next time better luck,” Ferdie said moodily.


  “Dashed bitter let down,” Reggie said. Then his spirits lifted. “Well, things aren’t too bad. I mean, long quiet afternoon facing us. Nothing to do but chat, have a drink, all the rest of it. Not too bad, eh?”


  It was several minutes later that two substantial looking gentlemen stepped up to the bar alongside Reggie and ordered Scotch and sodas. Without meaning to eavesdrop, Reggie heard some of their conversation, which revolved about money in large and impressive amounts.


  Finally the man nearest him—a large and handsomely tailored chap with white hair and benignly sharp eyes—put a hand on Reggie’s arm, and said, “Excuse me, but my friend has just told me a story that’s too good to confine to a limited audience. I’d like to give it the circulation it deserves if you don’t mind.”


  “Not at all,” Reggie said. He waved to the bartender for a round of drinks, immensely flattered that the man had spoken to him; usually the respectable members of the club treated him with a toleration which he found very depressing.


  “Well, it’s like this,” the man said, fingering his glass. “I’m in the investment business by the way. Names Harrington. My friend here is Dr. Iseminger, of whom you’ve probably heard.”


  There was a general handshaking at this point, and a muttering of names and how-are-you’s. Ferdie crowded in shamelessly, to Reggie’s annoyance. But his annoyance faded very quickly, particularly when he recalled how sporting Ferdie had been about Uncle Algernon.


  “Well, it’s this way,” the man who called himself Harrington said. “My friend, the good doctor, is not a business man, but he nevertheless invests a certain part of his income in good stocks. This morning he called me at my office and, since we’re old friends, I talked to him personally.”


  Dr. Iseminger, a neatly dressed little man with sparse gray hair and thoughtful eyes, was shaking his head and smiling sheepishly as Harrington began the story.


  “It seemed,” Harrington went on, chuckling good-humoredly, “that the doctor wanted a hundred shares of Western Consolidated. He had read the prospectus of this company’s assets and so forth, and thought it would make a fine investment. A touch speculative, but basically sound, you understand.”


  “I say!” Reggie said.


  “HOWEVER, I didn’t like Western Consolidated,” Harrington went on. “I know the company well, and I know the chaps who took over the reorganization two years ago. And it seemed to me that caution was indicated. A few more months to see how things shaped up, and so forth. But the good doctor was impatient. ‘Buy it now!’ he ordered, and I reluctantly agreed to do so.”


  Harrington sipped his drink and then laughed aloud, a good hearty, one-man-to-another laugh. “Well, Western Consolidated split their stock today and just about doubled the doctor’s money for him. But the hilarious thing is this,” Harrington went on, putting a big, beautifully manicured hand on Reggie’s shoulder. “The joke is that the doctor actually wanted to buy Eastern Consolidated, quite another company, and got the names mixed up. So what can you do? I ask you, what can you do?”


  “Hmmmm,” Reggie said, understand nothing of all this, but realizing that some issue was being put squarely to him. He hedged cleverly. “Hmmmmm,” he said.


  “Exactly,” Harrington cried. “What can you do in the market when you make money even by accident?”


  “I say, is it really that easy?” Ferdie said.


  “Oh, I don’t mean to be taken literally,” Harrington said. But with good sound advice it’s not too difficult a matter. Intelligent men are adding to their capital every day. It’s an interesting time, a highly interesting time, I might say, for a man with surplus cash to invest. If I had a million dollars—”


  “I have a million dollars,” Reggie said conversationally. “Just got it today.”


  Harrington smiled at him. “Would you like to have two?”


  “Well, no thanks,” Reggie said.


  “Sensible man,” Harrington said. “You know when to stop.” He glanced at his watch and shrugged. “Well, I’m stuck for an hour or so. The Governor warned me he might be late. What do you say we take a table? Might even have another round of drinks?”


  They repaired to a mahogany table in the corner of the lounge and their waiter brought them fresh drinks. In the next half-hour they had quite a few drinks. Reggie and Ferdie were vastly over-stimulated by the respectability of their companions, and went hog-wild in sheer exuberance. Ferdie at last excused him to go to the bathroom and Dr. Esiminger followed him. The doctor returned alone. He nodded to Harrington who moved his glass aside and put a firm fatherly hand on Reggie’s arm.


  “Your friend isn’t coming back,” he said. “I think he’s been taken ill.”


  “Pity,” Reggie said, blinking a bit. “Chap should watch his health, what?”


  “Precisely. However, I must say I’m gratified at the chance to talk to you in private. Unless I’m way off, you’re a shrewd and careful operator. Now be honest with me: is that a fair estimate?”


  “Well,” Reggie said, “I’m not very clever, if that’s what you mean.”


  “Sly dog!” Harrington chuckled. “But to be serious: I have a little deal you might be interested in. Just listen a moment.”


  HARRINGTON talked persuasively for at least half-an-hour, describing the potential of an oil well in southwestern Texas. Figures flowed easily and hypothetically from him, each digit blessed by the tone of benediction in his big rolling voice. Finally he paused and looked solemnly at Reggie. “Well, what do you think?”


  “Preposterous,” Reggie said, nodding. “Silly business, expecting to get oil out of the ground and make buckets of money with it. Couldn’t agree more.”


  Harrington’s smile became slightly strained. He glanced quickly at the doctor and then took a handkerchief and mopped his damp forehead. “You are a sly one,” he said, patting Reggie’s shoulder. “But joking aside, I’d like your views on this matter. If a man wanted to turn a million dollars into five or even ten million dollars, this is the quickest way to do it. Don’t you agree?”


  “Well, I suppose so,” Reggie said. He was getting very bored; what had begun as a pleasant afternoon of guzzling had turned into a lot of silly chatter about oil wells and interest rates.


  Harrington leaned closer to Reggie. “I like you,” he said. “I’m going to cut you in on this deal. I’m going to take your million dollars and do tricks with it. I’ll make ten dollars for ever one you invest—or my name isn’t George Worthington.”


  “Harrington,” Reggie said, pleased at his alertness.


  Harrington coughed strenuously. “Ah, to be sure. Harrington. George Harrington. Silly slip. Well, what do you say?”


  “Oh, anything that pops into my mind as a rule,” Reggie said. “No set rules about it. Just say something. Anything.”


  “I mean, what do you say about this particular deal?” Harrington said in a rising voice.


  “Oh.” Reggie frowned and drummed his fingers on the table. “Well, let me see.” He stared in glassy absorption at the wall. Then he shook his head. “Sorry, old bean. Don’t need more millions. Just get involved with more lawyers. Bloody mess.” He shuddered and waved to a waiter. “Need a drink here. Drink all around.” Then he patted Harrington’s shoulder. “Good of you to think of me. Remember it all my life.”


  “You can’t be serious!” Harrington said.


  “No law against it,” Reggie said. “Free country, what?”


  “But isn’t there anything you want?”


  “Yes, but it’s a bigish order,” Reggie said, and sighed. He had suddenly thought of Sari. Grand and amazing girl. And how did he treat her? Like a cad. No other word for it. She wanted the moon with a fence around it, that was all, and he hadn’t stirred a finger to see about it. The only thing she’d ever asked him for, and what had he done? Nothing. Hadn’t given it a thought. “I’d like the moon,” he said to Harrington, speaking crisply and decisively. “Not for myself, understand, but for a good old friend.”


  Harrington and the doctor stared at each other for a second in silence. Then the doctor shook his head quickly. He had become quite pale. “No,” he said. “No.”


  But Harrington suddenly pounded the table and began to laugh. He stared at Reggie and said, “This is the most amazing coincidence! Dr. Iseminger owns the moon. He’s got a pure and uncontestable title.”


  “I say,” Reggie murmured. He looked at the doctor and said wistfully, “I don’t suppose you’d care to sell it?”


  EVENTS moved swiftly and bewildering after this. Harrington insisted they go to his hotel room to discuss the whole matter in peace and quiet. But there wasn’t any peace and quiet at Harrington’s hotel. Instead there were powerful drinks, and a tall brunette who looked as if she might have played fullback on some team of Amazons. She took an instant fancy to Reggie. There was nothing she wouldn’t do for him, she hinted with a twist of her heroic shoulders.


  There was a lot of talk about the moon, and a gala moment as Reggie signed a check and received a receipt.


  After that things calmed down. The doctor left with the check, and Harrington began stuffing things into a suitcase. Reggie and the tall brunette played a game of hide-and-seek which terminated with Reggie hidden away artfully in a closet. He fooled her completely; a whole hour went by and when he finally tip-toed out into the bedroom the silence struck him as unnatural. That was when he learned that he was alone, that Harrington, the doctor and the brunette had vanished.


  Reggie felt very sad and very sleepy. Find a grand bunch of friends, lose ’em the same day. Life! And all the rest of it. Sighing, he stretched out on the sofa and fell fast asleep.


  When he woke several hours later he realized that he was in possession of an epic hangover. Gloomy and depressed he stared about the strange room, at the empty glasses and overflowing ashtrays. His memory, always an antic instrument, was little help to him; he recalled missing Ferdie’s uncle at the club, and a vague something about bringing Sari a drink. The last splintering thought filled him with remorse. He’d stood Sari up somewhere. Fine way to treat a true-blue Sari, he mused. Well, best set things straight. Off to the old homestead in sackcloth and ashes. Bend the bloody head and beg forgiveness. Least a chap could do.


  It wasn’t until he was zipping homeward in a cab that he remembered the business about the moon. He began to chuckle. Yes, he’d bought the moon. For Sari. That would put a sparkle in her eye. No need for sackcloth and ashes. Hail the conquering Hero!


  When he entered his apartment Sari was pacing the floor, wringing her hands together anxiously.


  “Oh dear, are you all right?” she said breathlessly. “We’ve been so worried. Clive’s out at the police stations, and the lawyers buzzed off hours ago.”


  “I’m tip-top,” Reggie said. “You look hung.”


  “Well, a bit maybe. Nothing serious. A clacking in the old forehead.”


  “Where were you?”


  “Shopping,” Reggie said with a casual little wave of his hand. “Just shopping.”


  “Reggie, did you spend any money?”


  HE smiled and patted her shoulder. “No question for a dear little female to bother her head about. I brought you a present, just a little thing. But cute.”


  “What did you buy me?” Reggie took her hand and led her to the window. “Look,” he said, pointing to the sky. “There! It’s all yours.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “The moon. I bought it for you. That’s what you wanted, right?”


  “Darling, I’m in no mood for jokes.”


  “No joke. Girl wants the moon with a fence around it. What’s a doting chap to do? Simple. Get the moon. No fence yet. Have to see about carpenters, I suppose.” Sari looked at him for a few seconds. Then she said quietly, “Reggie, who sold you the moon?”


  “Couple of chaps. Good fellows.”


  “What did you pay them?”


  “All I had. Moons don’t come cheap. Million dollars.”


  A key sounded in the door and Clive entered. “Good evening, sir,” he said pleasantly to Reggie. “I’ve been taking the liberty of trying to find you.”


  “Clive!” Sari cried. “Make him tell you what he did.”


  Reggie was feeling defensive and confused. And a little bit hurt. Sari’s reaction wasn’t what he’d expected. No wildly grateful hug, no flush of pride and pleasure at the gift.


  Clive looked at Reggie. “What have you done, sir?” he asked politely.


  “I bought her the moon,” Reggie said moodily. “From a couple of chaps. Paid a million. What’s all the fuss about?”


  Clive swallowed hard. For an instant there was quite definitely an expression of horror on his face. Then he recovered himself. “Congratulations, sir,” he said stiffly.


  Sari began to weep. And through her tears, she said, “Reggie, I can’t take anymore. I’m through. You got drunk and squandered your money. I don’t care about the money, but I can’t face life with a madman. Supposing we had children? You might sell them or give them away to someone at the club.”


  “Good bunch at the club,” Reggie said weakly. “Take good care of the tots. Nothing to worry about.”


  Sari shook her head blindly and ran to the door.


  “Wait,” Reggie cried.


  But the door slammed and Sari was gone.


  The silence that followed was thick and oppressive. Reggie went to the windows and looked long and thoughtfully at the moon. Nothing wrong with it. Perfectly good moon. Fine color. Reggie rubbed his long vacant face. But you couldn’t buy and sell it. Definitely not. He wasn’t sure why, but he knew this to be so. Any fool should know that much.


  When he turned Clive was regarding him gravely.


  “Pretty silly business,” Reggie said, trying for a light touch. He laughed, but the sound of it was hollow and false. “I guess Pm a bit of an ass, eh what?”


  “Not a bit, sir,” Olive said cryptically.


  SEVERAL hours later the household had returned to something approaching normality; Reggie was sound asleep and Clive was doing the silver. It was then—at nine-thirty—that the front doorbell rang shrilly.


  A lesser man that Clive might have been intimidated by the three men who stood in the corridor. Two of them were in military uniform, and the stars on their shoulders indicated that their rank was but one shade below the chief of staff. The man between them wore a black Chesterfield overcoat and a black Homburg. He was in his early sixties, but his face was smoothly tanned and his cold gray eyes were sharp and alert. And something in the manner of the general officers made it plain that he was solely and completely in command of the group.


  “Yes?” Clive said quietly, and in the voice he would have used with a door-to-door magazine salesman.


  The man with the Homburg glanced at a card in his hand. “Is this the home of Reginald van Ameringen?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “We’d like to see him.”


  “Whom shall I say is calling?”


  “Tell him Mr. Smith from the Department of State,” said the man in the Homburg drily.


  “Very well. Won’t you come in, gentlemen?”


  At the door Clive paused and glanced back at the three men. “I should like to tell you that Mr. van Ameringen has recently undergone a most upsetting experience,” he said. “And, considering that, it might be wise if you gave me some inkling of your business.”


  “I would prefer to discuss that privately with Mr. Ameringen,” Mr. Smith said.


  Clive hesitated an instant. Then he said, “Mr. van Ameringen is an—ah—unusual young man. And on occasion I have noticed that he takes information from me in a happier mood than he does from strangers. And therefore—”


  “Now see here,” one of the Generals said shortly, “we want to see him alone, and right away. So be good enough to tell him that please.”


  Clive looked at the General for an instant. “Very well, sir,” he said softly, and left the room.


  REGGIE was in an extremely fragile mood as he met the three gentlemen in his drawing room. For one thing, his head was still throbbing ominously, and there was a distinct flutter in the region of his stomach. But more debilitating was his conviction that he had played for a limp-brained fool in the business of the moon. And on top of this Sari was gone forever. It was, all in all, enough to make a chap feel low.


  “You’re Mr. van Ameringen?” Mr. Smith asked him.


  “That’s right,” Reggie said listlessly. He didn’t care for the way the two blokes in the doormen’s uniforms were peering at him—as if he were some dangerous freak.


  “I understand you bought the moon this afternoon,” Mr. Smith said.


  Reggie started. Then he laughed weakly. “All a lot of nonsense. Nothing to it.”


  “This is a very grave business. Tell me this: do you know who I am?”


  Reggie looked carefully at Mr. Smith and he shook his head.


  “You’ve never seen me before? On television, or in the newspapers?”


  “Sorry, old chap.” Reggie felt relieved to have got away from the moon. “Don’t have a television set, and I’m not sure I can read. Sometimes the old words make sense, other times they don’t. How about a drink, eh?”


  “I want you to listen most carefully to me,” Mr. Smith said. “The United States has worked for three years to prepare and send a ship to the moon. That mission was completed this afternoon at two o’clock. The moon is inhabited by a gentle and gracious race of what, I suppose, we should call people. They were happy to welcome our emissaries, but they insisted that they—and their continent—had been sold to a person on Earth. How they learned of this, I’m not sure. But they are highly principled people—though naive as children—and they refuse to allow to investigate their country until we have a title to the place from the original purchaser. Do you understand what this means?”


  REGGIE nodded slowly. “Means you don’t want a drink, eh?”


  “You bought the moon,” Mr. Smith said sharply. “We can’t make any investigation there unless you sell it to us. I don’t know how or why you bought it—but I know this; unless we can settle the matter tactfully the United States is going to appear as a ruthless predator in the eyes of the world. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


  “Why, of course,” Reggie said.


  An atavistic cunning, perhaps inherited from his grandfather, had come to his aid. “Perfectly clear business,” he said, nodding quickly. He knew that he must get away from these men. Nothing but trouble came from chatting with men who wanted to buy or sell the moon. He’d learned that much from today’s lesson. “Tell you what,” he said, “I need a drink. Won’t be a minute. Pop into the old kitchen and mix-up something. Don’t stir.”


  And with that Reggie fled from the room. It didn’t take him a minute to get out the backdoor, down the stairs, and into the welcome normality of a traffic jam. Popping into a cab he settled back against the cushions with a sigh of relief. He told the driver to take him to his only sanctuary, the club.


  “He seems to have gone out, sir,” Clive told Mr. Smith ten minutes later.


  “Out?” Mr. Smith cried. For an instant his composure deserted him completely; he paced aimlessly while the Generals stared at Clive with their mouths open.


  “Why would he do that?” Mr. Smith demanded at last. “Why in the name of Heaven would he jeopardize the security of the most important—” Mr. Smith paused and looked at Clive. “Do you know what I’m talking about?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Our voices carried?” Mr. Smith asked him with a little smile.


  “You describe it euphemistically, sir.”


  “I daresay we should have listened to you from the start,” Mr. Smith said. “Your young master is—ah—unusual. Where can we find him now?”


  “He’ll be in the men’s bar of his club.”


  Mr. Smith tugged at the lobe of his ear. Then he said, “Do you know who I am?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You’ve seen my pictures in the paper? I’m not pressing the point out of vanity, I assure you. It’s merely that I want you to understand the gravity of this affair.”


  “I think I understand,” Clive said. “And it is not from the rotogravures that I know you. I had the pleasure of meeting you at Potsdam.”


  “What were you doing there?” one of the generals said bluntly. Clive raised his eyebrows. “I don’t think Sir Winston would care for me to say. Not yet at any rate.”


  “Now listen,” Mr. Smith said. “We’re in a perilous mess. Our problem is to get your young master to sell us the moon. What do you suggest we do?”


  “HE is in a highly nervous state,” Clive said thoughtfully. “I think our best chance would be to work through his erstwhile fiancé. She has a remarkably calming effect on him.


  “Well, get in touch with her then.”


  “But another problem presents itself,” Clive said judicially. “The master surely won’t leave the men’s bar, and his fiancé certainly can’t get into the men’s bar.”


  “Why that’s nonsense,” Mr. Smith said. “They’ll make an exception under these circumstances. Where’s your phone?”


  “In the foyer, sir. But I’m not too sanguine about the matter. It would be most unusual for a woman to enter the men’s bar.”


  “We’ll see about that,” Mr. Smith said grimly.


  He got the club’s number from Clive and was on the phone for a good ten minutes. When he returned to the drawing room he was pale and shaken. “They will not make an exception,” he said hoarsely. “I explained that it was imperative to the safety of the country, but the idiot I talked with didn’t give a tinker’s damn. He was most courteous, but absolutely adamant. Claimed that half the members had strokes once when a female cat wandered accidentally into the men’s bar from the kitchen.”


  “We’ll have to call the White House,” one of the generals said, wincing visibly.


  “That might help,” Clive said, none too hopefully. “It’s worth a try, at least. He’s a member, after all.”


  At eight-thirty that same evening two stout members of Reggie’s club were carried out the main entrance to waiting ambulances. A group of men in the main lounge stood clenching their drinks with trembling hands, and talking to one another in hoarse, incredulous voices.


  When the unbelievable happened—when Sari walked lightly past them and disappeared into the men’s lounge—a strong old codger burst into helpless tears and had to be escorted to a chair . . .


  Sari found Reggie sipping a drink in mournful and solitary splendor.


  “I say, what are you doing here?” he said.


  “I wanted to talk to you.”


  “Have a drink? Kind of quiet here tonight. Usually a good bunch around. Slack season, I suppose?”


  “Reggie, I was an absolute stinker about the moon.”


  “I thought you were a little grim,” Reggie said. “Seemed like an awfully good idea though. Buy old Sari the moon.” He shook his head sadly and sighed. “Not a good idea though.”


  “Really Reggie, I was a stinker. It was sweet to think of me.”


  Reggie brightened. “Very decent of you to say so,” he said.


  “Not mad anymore, eh?”


  “No, I’m not mad, Reggie,” Sari said, and kissed him on the cheek. “But I want you to sell it to some friends of mine. For just what you paid for it. Will you do that?”


  Reggie looked at her closely. The dear girl had got madly off the tracks, he realized. Potty as a loon. “Anything you say,” he said. This, he knew, was the time to strike. While she was completely out of her mind. “Marry me tonight?”


  “Certainly, I will,” she said, and kissed him on the lips.


  “Let’s go,” he said happily. At the door of the lounge he paused and glanced about the empty room. “You’ve never been in here with me, have you?” he asked, struck by this coincidence. “Can’t imagine why. It’s a restful spot.” Then he remembered that he hadn’t signed his chit. “A moment, old girl,” he said, and hurried to the bar.


  “Check, please,” he said.


  “It’s on the house, sir,” the bartender said. “The White House.”


  “Queer business,” Reggie muttered. He didn’t even know the chap, he reflected. Well, that’s how friendships started, probably. Bloke bought a bloke a drink, and pretty soon they were boon buddies. He and Ferdie would have to stop off at Washington one day.


  EQUATION OF DOOM


  First published in the February 1957 issue of Amazing Stories.


  They grounded Ramsey’s ship on a hostile planet hoping he would starve to death, so the first thing he did was give most of his money away and lose the rest gambling. Then he picked a fight with the Chief of Police and joined forces with a half-naked dream-chick who was seemingly bent on self-destruction. The stakes were big—a planet or two—but it all added up to an—EQUATION OF DOOM!


  “YOUR NAME ith Jathon Ramthey?” the Port Security Officer lisped politely.


  Jason Ramsey, who wore the uniform of Interstellar Transfer Service and was the only Earthman in the Service here on Irwadi, smiled and said: “Take three guesses. You know darn well I’m Ramsey.” He was a big man even by Earth standards, which meant he towered over the Irwadian’s green, scaly head. He was fair of skin and had hair the color of copper. It was rumored on Irwadi and elsewhere that he couldn’t return to Earth because of some crime he had committed.


  “Alwayth the chip on the shoulder,” the Port Security Officer said. “Won’t you Earthmen ever learn?” The splay-tongued reptile-humanoids of Irwadi always spoke Interstellar Coine with a pronounced lisp which Ramsey found annoying, especially since it went so well with the officious and underhanded behavior for which the Irwadians were famous the galaxy over.


  “Get to the point,” Ramsey said harshly. “I have a ship to take through hyper-space.”


  “No. You have no ship.”


  “No? Then what’s this?” His irritation mounting, Ramsey pulled out the Interstellar Transfer Service authorization form and showed it to the Security Officer. “A tip-sheet for the weightless races at Fomalhaut VI?”


  The Security Officer said: “Ha, ha, ha.” He could not laugh; he merely uttered the phonetic equivalent of laughter. On harsh Irwadi, laughter would have been a cultural anomaly. “You make joketh. Well, nevertheleth, you have no ship.” He expanded his scaly green barrel chest and declaimed: “At 0400 hours thith morning, the government of Irwadi hath planetarithed the Irwadi Tranthfer Thervith.”


  “PLANETARIZED the Transfer Service!” gasped Ramsey in surprise. He knew the Irwadians had been contemplating the move in theory for many years, but he also knew that transferring a starship from normal space through hyper-space back to normal space again was a tremendously difficult and technical task. He doubted if half a dozen Irwadians had mastered it, yet the Irwadi branch of Interstellar Transfer Service was made up of seventy-five hyper-space pilots of divers planetalities.


  “Ecthactly,” said the Security Officer, as amused as an Irwadian could be by the amazement in Ramsey’s frank green eyes. “Tho if you will kindly thurrender your permit?”


  “Let’s see it in writing, huh?”


  The Security Officer complied. Ramsey read the official document, scowled, and handed over his Irwadi pilot license. “What about the Polaris?” he wanted to know. The Polaris was a Centaurian ship he’d been scheduled to take through hyper-space on the run from Irwadi to Centauri III.


  “Temporarily grounded, captain. Or should I thay, ecth-captain?”


  “Temporarily my foot,” said Ramsey. “It’ll be months before you Irwadians can get even a fraction of the ships into hyper. You must be out of your minds.”


  “Our problem, captain. Not yourth.”


  That was true enough. Ramsey shrugged.


  “Your problem,” the Security Officer went on blandly, “will be to find a meanth of thelf-thupport until you and all other ecthra-planetarieth can be removed from Irwadi. We owe you ecthra-planetarieth nothing. Ethpect no charity from uth.”


  Ramsey shrugged. Like all extra-planetaries on a bleak, friendless world like Irwadi, he’d regularly gambled away and drank away his monthly paycheck in the interstellar settlement which the Irwadians had established in the Old Quarter of Irwadi City. But last month he’d managed to come out even at the gaming tables, so he had a few hundred credits to his name. That would be enough, he told himself, to tide him over until Interstellar Transfer Service came to the rescue of its stranded pilots.


  Ramsey went up the gangway and got his gear from the Polaris. When he returned down the gangway, the late afternoon wind was blowing across the spacefield tarmac, a wet, bone-chilling wind which only the reptile-humanoid Irwadians didn’t seem to mind.


  Ramsey fastened the toggles of his cold-weather cape, put his head down and hunched his shoulders, and walked into the teeth of the wind. He did not look back at the Polaris, marooned indefinitely on Irwadi despite anything the Centaurian owners or anyone else for that matter could do about it.


  THE Irwadi Security Officer, whose name was Chind Ramar, walked up the gangway and ordered the ship’s Centaurian first officer to assemble his crew and passengers. Chind Ramar allowed himself the rare luxury of a fleeting smile. He could imagine this scene being duplicated on fifty ships here on his native planet today, fifty outworld ships which had no business at all on Irwadi. Of course, Irwadi was an important planet-of-call in the Galactic Federation because the vital metal titanium was found as abundantly in Irwadian soil as aluminum is found in the soil of an Earth-style planet. Titanium, in alloy with steel and manganese, was the only element which could withstand the tremendous heat generated in the drive-chambers of interstellar ships during transfer. In the future, Chind Ramar told himself with a kind of cold pride, only Irwadian pilots, piloting Irwadian ships through hyper-space, would bring titanium to the waiting galaxy. At Irwadi prices.


  With great relish, Chind Ramar announced the facts of planetarization and told the Centaurians and their passengers that they would be stranded for an indefinite period on Irwadi. Amazement, anger, bluster, debate, and finally resignation—the reactions were the expected ones, in the expected order. It was easy, Chind Ramar thought, with all but the interstellar soldiers of fortune like Jason Ramsey. Ramsey, of course, would need watching. As for these others . . .


  One of the others, an Earthgirl whose beauty was entirely missed by Chind Ramar, left the Polaris in a hurry. She either had no luggage or left her luggage aboard. Jason Ramsey, she thought. She had read Chind Ramar’s mind; a feat growing less rare although by no means common yet among the offspring of those who had spent a great deal of time bombarded by cosmic radiation between the stars. She hurried through the chilling wind toward the Old Quarter of Irwadi City. Panic, she thought. You’ve got to avoid panic. If you panic, you’re finished . . .


  “SO that’s about the size of it,” Ramsey finished.


  Stu Englander nodded. Like Ramsey he was a hyper-space pilot, but although he had an Earth-style name and had been born of Earth parents, he was not an Earthman. He had been born on Capella VII, and had spent most of his life on that tropical planet. The result was not an uncommon one for outworlders who spent any amount of time on Irwadi: Stu Englander had a nagging bronchial condition which had kept him off the pilot-bridge for some months now.


  Englander nodded again, dourly. He was a short, very slender man a few years older than Ramsey, who was thirty-one. He said: “That ties it. And I mean ties it, brother. You’re looking at the brokest Capellan-earthman who ever got himself stuck on an outworld.”


  “You mean it?”


  “Dead broke, Jase.”


  “What about Sally and the kids?”


  Englander had an Arcturan-earthian wife and twin boys four years old. “I don’t know what about Sally and the kids,” he told Ramsey glumly. “I guess I’ll go over to the New Quarter and try to get some kind of a job.”


  “They wouldn’t hire an outworlder to shine their shoes with his own spit, Stu. They have got the planetarization bug, and they’ve got it bad.”


  Sally Englander called from the kitchen of the small flat: “Will Jase be staying for supper?”


  Englander stared at Ramsey, who shook his head. “Not today, Sally,” Englander said, looking at Ramsey gratefully.


  “Listen,” Ramsey lied, “I’ve been lucky as all get out the last couple of months.”


  “You old pro!” grinned Englander.


  “So I’ve got a few hundred credits just burning a hole in my pocket,” Ramsey went on. “How’s about taking them?”


  “But I haven’t the slightest idea when I could pay back.”


  “I didn’t say anything about paying me back.”


  “I couldn’t accept charity, Jase.”


  “O.K. Pay me back when you get a chance. There are plenty of hyper-space jobs waiting for us all over the galaxy, you know that.”


  “Yeah, all we have to do is get off Irwadi and go after them. But the Irwadians are keeping us right here.”


  “Sure, but it won’t last. Not when the folks back in Capella and Deneb and Sol System hear about it.”


  “Six months,” said Englander bleakly. “It’ll take at least that long.”


  “Six months I can wait. What d’you say?”


  Englander coughed wrackingly, his eyes watering. He got off the bed and shook Ramsey’s hand solemnly. Ramsey gave him three hundred and seventy-five credits and said: “Just see you make that go a long way supporting Sally and the kids. I don’t want to see you dropping any of it at the gaming tables. I’ll knock your block off if I see you there.”


  “I’ll knock my own block off if I see me there. Jase, I don’t know how to thank—”


  “Don’t is right. Forget it.”


  “Do you have enough—”


  “Me? Plenty. Don’t worry about old Jase.” Ramsey went to the door. “Well, see you.”


  Englander walked quickly to him and shook his hand again. On the way out, Ramsey played for a moment or two with the twins, who were rolling a couple of toy spaceships marked hyper-one and hyper-two across the floor and making anachronistic machine-gun noises with their lips. Sally Englander, a plump, young-home-maker type, beamed at Ramsey from the kitchen. Then he went out into the gathering dusk.


  AS usual on Irwadi, and particularly with the coming of night, it was bitterly cold. Sucker, Ramsey told himself. But he grinned. He felt good about what he’d done. With Stu sick, and with Sally and the kids, he’d done the only thing he could do. He still had almost twenty-five credits left. Maybe he really would have a lucky night at the tables. Maybe . . . heck, he’d been down-and-out before. A fugitive from Earth didn’t have much choice sometimes . . .


  “Red sixteen,” the croupier said indifferently. He was a short, heavy-set Sirian with a shock of scarlet hair, albino skin, and red eyes.


  Ramsey watched his money being raked across the table. It wasn’t his night, he told himself with a grim smile. He had only three credits left. If he risked them now, there wouldn’t even be the temporary physical relief and release of a bottle of Irwadian brandy before hitting the sack.


  Which was another thing, Ramsey thought. Hitting the sack. Ah yes, you filthy outworlder capitalist, hitting the sack. You owe that fish-eyed, scale-skinned Irwadian landlady the rent money, so you’d better wait until later, until much later, before sneaking back to your room.


  * * *


  He watched the gambling for another hour or so without risking his few remaining credits. After a while a well-dressed Irwadian, drunk and obviously slumming here in the Old Quarter, made his way over to the table. His body scales were a glossy dark green and he wore glittering, be-jeweled straps across his chest and an equally glittering, be-jeweled weapons belt. Aside from these, in the approved Irwadian fashion, he was quite naked. An anthropologist friend had once told Ramsey that once the Irwadians had worn clothing, but since the coming in great number of the outworlders they had stripped down, as though to prove how tough they were in being able to withstand the freezing climate of their native world. Actually, the Irwadian body-scales were superb insulation, whether from heat or from cold.


  “. . . Earthman watching me,” the Irwadian in the be-jeweled straps said arrogantly, placing a fat roll of credits on the table.


  “I’m sorry,” Ramsey said. “Were you talking to me?”


  “I thertainly wath,” lisped the Irwadian, his eyes blazing with drunken hatred. “I thaid I won’t have any Earthman thnooping over my thoulder while I gamble, not unleth he’th gambling too.”


  “Better tell that to your Security Police,” Ramsey said coldly but not angrily. “I’m out of a job, so I don’t have money to throw around. Go ahead and tell me—” with a little smile—“you think it was my idea.”


  The Irwadian looked up haughtily. Evidently he was looking for trouble, or could not hold his liquor, or both. The frenzy of planetarization, Ramsey knew from bitter experience on other worlds, made irrational behavior like this typical. He studied the drunken Irwadian carefully. In all the time he’d spent on Irwadi, he’d never been able to tell a native’s age by his green, scale-skinned, fish-eyed poker-face. But the glossy green scales covering face and body told Ramsey, along with the sturdy muscles revealed by the lack of clothing, that the Irwadian was in his prime, shorter than Ramsey by far, but wider across the shoulders and thicker through the barrel chest.


  “You outworlderth have been deprething the thandard of living on Irwadi ever thince you came here,” the Irwadian said. “All you ever brought wath poverty and your ditheath germth and more trouble than you could handle. I don’t want your thtink near me. I’m trying to enjoy mythelf. Get out of here.”


  IT was abruptly silent in the little gambling hall. Since the establishment catered to outworlders and was full of them, the silence, Ramsey thought, should have been both ominous and in his favor. He looked around. Outworlders, yes. But not another Earthman present. He wondered if he was in for a fight. He shrugged, hardly caring. Maybe a fight was just what he needed, the way he felt.


  “Get out of here,” the Irwadian repeated. “You thtink.”


  Just then a Vegan girl, blue-skinned and fantastically wasp-waisted like all her kind, drifted over to Ramsey. He’d seen her around. He thought he recognized her. Maybe he’d even danced with her in the unit-a-dance halls reserved for humanoid outworlders.


  “Are you nuts?” she said, hissing the words through her teeth and grabbing Ramsey’s elbow. “Don’t you know who that guy is?”


  “No. Who?”


  “He’s Garr Symm, that’s who.”


  Ramsey smiled at her without mirth. “Do I bow down in awe or run from here screaming? I never heard of Garr Symm.”


  “Oh you fool!” she whispered furiously. “Garr Symm is the brand new number one man of the Irwadi Security Police. Don’t you read the ‘casts?”


  Before Ramsey could answer or adjust to his surprise, the Irwadian repeated:


  “I’m telling you for the third time. Get out.”


  Ostentatiously, Ramsey reached into his cloak-pocket for a single credit bill and tossed it on the table.


  “The denomination is not sufficient, sir,” the albino Sirian croupier said indifferently. Ramsey had known it was not.


  Garr Symm’s face turned a darker green. The Vegan girl retreated from Ramsey’s side in fright. Symm raised his hand and an Irwadian waiter brought over a drink in a purple stem glass with a filigree pattern of titanium, bowing obsequiously. Symm lurched with the glass toward Ramsey. “I’m telling you to go,” he said in a loud voice.


  Ramsey picked up his credit note but stood there. With a little sigh of drunken contentment, Garr Symm sloshed the contents of his stem glass in Ramsey’s face.


  The liquor stung Ramsey’s eyes. Many of the other outworlders, neither Irwadian nor Earthmen, laughed nervously.


  Ramsey wiped his eyes but otherwise did not move. He was in a rough spot and he knew it. The fact that their new Security Chief went out drunk at night with a chip on his shoulder was the Irwadian government’s affair, not Ramsey’s. He’d been insulted before. An Earthman in the outworlds, particularly an Earthman fugitive who knew he dared not get into the kind of trouble that could bring the Earth consul to investigate, was used to insults. For Earth was the leading economic and military power of the galaxy, and the fact that Earth really tried to deal fairly with its galactic neighbors meant nothing. Earth, being top dog, was resented.


  The thing which got Ramsey, though, was this Garr Symm. He had never heard of Garr Symm, and he thought he knew most of the big shots in the Irwadian Security Police by name. But there must have been a reason for his appointment. A government throwing off outworld influence had a reason for everything. So, why Garr Symm?


  “YOU, Mith Vegan!” Garr Symm called suddenly. “You whithpered to the Earthman. What did you tell him?”


  “Not to look for trouble,” the Vegan girl said in a frightened voice.


  “But what elth?”


  “Honest, that’s all.”


  “Come here, pleath.”


  Her blue skin all at once very pale, the Vegan girl walked back toward Garr Symm. He leered at her quite drunkenly and took hold of her slender arm. “What did you tell him? For the latht time.”


  The girl whimpered: “You are hurting my arm.”


  Thoughts raced through Ramsey’s mind. As an administrator, as an Irwadian public servant in a touchy job, Garr Symm, a drunkard, was obviously grossly incompetent. What other qualifications did he have which gave him the top Irwadian Security job? Ramsey didn’t know. He sighed. The Vegan girl’s mouth formed a rictus of pain. Ramsey had a hunch he was going to find out.


  He said curtly: “Let go of her, Symm. She told me nothing that would interest you.”


  GARR SYMM ignored him. The blue-skinned girl cried.


  Ramsey grimaced and hit Garr Symm in the belly as hard as he could.


  Symm thudded back against the table. It overturned with a crash and the Security Chief crashed down on top of it. There wasn’t a sound in the gambling hall except Ramsey’s sudden hard breathing, the Vegan girl’s sniffling, and Garr Symm’s noisy attempts to get air into his lungs. Then Garr Symm gagged and was sick. He writhed in pain, still unable to breathe. His hands fluttered near his weapons belt.


  “Come on,” Ramsey told the Vegan girl. “We’d better get out of here.” He took her arm. Dumbly she went with him. None of the outworlders there tried to stop them. Ramsey looked back at Garr Symm. The Irwadian was shaking his fist. He had finally managed to draw his m.g. gun, but the crowd of outworlders closed between them and there was no chance he could hit Ramsey or the girl. Retching, he had dirtied the glossy green scales of his chest.


  “I’ll get you,” he vowed. “I’ll get you.”


  Ramsey took the girl outside. It was very cold. “I’m so afraid,” she said. “What will I do? What can I do?” She shook with fear.


  “You got a place to sleep?”


  “Y-yes, but I’m the only Vegan girl in Irwadi City. He’ll find me. He’ll find me when he’s ready.”


  “O.K. Then come home with me.”


  “I—”


  “For crying out loud, I don’t look that lecherous, do I? We can’t just stand here.”


  “I—I’m sorry. I’ll go with you of course.”


  Ramsey took her hand again and they ran. The cold black Irwadian night swallowed them.


  “So you live in the Old Quarter too,” the Vegan girl said.


  “Heck yeah. Did you expect a palace?”


  RAMSEY had a room, rent one Irwadi month in arrears, in a cold-water tenement near the river which demarked the Old and the New Quarters. The façade of the old building was dark now. His landlady was probably asleep, although you never could tell with that old witch. Ramsey knew it wouldn’t be the first time she stayed up through half the night to await a delinquent tenant.


  “I—I never went to a man’s room before,” the blue-skinned Vegan girl said. She was rather pretty in a slender, muscleless, big-eyed, female-helpless mode.


  “You’re a dance-hall girl, aren’t you?”


  “Still, I never spent the night in a man’s—”


  “What’s the matter with you? You think we’re going to spend the night here? Somebody over at those gaming tables will be able to identify me. Garr Symm’ll be on his way before long.”


  “Then what are we going to do?” The girl was shivering with cold.


  “Hide,” Jason Ramsey said. “Somewhere. I just came back to get my things. There isn’t much, but there’s an old m.g. gun which we might need.”


  “But they’ll find us, and—”


  “You coming upstairs or will you wait out here and freeze to death in the cold?”


  “I’m coming.”


  They went upstairs together, on tip-toe. Ramsey’s room was on the third floor, with a besooted view of the industrial complex on the river by day. The narrow hall was dark and silent. Behind one of the closed doors an outworlder cried out in his sleep. Ramsey had to cup a hand over the Vegan girl’s mouth so she wouldn’t scream in empathic fear. He opened the door of his room, surprised that it was not locked. He thought he had left it locked.


  At once he was wary. It was dark in the hall, just as dark in the room. He could see nothing. The door hinges squeaked.


  “Come in, Captain Ramsey,” a voice said. “I thought you would never get here.”


  He stood on the threshold, uncertain. The voice had spoken not Interstellar Coine, but English. It had spoken English, without a foreign accent.


  And it was a girl’s voice.


  STILL, it could have been an elaborate trick. It was unlikely, but not impossible, that Garr Symm had learned Ramsey’s identity already and had sent an operative here to await him. Ramsey and the Vegan girl had come on foot. It was a long walk.


  “I’m armed,” Ramsey lied. “Come over here. Slowly. Don’t put any lights on.” He could feel the Vegan girl trembling next to him. Not able to understand English, she didn’t know what was going on.


  “You’re armed,” the unseen girl’s voice said in crisp, amused English, “like I’m a six-legged Antarean spider-man. You have an m.g. gun, Ramsey. It’s in this room. I have it. That’s all you have. No, don’t try to lie to me. I’m a telepath. I can read you. Come in and put the light on and shut the door. You may bring the girl with you if you want. Brother, is she ever radiating fear! It’s practically drowning your own mind out.”


  The unseen girl wasn’t kidding, Ramsey knew. She could read minds. She had proved it to him. Which left him this choice: he could grab the Vegan girl’s arm again and get the heck out of there, or do what the unseen Earth girl told him to do. He wanted that m.g. gun. He took the Vegan girl’s hand and advanced over the threshold and closed the door and switched on the light.


  The girl was sitting on the bed. She was an Earthgirl, all right. She had come in a toggle-cloak of green Irwadian fur, which was folded neatly at her side on the bed. Under it she wore a daring net halter of the type then fashionable on Earth but which had not yet taken over the outworlds. It left her shoulders bare and exposed a great deal of smooth, tawny skin through the net. Her firm breasts were cupped in two solid cones of black growing out of the net. Her midriff was bare to an inch or two below the navel. Her loins were covered by an abrevitog which formed a triangle in front and, Ramsey knew, would form one in back. Her long, well-formed legs were bare down to the mid-calf boots she wore. She had a beautiful body and had dressed so Ramsey couldn’t miss it. Her face was so provocatively beautiful that Ramsey just stood there staring at it—after he had taken in the rest of her. She wore her hair quite long. She seemed perfectly composed. In her right hand she held Ramsey’s m.g. gun, but she wasn’t pointing it at them.


  She looked at the timid Vegan girl and smiled. “Oh, I am sorry, Captain Ramsey,” she said. “I couldn’t know, of course, you’d be coming home with—company.”


  “It isn’t what you think it is,” Ramsey said, surprised to find himself on the defensive. “The girl’s in trouble. So’m I.”


  The Earthgirl laughed. “Already? You looked the type, but I thought it would take a little time.”


  “What do you want?” Ramsey said. They were speaking in English. The Vegan girl tugged at Ramsey’s arm. She wanted to get out of there and hoped Ramsey would go with her. Abruptly the Earthgirl burst out laughing.


  “What’s so funny?” Ramsey demanded.


  “Your little Vegan friend. I read her mind, Ramsey. She thinks I’m your wife. She thinks I’m mad at you for bringing her home.”


  “Then why don’t you talk in Coine,” Ramsey said in the interstellar language, “and make her feel better? She might as well know I never saw you before in my life.” He was annoyed.


  THE Vegan girl smiled timidly, taking hope.


  “But you did,” the beautiful Earthgirl said. “I was on the Polaris today, Captain. You were to be the pilot, until Interstellar Transfer here on Irwadi was planetarized.”


  “I didn’t see you. Dressed like that I wouldn’t have forgotten you.”


  “I wasn’t dressed like this.” The girl smiled, very sure of herself. “I read your mind when you came in. The costume’s had the desired effect, I see. But you needn’t broadcast your animal desires so blatantly.”


  “Nobody asked you to read my mind. Besides, you needn’t broadcast your physical assets so blatantly.”


  “Touché,” said the Earthgirl.


  “Listen,” Ramsey began. “We’re in a jam. We’re in a hurry.”


  “So you told me. I couldn’t have wished for more. It looks like I didn’t need this costume and its obvious inducements at all, if you’re really in a jam.”


  “What the devil is that supposed to mean?”


  “My name is Margot Dennison, Captain Ramsey. I have managed to buy an old starship, small and held together by spit and string and whatever the Irwadians use for prayer—”


  “They’re atheists,” Ramsey said a little pointlessly. It was the girl. Darn her hide, she was beautiful! What did she expect? Looking at her, how could a man concentrate . . . “Hey!” Ramsey blurted suddenly. “Did you say Margot Dennison? The tri-di star?”


  MARGOT DENNISON smiled. “That’s right,” she said. “Stranded five hundred light years from nowhere, Captain Ramsey. With a ship. With money. In need of a hyper-space pilot. That’s why I’m here, or didn’t you guess?”


  “I’m listening.”


  “Isn’t it clear? I’ll pay you to take me away from here.”


  “Where to?”


  “Through hyper-space to Earth. Well?”


  “I’ve been grounded. If I take you through hyper-space, I lose my license.”


  “You really don’t believe that, do you? After the Irwadians grounded all of you without warning, and grounded all ships until they can train a few more pilots. You don’t really think I.T.S. would take your license away if you took a ship up and through hyper, do you? Under the circumstances? Especially since you’re in a jam with a totalitarian government gone wild? Do you?”


  Ramsey said abruptly: “I’m sorry. I can’t take you to Sol System.”


  Margot Dennison smiled. It wasn’t the kind of smile designed to make a man roll over on his back and wave all fours in the breeze. Margot Dennison didn’t need that kind of smile.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I read your mind, you see. Very well, Captain. If you’re a fugitive from Earth—I assume Ramsey isn’t your real name, by the way—you may take me through hyper to Centauri. That will be quite satisfactory. I will make my way from Centauri. Well?”


  “Give me the gun,” Ramsey said.


  “My goodness, of course. I’m not trying to hold you up. Here.” She got up from the bed for the first time and walked toward them. She had firm, long legs, and used them well. She was utterly lovely and although part of it was probably her professional know-how, she made you forget that. She was the most attractive girl, Earth or outworld, Ramsey had seen in years.


  Ramsey took the gun. Their hands met. Ramsey leaned forward quickly and kissed her on the lips. He was still holding the Vegan girl’s slender arm, though. She tried to run away but couldn’t. Margot Dennison returned the kiss for an instant, to show Ramsey that when she really wanted to return it, if she ever really would, she would pack the same kind of libidinal vitality in her responses as she did in her appearance; then she stood coldly, no longer responsive, until Ramsey stepped back.


  “Maybe I was asking for it,” she said. “I was prepared for that—and more. But it isn’t necessary now, is it? My gosh, Ramsey! Will you please close that mind of yours? You make a girl blush.”


  “Then put on your cloak,” Ramsey said, and, really blushing this time, she did so.


  She said: “I’m prepared to pay you one thousand credits; what do you say?”


  “I say it must be a pretty important appointment you have on Centauri.”


  “Earth, Captain Ramsey. I’m settling for Centauri. Well?”


  “I’ll take you,” Ramsey said, “if this girl comes too.”


  Margot Dennison looked at the frightened Vegan girl and smiled. “So it’s like that,” she said.


  “It isn’t like anything.”


  Ramsey packed a few things in an expanduffle and the three of them hurried through the doorway and down stairs. The cold dark night awaiting them with a fierce howling wind and the first flurries of snow from the north.


  “Where to?” Ramsey hollered above the wind.


  “My place,” Margot Dennison told him, and they ran.


  MARGOT DENNISON had a large apartment in Irwadi City’s New Quarter. This surprised Ramsey, for not many outworlders lived there. That night, though, he was too tired to think about it. He vaguely remembered a couch for himself, a separate room for the Vegan girl, another for Margot Dennison. He slept like a log without dreaming.


  He awoke with anxious hands fluttering at his shoulder. Opening one sleepy eye, he saw the Vegan girl. He saw daylight through a window but said, “Gmph! Middle of the night.”


  The Vegan girl said: “She’s gone.”


  Ramsey came awake all at once, springing to his feet fully dressed and flinging aside his cloak, which he’d used as a blanket. “Margot!” he called.


  “She’s gone,” the Vegan girl repeated. “When I awoke she wasn’t here. The door—”


  RAMSEY ran to the door. It was a heavy plastic irising door. It was locked and naturally would not respond to the whorl patterns of Ramsey’s thumb.


  “So now we’re prisoners,” Ramsey said. “I don’t get it.”


  “At least there’s food in the kitchen.”


  “All right. Let’s eat.”


  There were two windows in the room, but when Ramsey looked out he saw they were at least four stories up. They’d just have to wait for Margot Dennison.


  It took the Vegan girl some time to prepare the unfamiliar Earth-style food with which Margot Dennison’s kitchen was stocked. Ramsey used the time to prowl around the apartment. It was furnished in Sirian-archaic, a mode of furniture too feminine to suit Ramsey’s tastes. But then, the uni-sexual Sirians, of course, often catered to their own feminine taste.


  Ramsey found nothing in Margot Dennison’s apartment which indicated she had done any acting on Irwadi, and that surprised him, for he’d assumed she had plied her trade here as elsewhere. He felt a little guilty about his snooping, then changed his mind when he remembered that Margot had locked them in.


  In one of the slide compartments of what passed for a bureau in Sirian-archaic, he found a letter. Since it was the only piece of correspondence in the apartment, it might be important to Margot Dennison, thought Ramsey. And if it were important to her . . .


  Ramsey opened the letter and read it. Dated five Earth months before, it ran:


  My darling Margot: By the time you read this I shall be dead. Ironical, isn’t it? Coming so close—with death in the form of an incurable cancer intervening.


  As you know, Margot, I always wished for a son but never had one. You’ll have to play that role, I’m afraid, as you always have. Here is the information I told you I would write down. Naturally, if you intend to do anything about it, you’ll guard it with your life.


  APPARENTLY the hyper-space pattern from Irwadi to Earth is the one I was looking for. The proto-men, if I may be bold enough to call them that, first left hyper-space at that point, perhaps a million, perhaps five million, Earth years ago. I don’t have to tell you what this means, my child. I’ve already indicated it to you previously. It suffices to remind you that, in what science has regarded as the most amazing coincidence in the history of the galaxy, humanoid types sprang up on some three thousand stellar worlds simultaneously between one and five million years ago. I say simultaneously although there is the possibility of a four million year lag: indications are, however, that one date would do quite well for all the worlds.


  Proto-man was tremendously ahead of us in certain sciences, naturally. For example, each humanoid type admirably fits the evolutionary pattern on its particular planet. The important point, Margot, is the simultaneity of the events: it means that proto-man left hyper-space, his birth-place, and peopled the man-habitable worlds of the galaxy at a single absolute instance in time. This would clearly be impossible if the thousands of journeys involved any duration. Therefore, it can only be concluded that they were journeys which somehow negated the temporal dimension. In other words, instant travel across the length and breadth of the galaxy!


  Whoever re-discovers proto-man’s secret, needless to say, will be the most influential, the most powerful, man in the galaxy. Margot, I thought that man would be me. It won’t be now.


  But it can be you, Margot. It is my dying wish that you continue my work. Let nothing stop you. Nothing. Remember this, though: I cannot tell you what to expect when you reach the original home of proto-man. In all probability the whole race has perished, or we’d have heard of them since. But I can’t be sure of that. I can’t be sure of anything. Perhaps proto-man, like some deistic god, became disinterested in the Milky Way Galaxy for reasons we’ll never understand. Perhaps he still exists, in hyper-space.


  FINALLY, Margot, remember this. If you presented this letter to the evolutionary scientists on any of the worlds, they’d laugh at you. It is as if unbelief of the proto-man legend were ingrained in all the planetary people, perhaps somehow fantastically carried from generation to generation in their genes because proto-man a million years ago decided that each stellar world must work out its own destiny independently of the others and independent of their common heritage. But in my own case, there are apparently two unique factors at work. In the first place, as you know, I deciphered—after discovering it quite by accident—what was probably a proto-man’s dying message to his children, left a million years ago in the ruins on Arcturus II. In the second place, isn’t it quite possible that my genes have changed, that I have mutated and therefore do not have as an essential part of my make-up the unbelief of the proto-man legend?


  Good luck to you, Margot. I hope you’re willing to give up your career to carry out your dying father’s wish. If you do, and if you succeed, more power will be yours than a human being has ever before had in the galaxy. I won’t presume to tell you how to use it.


  Oh, yes. One more thing. Since Earth and Alpha Centauri are on a direct line from Irwadi, Centauri will do quite well as your outbound destination if for some reason you can’t make Earth. Again, good luck, my child. With all my love, Dad.


  Ramsey frowned at the letter. He did not know what to make of it. As far as he knew, there was no such thing as a proto-man myth in wide currency around the galaxy. He had never heard of proto-man. Unless, he thought suddenly, the dying man could have simply meant all the myths of human creation, hypothecating a first man who, somehow, had developed independently of the beasts of the field although he seemed to fit their evolutionary pattern . . .


  But what the devil would hyper-space have to do with such a myth? Proto-man, whatever proto-man was, couldn’t have lived in hyper-space. Not in that bleak, ugly, faceless infinity . . .


  Unless, Ramsey thought, more perplexed than ever, it was the very bleak, ugly, faceless infinity which made proto-man leave.


  “Breakfast!” the Vegan girl called. Ramsey joined her in the kitchen, and they ate without talking. When they were drinking their coffee, an Earth-style beverage which the Vegan girl admitted liking, the apartment door irised and Margot Dennison came in.


  Ramsey, who had replaced the letter where he’d found it, said: “Just what the devil did you think you were doing, locking us in?”


  “For your own protection, silly,” Margot told him smoothly. “I always lock my door when I go out, so I locked it today. Naturally, we won’t have a chance to apply for a new lock. Besides, why arouse suspicion?”


  “Where’d you go?”


  “I don’t see where that’s any of your business.”


  “Believe it or not,” Ramsey said caustically, “I’ve seen a thousand credits before. I’ve turned down a thousand credits before, in jobs I didn’t like. As for being stranded here on Irwadi, it’s all the same to me whether I’m on Irwadi or elsewhere.”


  “What does all that mean, Captain Ramsey?”


  “It means keep us informed. It means don’t get uppity.”


  Margot laughed and dropped a vidcast tape on the table in front of Ramsey. He read it and did not look up. There was a description of himself, a description of the Vegan girl, and a wanted bulletin issued on them. For assaulting the Chief of Irwadi Security, the bulletin said. For assaulting a drunken fool, Ramsey thought.


  “Well?” Margot asked. This morning she wore a man-tailored jumper which, Ramsey observed, clashed with the Sirian-archaic furniture. She looked cool and completely poised and no less beautiful, if less provocatively dressed, than last night.


  Ramsey returned question for question. “What about the ship?”


  “In a Spacer Graveyard, of course. There isn’t a landing field on the planet we could go to.”


  “You mean we’ll take off from a Graveyard? From a junk-heap of battered old derelict ships?”


  “Of course. It has some advantages, believe it or not. We’ll work on the ship nights. It needs plenty of work, let me tell you. But then the Graveyard is a kind of parts department, isn’t it?”


  Ramsey couldn’t argue with that.


  They spent the next three days sleeping and slowly going stir-crazy. They slipped out each night, though, and walked the two miles to the Spacer Graveyard down near the river. It was on the other side of the river, which meant they had to boat across. Risky, but there was no help for it. Each night they worked on the ship, which Ramsey found to be a fifty-year old Canopusian freighter in even worse condition than Margot had indicated. The night was usually divided into three sections. First, reviewing the work which had been done and planning the evening’s activities. Then, looking for the parts they would need in the jungle of interstellar wrecks all about them. Finally, going to work with the parts they had found and with the tools which Ramsey had discovered on the old Canopusian freighter the first night.


  AS they made their way back across the river the first night, Ramsey paddling slowly, quietly, Margot said:


  “Ramsey, I—I think we’re being watched.”


  “I haven’t seen or heard a thing. You, Vardin?” Vardin was the Vegan girl’s name.


  Vardin shook her head.


  Ramsey was anxious all at once, though. Things had gone too smoothly. They had not been interfered with at all. Personally, things hadn’t gone smoothly with Ramsey, but that was another story. He found himself liking Margot Dennison too much. He found himself trying to hide it because he knew she could read minds. Just how do you hide your thoughts from a mind reader? Ramsey didn’t know, but whenever his thoughts drifted in that direction he tried thinking of something else—anything else, except the proto-man letter.


  “Yes, that’s just what I was thinking,” Margot said in the boat. “I can read minds, so I’d know best if we were being watched. To get a clear reading I have to aim my thoughts specifically, but I can pick up free-floating thoughts as a kind of emotional tone rather than words. Does that make sense?”


  “If you say so. What else did you read in my mind?”


  Margot smiled at him mysteriously and said nothing.


  Ramsey felt thoughts of proto-man nibbling at his consciousness. He tried to fight them down purely rationally, and knew he wouldn’t succeed. He grabbed Margot and pulled her close to him, seeking her lips with his, letting his thoughts wander into a fantasy of desire.


  Margot slapped his face and sat stiffly in her cloak while he paddled to the other side of the river. Vardin sat like a statue. Ramsey had come to a conclusion: he did not like letting Margot know how he felt about her, but it was mostly on a straight physical level and he preferred her discovering it to her learning that he’d read the proto-man letter from her father. In his thoughts, though, he never designated it as the proto-man letter from her father. He designated it as X.


  When they reached the bank, Margot said: “I’m sorry for slapping you.”


  “I’m sorry for making a pass.”


  “Ramsey, tell me, what is X?”


  Ramsey laughed harshly and said nothing. That gave Margot something to think about. Maybe it would keep her thoughts out of his mind, keep her from reading . . .


  X marks the spot, thought Ramsey. XXX marks the spot-spot-spot. X is a spot in a pot or a lot of rot . . .


  “Oh, stop it!” Margot cried irritably. “You’re thinking nonsense.”


  “Then get the heck out of my mind,” Ramsey told her.


  Vardin walked on without speaking. If she had any inkling of what they were talking about, she never mentioned it.


  Margot said: “I still get the impression.”


  “What impression?”


  “That we’re being followed. That we’re being watched. Every step of the way.”


  Wind and cold and darkness. The hairs on the back of Ramsey’s neck prickled. They walked on, bent against the wind.


  SECURITY OFFICER Second Class Ramar Chind reported to his Chief in the Hall of Retribution the following morning. Chind, a career man with the Irwadi Security Forces, did not like his new boss. Garr Symm was no career man. He knew nothing of police procedure. It was even rumored—probably based upon solid fact—that Garr Symm liked his brandy excessively and often found himself under its influence. Worst of all—after all, a man could understand a desire for drink, even if, sometimes, it interfered with work—worst of all, Garr Symm was a scientist, a dome-top in the Irwadi vernacular. And hard-headed Ramar Chind lost no love on dome-tops.


  He saluted crisply and said: “You wanted to see me, sir?”


  GARR SYMM leaned forward over his desk, making a tent of his scaly green fingers and peering over it. He said three words. He said: “The Earthgirl Dennison.”


  “The Spacer Graveyard,” Ramar Chind said promptly. That was an easy one. His agents had been following the Dennison girl, at Garr Symm’s orders. Ramar Chind did not know why.


  “And?” Garr Symm asked.


  “The Earthman Ramsey, the Vegan Vardin, both are with her. We can close in and arrest the lot, sir, any time you wish.”


  “Fool,” Garr Symm said softly, without malice. “That is the last thing I want. Don’t you understand that? No, I guess you don’t.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Their ship?”


  “Every morning after they leave we go over it. Still two or three nights away from completion, sir. Also—” Ramar Chind smiled.


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “Two or three nights away from completion, except for one thing. They’ll need a fuel supply. Two U-235 capsules rigged for slow implosion, sir. The hopper of their ship is empty.”


  “Is there such a fuel supply in the Graveyard?”


  “No, sir.”


  “But could there be?”


  “Usually, no. Naturally, the junkers drain out spaceship hoppers before scrapping them. U-235 in any form brings—”


  “I know the value of U-235. Proceed.”


  “Well, there could be. If they were lucky enough to find such a fuel supply in one of the wrecks in the Graveyard, they wouldn’t be suspicious. Naturally, we won’t put one there.”


  “But you’re wrong, my dear Ramar Chind. You’ll load the hopper of one of those wrecks with enough U-235 for their purposes, and you’ll do it today.”


  “But sir—”


  “We’re going to follow them, Chind. You and I. We want them to escape. If they don’t escape, how can we follow them?”


  Ramar Chind shrugged resignedly and lisped: “How much fuel will they need for their purposes, sir, whatever their purposes are?” Naturally, his lisping sounded perfectly normal to Garr Symm, who also spoke in the sibilantless Irwadi manner.


  “You’d really like to know, wouldn’t you?” Garr Symm said.


  “Yes, sir. To put me in a position in which I could better do my—”


  “To satisfy your curiosity, you mean!”


  “But sir—”


  “I am a scientist, Chind.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “DIDN’T it strike you as odd that a scientist should be elevated to the top post in your department?”


  “Of course, sir. I didn’t question it, though.”


  “As you know, Chind, when it was decided to planetarize Irwadi as a first step toward driving away the outworlders, the quarters of every outworlder on Irwadi were thoroughly searched.”


  “I participated in the—uh, program, sir.”


  “Good. Then I needn’t tell you. Something was found in Margot Dennison’s apartment. Something of immense importance. Something so important that, if used properly, it can assure Irwadi the dominant place in the galaxy for all time to come.”


  “But I thought Irwadi craved isolation—”


  “Isolation, Chind? To be sure, if intercourse with the other galactic powers saw us at the bottom of the heap. But at the top—who would crave isolation at the top?”


  “I see, sir. And the something that was found needed a scientist?”


  “Very perceptive of you, Chind. Precisely. It was a letter. We copied it. Of course, Margot Dennison knows more than what is in the letter; the letter alludes to previous information. We need Dennison and Ramsey. We have to let them go ahead with their plans. Then we follow them, Chind. You understand?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You’re a good policeman, Chind. The best we have, I understand. You’ll be going with me—on the most important assignment you or any Irwadian ever had.”


  “I am grateful, sir, that you consider me—”


  “Now, see about that U-235 slow-implosion capsule.”


  “At once, sir.”


  Saluting smartly, Ramar Chind left Garr Symm’s office. Symm smiled and sat perfectly still for some minutes. For Irwadi, yes, he was thinking. Certainly for Irwadi. For Irwadi absolutely. To make Irwadi the most important planet in the galaxy. But important planets—in the way that Irwadi would be important—couldn’t maintain the status quo. For example, Irwadi’s form of government might have to be changed. At present, an autocratic bureaucracy with no one man at the top. Ultimately, after the rediscovery of proto-man’s secret—rule by one man.


  Garr Symm, absolute dictator of the galaxy, if he played his hand right.


  Garr Symm sat there for a long time, dreaming of power as no man before him on any world had ever dreamed of power . . .


  VARDIN rushed into the airlock of the Canopusian freighter in a state of excitement. At last they had given her something to do, and she had been successful at the outset. Specifically, Ramsey and the beautiful woman had given her a scintillation-counter and told her to prowl among the wrecks with it while they worked on the control board of the freighter, which the beautiful woman had named Enterprise.


  “I found it!” Vardin cried. “I found it!”


  She led a sceptical Margot Dennison outside while Ramsey continued working on the Enterprise. The two girls walked swiftly through the darkness between the wrecks. By this time they knew every foot of the Graveyard.


  “There,” Vardin said. “You see?”


  The scintillation counter was clicking and blinking. Margot smiled and went to work with a portable mechanical arm and a leaded bottle. In ten minutes, she had the slow-implosion capsule out of the hopper of a battered old Aldebaranese cargo ship.


  “I never saw one of those mechanical arms working before,” Vardin said.


  Margot smiled. She was delighted with the timid Vegan girl, with the cold night, with the way the wind blew across the Graveyard, with everything. They had their fuel. Tomorrow night the Enterprise would be ready for its dash into hyper-space. In thirty-six hours she might have her hands on the most valuable find in the history of mankind . . .


  When they returned to the Enterprise, she let Ramsey kiss her and tried to slip the telepathic tentacles of her mind behind his guard—


  Lewd libidinous fantasies, X stands for nothing for nothing for nothing, XXX—she got nowhere.


  What was X? What was Ramsey’s secret? Margot did not know, and wondered if she would ever find out.


  She smiled, reading Vardin’s mind. For Vardin was thinking: it must be so wonderful to have beauty such as she has, to melt the wills of strong handsome men such as Ramsey. It must be truly wonderful.


  For the first twenty-eight years of her life, Margot Dennison would have agreed, would have delighted in her own beauty. She still did, to a point. But beyond that point, she could dream only of proto-man and his secret.


  Beauty or power?


  She had beauty.


  She wanted power.


  IN the early hours of the following morning, behind the cover of what appeared to be a dense early morning fog but what actually was an artificially produced fog, a team of Irwadi technicians swarmed all over a battered Procyonian cruiser of three thousand tons. By mid-morning, working swiftly and with all the tools and spare parts they would need, they made the ship, called Dog Star, space-worthy.


  Later that day, but still two hours before nightfall, Ramar Chind arrived with a small crew of three Security Police. He had selected his men carefully: they knew how to handle a spaceship, they knew how to fight, they were quite ruthless. He thought Garr Symm would be pleased.


  Symm did not arrive until just before nightfall. He was very agitated when he came. Ramar Chind, too, was eager. What would happen within the next several hours, he realized, might be beyond his ken, but he still recognized its importance. And, being an opportunist, he would pounce on whatever he found of value to himself . . .


  Several hours after the setting of the Irwadi primary had ushered in the cold night, Margot Dennison, Ramsey and Vardin arrived at the Graveyard and made their way at once to the Enterprise. They went inside swiftly and in a very few minutes prepared the thousand-tonner for blastoff. Ramsey’s mouth was dry. He could barely keep the thoughts of proto-man from his mind. If Margot read them . . .


  “Centauri here we come,” he said, just to talk.


  “Centauri,” said Margot.


  But of course, she had another destination in mind.


  Several hundred yards across the Graveyard, watching, waiting, the occupants of Dog Star were armed to the teeth.


  Ramsey sat at the controls. Vardin stood behind him nervously. The space trip from Vega to Irwadi was probably the only one she had ever taken. Margot sat, quite relaxed, in the co-pilot’s chair.


  “I still can’t believe we’re not going to feel anything,” Vardin said in her soft, shy voice.


  “Haven’t you ever been through hyper-space before?” Margot asked the Vegan girl.


  “Just once.”


  “In normal space,” Ramsey explained, “we feel acceleration and deceleration because the increase or decrease in velocity is experienced at different micro-instants by all the cells of our body. In hyper-space the velocity is felt simultaneously in all parts of the ship, including all parts of us. We become weightless, of course, but the change is instant and we feel no pressure, no pain.”


  Ramsey was waiting until 0134:57 on the ship chronometer. At that precise instant in time, and at that instant only, blastoff would place them on the proper hyper-space orbit. And, before they could feel the mounting pressure of blastoff, the timelessness of hyper-space would intervene.


  “0130:15,” Margot read the chronometer for Ramsey. “It won’t be long now. 30:20—”


  “All right,” Ramsey said suddenly. “All right. I can read the chronometer.”


  “Why, Ramsey! I do believe you’re nervous.”


  “Anxious, Margot. A hyper-pilot is always anxious just before crossover. You’ve got to be, because the slightest miscalculation can send you fifty thousand light years off course.”


  “So? All you’d have to do is re-enter hyper-space and go back.”


  Ramsey shook his head. “Hyper-space can only be entered from certain points in space. We’ve never been able to figure out why.”


  “What certain points?”


  RAMSEY looked at her steadily. “Points which vary with the orbits of the three thousand humanoid worlds, Margot,” he said slowly. He watched her for a reaction, knowing that strange fact about hyper-space—perfectly true and never understood—dovetailed with her father’s letter about proto-man, an unknown pre-human ancestor of all the humanoid races in the galaxy, who had discovered hyper-space, bred variations to colonize all the inhabitable worlds, found or created the three thousand crossover points in space, and used them.


  Margot showed no response, but then, Ramsey told himself, she was a tri-di actress. She could feign an emotion—or hide one. She merely asked: “Is it true that there’s no such thing as time in hyper-space?”


  “That’s right. That’s why you can travel scores or hundreds or thousands of light years through hyper-space in hours. Hyper-space is a continuum of only three dimensions. There is no fourth dimension, no dimension of duration.”


  “Then why aren’t trips through hyper-space instantaneous? They take several hours, don’t they?”


  “Sure, but the way scientists have it figured, that’s subjective time. No objective time passes at all. It can’t. There isn’t any—in hyper-space.”


  “Then you mean—”


  Ramsey shook his head. “0134:02,” he said. “It’s almost time.”


  The seconds ticked away. Even Margot did not seem relaxed now. She stared nervously at the chronometer, or watched Ramsey’s lips as he silently read away the seconds. A place where time did not exist, an under-stratum of extension sans duration. An idea suddenly entered her mind, and she was afraid.


  If proto-man had colonized the galactic worlds between one and four or five million years ago, but if time did not exist for proto-man, then wasn’t the super-race which had engendered all mankind still waiting in its timeless home, waiting perhaps grimly amused to see which of their progeny first discovered their secret? Or must proto-man, like humans everywhere, fall victim to subjective time if objective time did not matter for him?


  Ramsey was saying softly: “Fifty-three, fifty-four, fifty-five, fifty-six . . . blastoff!”


  His hand slammed down on the activating key.


  An instant later, having felt no sensation of acceleration, they were floating weightlessly in the cabin of the little Enterprise.


  “THEY qualities of radar,” Garr Symm said, “exist in their totality in a universe of extension. Time, actually is a drawback to radar, necessitating a duration-lag between sending and receiving. Therefore, Ramar Chind, radar behaves perfectly in hyper-space, as you see.”


  “Yes,” Ramar Chind said, floating near the radar screen aboard the Dog Star. At its precise center was a bright little pip of light.


  The Enterprise . . .


  “But don’t we do anything except follow them?” Ramar Chind said after a long silence.


  Garr Symm smiled. “Does it really matter? You see, Chind, time actually stands still for us here. Duration is purely subjective, so what’s your hurry?”


  Ramar Chind licked his lips nervously and stared fascinated at the little pip of bright light.


  Which suddenly dipped and swung erratically.


  “WHAT is it?” Margot asked. “What’s the matter?”


  “Take it easy,” Ramsey told her.


  “But the ship’s swooping. I can feel it. I thought you weren’t supposed to feel movement in hyper-space!”


  “Relax, will you? There are eddies in hyper-space, that’s all. If you want an analogy in terms of our own universe, think of shoals in an ocean—unmarked by buoys or lights.”


  “You mean they have to be avoided?”


  “Yes.”


  “But this particular shoal—it’s midway between Irwadi and Earth?”


  “There isn’t any ‘midway’, Margot. That’s the paradox of hyper-space.”


  “I—I don’t understand.”


  “Look. In the normal universe, extension is measured by time. That is, it takes a certain amount of time to get from point A to point B. Conversely, time is measured by extension in space. On Earth, a day of time passes when Earth moves through space on an arc one three-hundred-sixty-fifth of its orbit around the sun in length. Since there isn’t any time to measure extension with in hyper-space, since time doesn’t exist here, you can’t speak of mid-points.”


  “But this—shoal. It’s always encountered in hyper-space between Earth and Irwadi?”


  Ramsey nodded. “Yes, that is right.”


  Margot smiled.


  The smile suddenly froze on her face.


  The Enterprise lurched as if an unseen giant hand had slapped it.


  At that moment Ramsey leaned forward over the controls, battling to bring the Enterprise back on course.


  And let down his mental guard.


  . . . precise place in hyper-space her father must have meant . . . home of proto-man . . . thinks I’m going to stop there, she’s crazy . . . heck, I’m no mystic, but there are things not meant to be meddled with . . .


  The ship swooped again. Ramsey went forward against the control panel head-first and fell dazed from the pilot chair. His head whirled, his arms and legs were suddenly weak and rubbery. He tried to stand up and make his way back to the controls again, but collapsed and went down to his knees. He crouched there, trying to shake the fog from his brain.


  With a cry of triumph, Margot Dennison leaped at him and bore him down to the floor with her weight. He was still too dazed from the blow on his head to offer any resistance when her strong hands tugged at his belt and withdrew the m.g. gun. She got up with it, backing away from him quickly toward the rear bulkhead as the ship seemed to go into a smooth glide which could be felt within it. Vardin stood alongside Ramsey, a hand to her mouth in horror. Ramsey got up slowly.


  “Stay where you are!” Margot cried, pointing the m.g. gun at him. “I’ll kill you if I have to. I’ll kill you, Ramsey, I mean it.”


  Ramsey did not move.


  “SO you knew about my father,” Margot challenged him.


  “Yeah. So what?”


  “And this shoal in hyper-space is a world, isn’t it?”


  Ramsey nodded. “I think so.”


  “O.K. Sit down at the controls, Ramsey. That’s right. Don’t try anything.”


  Ramsey was seated in the pilot chair again. His head was still whirling but his strength had returned. He wondered if he could chance rushing her but told himself she meant what she said. She would kill him in cold blood if she had to.


  “Bring the Enterprise down on that world, Ramsey.”


  He sat there and stubbornly shook his head. “Margot, you’ll be meddling with a power beyond human understanding.”


  “Rubbish! You read my father’s letter, didn’t you? That fear’s been implanted in your genes. It’s part of the heredity of our people. It’s rubbish. Bring the ship down.”


  Still Ramsey did not move. Vardin looked from him to Margot Dennison and back again with horror in her eyes.


  “I’ll count three,” Margot said. “Then I’ll shoot the Vegan girl. Do you understand?”


  Ramsey’s face went white.


  “One,” Margot said.


  Vardin stared at him beseechingly.


  Ramsey said: “All right, Margot. All right.”


  Five minutes later, subjective time, the Enterprise landed with a lurch.


  That they had reached a world in hyper-space there could be no doubt. But outside the portholes of the little freighter was only the murky grayness of the timeless hyper-space continuum.


  “THEY’VE gone down, sir!” Ramar Chind cried.


  Garr Symm nodded. For the first time he was really nervous. He wondered about the Dennison letter. Could his fear be attributed to ancestral memory, as Dennison had indicated? Was it really baseless—this crawling, cold-fingered hand of fear on his spine?


  There was no physical barrier. The Enterprise had established that fact. Then was there a barrier which Garr Symm, along with all humanoids, had somehow inherited?


  A barrier of stark terror, subjective and unfounded on fact?


  And beyond it—what?


  Power to chain the universe . . .


  Think, Garr Symm told himself. You’ve got to be rational. You’re a scientist. You’ve been trained as a scientist. This is their barrier, erected against you, against all humanoids, a million years ago. It isn’t real. It’s all in your mind.


  “Do you want me to follow them down?” Ramar Chind asked.


  Garr Symm envied the policeman. Naturally, Ramar Chind did not share his terror. You didn’t know the terror until you learned about proto-man; then the response seemed to be triggered in your brain, as if it had been passed to you through the genes of your ancestors, waiting a million years for release . . .


  Fear, a guardian.


  Of what? Garr Symm asked himself. Think of that, fool. Think of what it guards.


  Power—


  Teleportation or its equivalent.


  Gone the subjective passage of hours in hyper-space.


  Earned—if you were strong enough or brave enough to earn it—the ability to travel instantly from one humanoid world to another. Instantly. Perhaps from any one point on any humanoid world to any one point, precise, specific, exact, on another world.


  To plunder.


  Or assassinate.


  Or control the lives of men, everywhere.


  Sans ship.


  Sans fear.


  Sans the possibility of being caught or stopped.


  Sweating, Garr Symm said: “Bring the Dog Star down after them, Ramar Chind.”


  RAMSEY smiled without humor. “What now, little lady?” he said mockingly.


  “Shut up. Oh, shut up!”


  “What are you going to do now?”


  “I told you to shut up. I have to think.”


  “I didn’t know a gorgeous tri-di actress ever had to think.”


  “Let me see those figures again,” Margot said.


  Ramsey handed her the tapes from the Enterprise’s environment-checker.


  Temperature: minus two hundred and twenty degrees Fahrenheit.


  Atmosphere: none.


  Gravity: eight-tenths Earth-norm.


  “And we don’t have a spacesuit aboard,” Ramsey said.


  “But it can’t be. It can’t. This is the home of proto-man. I know it is. But if I went out there I’d perish from cold in seconds and lack of air in minutes.”


  “That’s right,” Ramsey said almost cheerfully. “So do I take the ship back up?”


  “I hate you, Jason Ramsey. Oh, I hate you!” Margot cried. Then suddenly: “Wait! Wait a minute! What was that you were thinking? Tell me! You must tell me—”


  Ramsey shook his head and tried to force the thoughts from his mind with doggerel. Ben Adam, he thought. Abou Ben Adam, Humpty Dumpty, hurry, hurry, hurry, the only two headed get yours here the sum of the square of the sides is equal to the square of the hyper-space, no, mustn’t think that mimsy were the borogroves and the momraths now what the heck did the momraths do anyhow absolute zero is the temperature at which all molecular activity . . .


  “What were you thinking, Ramsey?”


  His mind was a labyrinth. There were thousands of discrete thoughts, of course. Millions of them, collected over a lifetime. But all at once he did not know his way through that labyrinth and his thoughts kept whirling back to the one Margot Dennison wanted as if, somehow, she could pluck it from his mind.


  She stood before him, her brow furrowed, sweat beading her pretty face.


  And she was winning, forcing the thought to take shape in Ramsey’s mind—


  But if I went out there I’d perish from cold in seconds and lack of air in minutes.


  Cold, came the known and unbidden thoughts to Ramsey’s struggling mind. And lack of air. Attributes of extension, of space, but measured by duration, by time. And since time does not exist in hyper-space, the vacuum out there and the terrible, killing cold, could have no effect on you. You could go out there perfectly protected from the lethal environment by the absence of the time dimension.


  Margot smiled at him. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you, Ramsey.”


  He was about to speak, but she added: “And don’t give me that stuff about a power we shouldn’t tamper with. I’m going out there. Now.”


  Ramsey nodded slowly. “I won’t stop you.”


  “But just so you don’t get any ideas of stranding me here—Vardin. Vardin’s going with me.”


  The Vegan girl looked at Ramsey mutely.


  RAMSEY said: “What makes you think I’ll let you take her?”


  Margot smiled again. “The m.g. gun makes me think so.”


  “The heck of it is, you’re not really bad, Margot. This thing’s got you, is all. You’re not essentially evil.”


  “Thank you for the thrilling compliment. I’m delighted,” Margot said sarcastically.


  “Vardin stays with me.”


  Margot reminded him of the lethal m.g. gun by showing it to him, muzzle-first.


  He laughed in her face. “Go ahead and shoot.”


  She stared at him.


  “There isn’t a lethal weapon’d do you any good here in a timeless continuum. Take an m.g. gun. It induces an artificial breakdown of radioactive fuel in its chamber, firing an instantly lethal dose of radiation. But in order for radioactive breakdown to occur, time must pass. Even if it’s only milliseconds, as in the case of an m.g. gun. There aren’t any milliseconds on this world, Margot. There isn’t any time. So go ahead and pull the trigger.”


  Margot frowned and pointed the gun to one side and fired.


  Nothing happened. Margot almost looked as if her hard shell had been sundered by the impotence of the m.g. gun. She pouted. Her eyes gleamed moistly.


  Then Ramsey said: “O.K. Let’s go.”


  “What—what do you mean?”


  “Out there. All of us.”


  “But I thought you said—”


  “Sure, I’m scared stiff. A normal man would be. It’s in our genes, according to your father. But I’m also a man. What the devil d’you think it was first got man out of his cave and started along the road to civilization and the stars? It was curiosity. Fear restraining him, and curiosity egging him on. Which do you think won in the end?”


  “Oh, Ramsey, I could kiss you!”


  “Go right ahead,” Ramsey said, and she did.


  They opened the airlock. They went outside smiling.


  But Vardin, who went with them, wasn’t smiling. There was sadness instead.


  IN cumbersome spacesuits, the five Irwadians made their way from the Dog Star to the Enterprise. Ramar Chind and his three policemen carried m.g. guns; Garr Symm was unarmed. Chind used a whorl-neutralizer to force the pattern of the lock on the outer door of the Enterprise’s airlock. Then the five of them plunged inside the ship.


  The inner door was not closed.


  The Enterprise was empty.


  Garr Symm looked doubtfully at the gray murkiness behind them. Although the Dog Star stood out there less than a quarter of a mile away, they couldn’t see it through the murk.


  “Where did they go?” Ramar Chind asked.


  Symm waved vaguely behind them.


  Chind and his men turned around.


  Gritting his teeth against the fear which welled up like nausea from the pit of his stomach, Garr Symm went with them.


  At that moment they all heard the music.


  “You hear it?” Ramsey asked softly. His voice did not carry on the airless world, of course. But he spoke, and the words were understood, not merely by Margot, who could read his mind, but by Vardin as well.


  “Music,” said Margot. “Isn’t it—beautiful?”


  RAMSEY nodded slowly. He could barely see Margot, although he held her hand. He could barely see Vardin although they stood hand in hand too. The music was un-Earthly, incapable of repetition, indescribably the loveliest sound he had ever heard. He wanted to sink down into the obscuring gray murk and weep and listen to the haunting, sad, lovely strains of sound forever.


  “What can it possibly be?” Margot asked.


  Surprisingly, it was Vardin who answered. “Music of the Spheres,” she said. “It’s a legend on Vega III, my world.”


  “And on Earth,” Ramsey said.


  Vardin told them: “On all worlds. And, like all such legends, it has a basis in reality. This is the basis.”


  That didn’t sound like timid little Vardin at all. Ramsey listened in amazement. He thought he heard Vardin laugh.


  Music. But didn’t the notes need the medium of time in which to be heard? How could they hear music here at all? Or were they hearing it? Perhaps it merely impinged on their minds, their souls, just as they were able to hear one another’s thoughts as words . . .


  They’d never understand fully, Ramsey knew suddenly. Perhaps they could grasp a little of the nature of this place, a shadow here, the half-suggestion of the substance of reality there, a stillborn thought here, a note of celestial music there, the timeless legacy of proto-man, whatever proto-man was . . .


  “The fog is lifting!” Vardin cried.


  The fog was not lifting.


  Then it was.


  Ramsey would never forget that. Vardin had spoken while the dense gray murk enveloped them completely.


  Then it began to grow tenuous.


  As if Vardin’s words had made it so. Little Vardin, shy, frightened Vardin, suddenly, inexplicably, the strongest, surest one among them . . .


  The sky, white and dazzling, glistened. The gray murk glistened too, a hundred yards off in all directions, like a wall of polished glass surrounding them.


  In the very middle of the bell-jar of visibility granted them all at once, stood a black rectangular object.


  “The teleporter!” Margot cried. “The matter-transmitter! I know it is. I know it is!”


  Ramsey stood waiting breathlessly.


  No, he realized abruptly, not breathlessly. You couldn’t say breathlessly.


  For Ramsey had not breathed, not once, since they left the Enterprise.


  You didn’t breathe on a timeless world. You merely—somehow—existed.


  “It’s opening!” Margot cried.


  The black rectangle, ominously coffin-shaped, was indeed opening.


  “The matter transmitter,” Margot said a second time. “The secret of proto-man, of our ancestors who colonized all the worlds of space with it, instantly, at the same cosmic moment. Think of what it means, Ramsey, can you? Instantaneous travel, anywhere, without the need for energy since energy cannot be used here, without the passage of time since time does not exist here.” She stood transfixed, looking at the black box. The lid had lifted at right angles to the rest of the box.


  MARGOT said, in the whisper of an awed thought: “Who controls it controls the galaxy . . .”


  And she walked toward the box.


  At that moment Ramsey had a vision. He saw—or thought he saw—Margot Dennison in the costume she had worn when they first met. She stood, eyes wide, fearful, expectant, before a chess-board. The pieces seemed to be spaceships. It was a perfectly clear vision, but it was the only such vision Ramsey had ever been vouchsafed in his life. He was no mystic. He did not know what to make of it.


  Playing chess with Margot was—proto-man.


  Ramsey only saw his hand.


  A hand perhaps five million years old.


  He blinked. The vision persisted, superimposed over Margot’s figure as she walked toward the box.


  A game, he thought. Because we don’t understand it. Not that kind of power. Not the power a matter-transmitter would give. A cosmic game on a chess-board which wasn’t quite a chess-board, with a creature who had never lived as we know life and so could never die . . .


  With the future of the galaxy hanging in the balance. Life or death for man hanging on a slim thread, because man wasn’t ready for matter-transmission, couldn’t hope to use it wisely, would use it perhaps for war, transmitting lethal weapons, thermonuclear, world-destroying weapons, instantly through space, for delivery anywhere, negating time . . .


  Death hovered.


  “Wait!” Ramsey called, and ran forward.


  Just then five new figures, space-suited, appeared under the gleaming dome.


  “Stop that woman!” a voice which Ramsey should not have been able to hear but which he somehow heard perfectly cried. “Stop her!”


  M.g. guns were raised, fired.


  Without effect.


  Three of the spacesuited figures ran after Margot as the voice repeated: “Stop her! The box is mine, mine!”


  It was Garr Symm’s voice.


  Ramsey did not know if he should stop Margot himself, or fight Symm’s men. Although they couldn’t use their weapons on this world, they could still hurt—possibly even kill—Margot. Ramsey turned and waited for them.


  The strange, mystic vision was gone. He saw only three space-suited figures, saw Margot walking steadily toward the box. Either she was moving very slowly or the box retreated or it was further away than it had looked at first. For she hadn’t reached it yet.


  Ramsey met the space-suited figures head-on.


  There were three of them, but they were awkward in their suits, cumbersome, incapable of quick responses.


  Ramsey hit the first one in the belly and darted back. His fist felt contact with the soft bulk of the insulined suit, then with the harder bulk of the man. He struck again, harder this time.


  THE scaly green face of the Irwadi within the space-suit grimaced with pain. He doubled over and fell, his helmet shattering against the ground at Ramsey’s feet.


  Then an incredible thing happened. The Irwadi opened his mouth to scream. His face froze. He lost his air. His face bloated.


  And he died.


  Ramsey couldn’t believe his eyes.


  It was not possible to die from lack of air or from cold on a world without the time continuum. Ramsey, Vardin and Margot had proved that by venturing out without protection.


  But the Irwadi had died.


  Mental suggestion?


  Because he thought he would die?


  Because that was the only way you could perish on a world lacking in the time dimension—by your own thoughts?


  The second space-suited figure closed with Ramsey awkwardly. Ramsey hit him. The man of Irwadi fell, his helmet cracked, he tried to scream—and died.


  The third man fled.


  Ramsey ran after Margot. “Wait!” he cried. He couldn’t talk to her about his fantastic vision. It was personal. She wouldn’t understand. Mystic experience always is like that. And yet, with the conviction that only a mystic can have—although he certainly was no mystic—Ramsey knew the galaxy would be in grave trouble if mankind were given the secret of matter-transmission.


  A voice said: “You are right.”


  It was Vardin’s voice, and Vardin went on:


  “Ramsey, stop her. I can’t stop her. It is only granted that I observe—and convince, if I can. I am not a Vegan girl. I am—”


  Ramsey said it. “Proto-man!”


  “There aren’t many of us left. We discovered matter-transmission. We used it once, to people the worlds of the galaxy. It was our final creative effort. We merely observe now, unable to destroy our creation, trying to keep it out of mankind’s hands. You see—”


  “Then back on Irwadi you knew all along we would come here!”


  “I was vouchsafed the vision, yes. Even as you—stop her, Ramsey. You must stop her!”


  RAMSEY sprinted forward. Margot was nearing the black coffin now.


  Ramsey ran at her, and tackled her.


  They went down together, the girl fighting like a tigress, tooth and nail, wildly, sobbing, striking out at Ramsey with small impotent fists, until he subdued her. Panting, they glared at each other.


  And could not stop Garr Symm from running past them, eyes rapt behind the plastiglass of his helmet, and jumping into the black box.


  “To the end of the universe and back!” he cried. “Take me there and back. Instantly. Prove to me that you work! Now . . .” His voice trailed off. He had addressed the black rectangle almost as if it were something alive.


  RAMSEY thought he heard a growl from the box. He stood before it, looking in. The hackles rose on his neck.


  “You see,” Vardin said. “My ancestors and yours discovered the power of a god—and did not understand it. We were incorporeal. We created life—your ancestors. We patterned it to fit the evolution of the three thousand worlds. Human life. Millions of them, colonists for the worlds of normal space. We were tampering in our tragic pride, Ramsey, with forces we would never comprehend.


  “We colonized the worlds, deciding that physical existence, along with the mental prowess we had, was the ideal state. A few of us, like myself, or my ancestors if you wish, although the purely mental lives continuously—a few of us stayed behind and saw—the loss of a million years!”


  Ramsey’s eyes still could not pierce the darkness inside the box.


  “What do you mean?” he asked in an awed voice.


  “We sent out god-like men. We did not understand our discovery. The god-like men—but look at Garr Symm.”


  The spacesuited figure got up slowly. It blinked at Ramsey. It growled. It had a recognizably green, scale-skinned face. But it was not the face of Garr Symm. It was the face of Garr Symm’s caveman ancestors, a million years ago . . .


  “This is what happened to my people,” Vardin said.


  She looked at Ramar Chind and Chind, responding, went to Garr Symm and led him quietly back toward the Dog Star. Chind never said a word. Garr Symm growled.


  “Take the Earthgirl and go,” Vardin told Ramsey.


  “But I—you—aren’t you coming?”


  “My work is finished,” Vardin told him. “For now.”


  “For now?”


  “I am a guardian. When I am needed again—” She shrugged her slim blue shoulders.


  “But Margot will never be content now,” Ramsey protested. “Not when she’s come so close.”


  “She’ll understand. Just as you understand. You’ll be good for each other, Ramsey, you and the girl. She’s had only her fierce pride and her dreams of power. She has room for love. She needs love.”


  “But you—”


  “I? I am nothing. I am the end-product of an equation our ancestors found a million years ago. An equation to give them god-like power. Instead it made them savages and I have had to watch their slow climb back to the stars. An equation, Ramsey. Almost an equation of doom. Now go.”


  Vardin flickered, became insubstantial. Her body seemed to melt into the gray mists.


  The gleaming walls were gone. The black box was gone. Vardin was gone.


  Ramsey led Margot back to the Enterprise.


  Moments later—although the elapsed time was subjective—they blasted off.


  Margot opened her eyes. She had been sleeping. She smiled at Ramsey tremulously. “I love you,” she said. Her words seemed to surprise her.


  “I can’t go back to Earth,” Ramsey said.


  “Who wants to go back to Earth—if you can’t?”


  They had, Ramsey knew, all of space and the life-span of mortal man to enjoy together.
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  I


  THE HEADLIGHTS rushed at him like long yellow lances. They swept by on his left in a formation of threes, each pair of lights following its own lane; but they might change direction at any instant, he thought, and plunge straight at his car. There was always the unknown enemy to fear . . .


  He was traveling south on the Tri-State Turnpike. New York was a dozen miles behind him. Now he was safe, an innocent, anonymous unit in a vast complex of speeding cars and flashing lights. In the rear-vision mirror the lane behind him stretched emptily for several hundred yards. And ahead of him, less than a quarter of a mile away, was a Howard Johnson’s restaurant and service station, gleaming like a necklace of diamonds in the darkness.


  He pumped the brakes and swung off the pike, stopping on the graveled roadbed that flanked the highway. Now he was about two hundred yards from the restaurant.


  The traffic rushed by him, the headlights splintering on his thick glasses. He blinked his large eyes. The noise and movement confused him—the spinning tires, the flashing lights and the exhaust fumes of roaring traffic. But one thing was untouched by the bewildering racket of the turnpike—the plans he had made. They were like a rock of purpose in tossing, uncertain seas.


  He climbed from his car, removed his hat and bulky tweed overcoat, and threw them into the back seat. Then he switched off the headlights, took the key from the ignition and hurled it with all his strength into the black fields bordering the pike. Let them figure that out, he thought, smiling.


  He was tall and broad, heavily and powerfully, built, with an iron-gray crew cut and strong, harshly cut features. When he smiled, his teeth flashed in the darkness, white and pronounced. Everything about him projected a sense of purpose and determination. Everything, that is, but his eyes; they were mild and clear, and when he was excited, they glittered with a childish sort of anticipation and malice.


  As he walked swiftly from his car, legs churning powerfully and shoulders hunched into the wind, he was conscious of only two needs. The first was for another car. That was terribly important. He must have a car. And second, and equally important, was the need for something hot and sweet to drink. After what he had done, his whole body ached for the comfort and reassurance of steaming, heavily sugared coffee.


  II


  IT was not quite seven o’clock.


  Trooper Dan O’Leary spotted the abandoned car five minutes later as he swept along with the northbound traffic. He speeded up to give himself room for a turn, then drove up onto the wide lane of grass which separated the north- and southbound streams of traffic. When the highway was clear, he bumped down into the southbound lane and pulled up behind the apparently empty car, the headlights of his patrol car bathing it in yellow radiance. O’Leary picked up the phone that hung on the right side of the steering post and reported to the dispatcher at Turnpike Headquarters, sixteen miles south at the River head Station.


  “Patrol Twenty-one, O’Leary, I’m checking a stopped Buick, a ’Fifty-one sedan. New York plates.” He repeated the numbers twice, then glanced at a numbered milepost a dozen yards or so beyond the Buick. The turnpike was marked by such mileposts from the first exit to the last, and O’Leary had stopped at No. 114. He gave that information to the dispatcher and stepped from his car with a hand resting on the butt of his revolver.


  This action was reflexive, a result or training which had been designed to make his responses almost instinctive under certain circumstances. There was seldom anything casual or whimsical about his work He had stopped behind the parked car for good reasons; he could approach it under the cover of his own lights, and he was in no danger of being run down. His report to the dispatcher was equally a matter of training and good sense; if he were fired on or if the car raced away from him, its description would go out to a hundred patrols in a matter of seconds And it was the same thing with his gun; the car looked empty, but O’Leary approached it ready for trouble. He flashed his light into the front and rear seats, noted the tweed overcoat and gray felt hat. There was no key in the ignition. He touched the hood and found it warm. Probably out of gas. He went around to take a look at the trunk.


  While O’Leary made this preliminary investigation. Sergeant Tonelli, the dispatcher at the Riverhead Station, checked the license number O’Leary had given him against the current file of stolen cars. Tonelli, a tall, spare man with graying hair and thick, white eyebrows, sat in the middle of a semicircular desk in the headquarters office. Strong overhead lights flooded the room with noonday brightness, pushing back the darkness beyond the wide, high windows. The glare of the turnpike swept past the three-storied headquarters buildings, six lanes of traffic flowing smoothly into the night. Directly behind Tonelli a door led to Captain Royce’s office. The captain was at his desk checking certain arrangements and plans which he had submitted weeks earlier to the Secret Service, The plans had been approved, and Captain Royce was presently giving them a last, careful inspection.


  The current file of stolen cars was impaled on a spike near Tonelli’s big right hand, and he flipped through the lists with automatic efficiency while continuing to monitor the reports crackling from the speaker above his switchboard. Sergeant Tonelli was responsible for approximately one third of the hundred-mile length of the turnpike. This area was designated as Headquarters North. Two subsidiary stations, Substation Central and Substation South, divided the remaining sixty-odd miles between them; their responsibility was limited to traffic, and in all other matters they look orders from headquarters and Captain Royce.


  Under Sergeant Tonelli’s direct control were eighteen patrol cars, assorted ambulances, tow trucks, fire and riot equipment. In his mind was a faithful and imaginative picture of the turnpike at this exact moment; he knew to the mile the location of each patrol car and what it was doing; he knew of the speeding Mercedes-Benz being chased ten miles north; he knew of the accident that had plugged up the slow and middle lanes beyond Interchange 10, and he knew, of course, that Dan O’Leary, Car 21, was presently investigating a Buick parked at Milepost 114.


  In addition to this routine activity, Sergeant Tonelli was considering certain areas of the problem that faced Captain Royce. The President of the United States would be riding on the turnpike tonight, entering in convoy at Interchange 5 and traveling south to the end of the pike, a distance of about fifty miles. Sergeant Tonelli would dispatch certain of his patrol cars to that area in an hour or so, and he was turning over in his mind how best to take up the slack that would be caused by their departure.


  But meanwhile he continued his check of the stolen-cars file, a check which proved futile.


  III


  TROOPER O’LEARY returned to his patrol car and called headquarters. He said to Tonelli, “Car Twenty-one. O’Leary. Looks like the Buick’s out of gas. The driver must have walked up to the Howard Johnson’s. I’ll check and see if he needs help.”


  “Proceed, Twenty-one.”


  O’Leary drove into the service area and pulled up to the gas pumps. A wiry, gray-haired attendant hurried to his car.


  O’Leary rolled down his window, “Anyone been in for a can of gas, Tom?”


  “Not a soul, Dan. Not since this morning, anyway.”


  “O.K., thanks,” O’Leary said and drove back to the parking area that flanked the restaurant. The owner of the disabled car might have slopped for something to eat, he thought. O’Leary straightened his shoulders and dark-green jacket before walking into the warm foyer of the restaurant, but both of these corrective gestures were unnecessary; his back was straight as a board, and his uniform was trig and immaculate. O’Leary was twenty-eight, solidly and powerfully built, but his stride would have pleased a drill sergeant. There was almost a touch of arrogance in the set of his head and shoulders, and he handled his body as if it were a machine he understood and trusted completely. He had short black hair and eyes as cold and hard as marbles, but there was something boyish about the seriousness of his expression and the clean, wind-scrubbed look of his skin.


  O’Leary had one fact that might help him find his missing motorist; he probably wasn’t wearing a hat or overcoat. He had left them in the car.


  But the hostess who escorted diners to tables remembered no such person. “Not in the last ten or fifteen minutes, Dan.” She glanced around the restaurant, which was divided into two large wings, one on either side of a long soda fountain and take-out counter. Both were crowded; the air was noisy with conversation and the clatter of cutlery and dishes. “Or course, he might have come in while I was seating someone.”


  He couldn’t have found a table for himself?”


  “Not when it’s crowded like this. But he might have gone to the take-out counter.”


  “Thanks. I’ll check that.”


  O’Leary stood patiently at the take-out counter while the waitress took an order for hamburgers, French Tries, milk and coffee from a thin young man who seemed vaguely embarrassed at putting her to so much trouble, He smiled nervously at O’Leary and said, “The kids are too little to bring in here. They’d play with the menus and water glasses instead of eating. My wife thinks it’s easier to feed them in the car.”


  “She probably knows best,” O’Leary said. “Anyway, eating in a car is pretty exciting for kids.”


  “Yes, they get a kick out of it.” The young man seemed relieved by O’Leary’s understanding air. When he went away with his sackful of food, O’Leary asked the waitress if she had served a man recently who wasn’t wearing a hat or overcoat.


  “Gee, I don’t think so, Dan.” She was a plain and plump young woman, with mild brown eyes. Her name was Millie. “How come he wasn’t wearing an overcoat?”


  “He left it in his car, which is out of gas about two hundred yards from here. I guess he figured he wouldn’t freeze in that time.”


  At this point it was a routine investigation, a small departure from O’Leary’s normal work of shepherding traffic along the pike, of running down speeders, of watching for drivers who seemed fatigued or erratic, of arresting hitchhikers, or assisting motorists in any and all kinds of trouble. A car out of gas, the owner not in evidence at the moment; that’s all it amounted to. He might be in a washroom, might have stopped in the service-station office to buy cigarettes or make a phone call. There was no law against his doing any of these things. But O’Leary wanted to find him and get his car back in operation. The safety of the pike depended on smoothly flowing traffic; any stalled car was dangerous.


  “Do you want a cup of coffee?” the waitress asked him.


  “No, thanks, Millie.” There would be little time for coffee breaks tonight, he knew. A threat of rain was on the cold, damp air, and that meant the hazards of thickening traffic and difficult driving conditions. Also there was the convoy; every trooper on the pike had been alerted to that responsibility.


  But at that moment there was an interruption which took O’Leary’s mind off his missing motorist: a dark-haired girl came up beside Millie and said breathlessly, “Has Dan told you about the glamorous date he has tonight?”


  “Now, Sheila,” O’Leary said, and ran a finger under his collar.


  “Tonight and every night,” Sheila said with an envious sigh, which O’Leary knew was about as sincere as the average speeder’s excuse and contrition. “You see, Millie,” Sheila went on, “Dan and I had a date last Tuesday, and before we went home he took me up to Leonard’s Hill. We could see the turnpike below us, the headlights blazing like long strings of diamonds in the darkness. And do you know what he told me?”


  “Now, Sheila!” O’Leary said helplessly.


  “He told me he loved the turnpike. Isn’t that lucky for him? Night after night he’s close to his one true love—a hundred miles of asphalt.”


  “It’s concrete,” O’Leary said miserably; he knew it was a token point, but he disliked inaccuracies about the turnpike, major or minor. The fact was, he did love that hundred-mile stretch of concrete. And sitting in the darkness with Sheila the other night, it had seemed natural to put the thought into words. Why was he such a fool? And why did she make him feel so helpless and vulnerable? The top of her head barely reached his shoulders, and he could swing her hundred-odd pounds into the air as easily as he would a child, but these things made no difference; he was clumsy and inept with her, driven to silly talk by something intangible and mysterious that radiated from her personality. It wasn’t mere beauty, he knew that much; as an Irishman he was also a poet, and while he appreciated her green eyes and elegantly slim body, his heart and soul responded to more than these physical attractions. There was a quality of grace and strength about her, a thread of steel and music permeating her whole being, and because of this—and because I’m a fool, he thought—he had blurted out his feelings to her that night as they sat watching the traffic on the pike.


  In his eyes the turnpike was a fascinating creation, a fabulous artery linking three mighty states, a brilliant complex of traffic rotaries, interchanges and expressways which carried almost a quarter of a million persons safely to their homes and offices each and every day of the year. Consider it, he had urged her, unaware that she was smiling at the clean, boyish line of his profile. This on their fourth date. She was not a regular waitress, but a part-timer filling in on evenings and weekends to help pay for her last year in college. Their fourth date and probably their last, he thought, for he had got on the subject of speeders.


  As a logical corollary to O’Leary’s affection for the turnpike was his dislike of those who abused its privileges; and speeders topped this list by a country mile. O’Leary always thought of them as small and shifty-eyed, although the last one he had caught was built like a professional wrestler. They regarded the turnpike as a challenge and troopers as natural enemies. They didn’t have the brains to realize that the checks and safeguards, the radar and unmarked police cars were designed solely for their protection. Instead they acted like sullen, sneaky children, behaving only as long as the parental eye was on them. O’Leary knew their works very well; he had stood dozens of limes at the scene of wrecks, with the moans of the dying in his cars, and seeing the wild patterns of ruptured steel and broken glass, and the nightmarish contortion human bodies could assume after striking a concrete abutment at seventy miles an hour.


  He fell strongly about these matters and had tried to make Sheila understand his convictions; but after completing his lecture with an interesting recital of various statistics, he had turned to find her peacefully asleep, with shadows like violets under her eyes and still the faintest trace of a smile on her lips.


  Millie had turned to wait on another customer. A woman with two children was trying to catch Sheila’s eye. O’Leary adjusted his cap. Then he said quietly, formally, “I simply wanted you to understand—”


  But she didn’t let him finish. “I understand,” she said, smiling up at him. “I couldn’t resist teasing you a little. I’m sorry.” She moved a sugar bowl, and the back of her fingers touched his hand. “It wasn’t very nice of me. I’m afraid.”


  “Next Saturday?” he said, smiling with relief and pleasure. “Same time?”


  “I’d love to.”


  IV


  THE man who had abandoned the Buick twenty minutes earlier stood in the shadows of the parking lot watching O’Leary and the dark-haired waitress. It was like a movie, he realized with pleasure, the big plate-glass window and the people behind it outlined starkly by the restaurant’s bright lighting. A silent movie, of course. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he could see their shifting expressions and the smiles that came and went on their lips.


  They weren’t talking business, he thought, and took a deliberate luxurious sip from his container of hot, heavily sweetened coffee. But the big trooper had been very businesslike until the slim, dark-haired girl came along. Talking to the attendant at the gas pumps, then going into the restaurant and quizzing the hostess and the stupid-looking little blonde at the take-out counter. Very serious and efficient. The man watching through the window had seen all that. But now the trooper’s manner had changed.


  He and the girl were smiling at each other, trying to be impersonal, of course, masking their feelings; but it was nakedly apparent, disgustingly evident to the man sipping the sweet coffee in the dark parking lot. His name was Harry Bogan, and despite his irritation at their intimate, suggestive smiles, he was still grateful they weren’t talking business. The trooper’s business, that is. For it was from this slender, dark-haired girl that Bogan had bought his coffee and frankfurter. And the trooper hadn’t asked her about it; that was obvious.


  Without his overcoat Bogan was cold. But he stood motionless in the shadows until the trooper turned away from the counter after giving the girl a last quick smile and a soft salute. Then Bogan walked the length of the parking lot and moved silently into the opening between two cars. He ate his frankfurter in quick, greedy bites, savoring the tart bite of the mustard on his tongue, and dropped the empty, cradlelike container to the ground. Then he finished the coffee, tilting the cardboard cup high to let a little stream of liquefied sugar trickle into his mouth. He let the cup fall at his feet and drew a deep, satisfied breath. Sugar or honey usually made him feel grateful and at peace with himself.


  He watched the doors of the restaurant as he pulled a pair or black-leather gloves over his thick, muscular hands. His eyes were bright with excitement. He shivered with pleasure as he found a crumb of sugar on his lip. His tongue moved dexterously, then flicked the tiny sweetness into his mouth.


  Bogan did not have long to wait. Within a matter of seconds a plump, elderly man came hurrying along the line of parked cars, fumbling in his pockets for his keys. Bogan shifted his position slightly, moving into the deeper shadows until only his thick glasses glinted in the darkness, as steady and watchful as the eyes of a crouching cat.


  O’LEARY returned to his patrol car and reported to headquarters. Sergeant Tonelli said. “Captain Royce wants to talk to you, O’Leary. Hold on.”


  The captain’s voice was hard and metallic, as arresting as a pistol shot. “O’Leary, did you get a lead on the man who abandoned that Buick?”


  “No, sir. I drew blanks with the gas-pump attendants and the waitresses in the restaurant. He probably wasn’t wearing a hat or overcoat—that’s all I had to go on.”


  “Get back to that car. Don’t let anyone near it. Lieutenant Trask and the lab men are on their way. That Buick was used in a double murder in New York not more than an hour ago. Get moving, O’Leary.”


  LT. ANDY TRASK was short and muscular with shoulders that bulged impressively against his black overcoat.


  At forty-five, the lieutenant was a study in somber tones—broad, tanned face, brown eyes and black hair that only in the past year had faded to silver along the temples. As the lab technicians went to work on the car, searching trunk and glove compartments, fingerprinting and photographing, Trask gave O’Leary an account of the information that headquarters had received in a three-state alarm from New York.


  “We’ve got no description on the murderer, except that he’s big, and was wearing a light-colored tweed overcoat and a gray hat. Here’s what he did: Around six-thirty this evening he walked into a little furniture-repair-type shop on Third Avenue in Manhattan and shot and killed the owners, a young married couple named Swanson. It wasn’t a robbery: he just shot ‘em and ran out The Buick belongs to a druggist who’d parked it about a half block from the furniture shop, with the keys in the ignition. The killer was seen running from the shop by an old woman in an apartment across the street; but she’s an invalid with no phone.


  “It took her half an hour to get hold of her landlady. The landlady, like everybody else in the neighborhood, was down in the street talking about what had happened. So—half an hour later—the invalid tells her story. She described the clothes the guy was wearing and the license number of the Buick. But by that time the murderer had got through the Lincoln Tunnel and onto our pike.” Trask turned and jerked his thumb at the Buick. “Now he’s ditched this crate and more than likely is looking for another one. We’ve got to find him before somebody else gets hurt.”


  “With no description,” O’Leary said slowly. “He’s got rid of the tweed coat and gray hat. We’ve got nothing to go on. He could be off and running by now in another car.” He glanced helplessly at the streams of traffic rolling smoothly past him. “Any car, lieutenant. With a gun he could force his way into a station wagonful of college kids. Or climb in with a nice little family group where he’d look like innocent Old Uncle Fred. He could be in a truck, or in a trailer, holding a gun against some woman’s head while her husband drives him off the pike. It’s like chasing ghosts blindfolded.”


  The radio in Trask’s black, unmarked car cracked a signal sharply. Trask slipped into the front seat and picked up the receiver. He listened for a few seconds, a frown shading his somber features, and then said, “Check. We’ll get at it.” He dropped the receiver back on its hook and looked sharply at O’Leary. “You called it, Dan. He’s off and running. There’s a dead man up at Howard Johnson’s, and an empty space where his car was parked. Come on.”


  V


  THE body of the dead man had been discovered by a young couple returning to their car after dinner. The woman almost fell over his legs. Her husband flicked his cigarette lighter to see what was wrong. She began to scream then, and her husband ran back toward the bright lights of the restaurant, shouting for help.


  Sergeant Tonelli received the report of the murder from the manager of the Howard Johnson’s and relayed it immediately to Lieutenant Trask. He dispatched Trask and O’Leary to the restaurant and then flashed the information to the communications center at State Police Headquarters in Darmouth.


  This was the nerve center of a communications web which embraced every patrol car, station and substation within the state-police organization. In addition it was linked in a master net with the facilities of sin nearby states; under emergency priorities Darmouth could alert the full resources of police departments from Maine to South Carolina, throw its signals across the entire North Atlantic seaboard.


  Lieutenant Biersby was on duty in Communications when Sergeant Tonelli’s message was brought to his desk. Biersby, short, plump and methodical, walked with no evidence of haste into an outer room where a dozen civilian clerks under the supervision of state troopers worked at batteries of teletypewriters and radio transmitters.


  Lieutenant Biersby’s special talent was judgment; each message Hashed from his office required a priority, and it was his responsibility to establish the order of precedence to be given the thousands of alerts and reports which clattered into the office on every eight-hour shift. A smooth flow, based on relative importance, was essential; lapses in judgment could jam the mechanical facilities and burden already overworked police departments with trivial details and reports.


  As Lieutenant Biersby walked toward a teletypewriter operator, he considered the facts: A killer was loose on the pike, a sketchily identified man who had murdered two persons in New York City and another in the parking lot at Howard Johnson’s No. 1 south. It was a reasonable inference that he had killed the third time to get possession of another car. But there was another possibility which didn’t escape the lieutenant; the killer might have left the turnpike on foot. This would be difficult, since the pike was guarded by a nine-foot fence designed in part to keep hitchhikers from getting onto the highway between interchanges. But a strong and agile man might manage it.


  It was Biersby’s decision—reached as he walked the twenty feet from his desk to the teletypewriter machine—to alert every police officer fifty miles from the spot the Buick had been abandoned; if the killer had left the pike on foot, he’d be within that circle. All hitchhikers, prowlers and suspicious persons would be picked up for investigation. This was a routine and probably fruitless precaution, Biersby thought; because his judgment, which was blended of experience, instinct and vague promptings he had never succeeded in analyzing, told him that the killer was still on the pike. Speeding safely through the night, an anonymous man in an anonymous car, lost in the brilliant streams or traffic.


  He said to the teletypewriter operator, “This is a Special. Get it moving.”


  THE dead man was in his sixties, small, gray-haired, seemingly respectable; his clothes were of good quality, and a Masonic emblem gleamed in the lapel button-hole of his suite coat. He had been strangled; his face was hideous. He lay in an empty parking space that gaped like an empty tooth in the row of night-black cars. Near one outflung hand was an empty coffee container and one of the small cardboard cradles that were used Tor take-out orders of French fries or frankfurters. There was no identification in his clothes; his pockets had been stripped.


  An ambulance had arrived, and the two interns were examining the body in the light from Lieutenant Trask’s flashlight. Three white-and-blue patrol cars blocked off the immediate area, their red beacons swinging against the darkness, and troopers were posted about the parking lot to keep traffic moving. A crowd had gathered in front of the restaurant to watch the police activity.


  Dan O’Leary stood behind Trask, frowning faintly at the empty parking space. When Trask turned away from the body, O’Leary touched his arm. “I’ve got an idea,” he said. “The killer took the car that was parked here, that’s obvious. Well, we might get a line on what kind of a car it was from the people who parked beside it. They arrived after he did probably, since their cars are still here. Maybe they can—”


  “Yes,” Trask said, cutting him off. “Get those people out here. Fast.”


  O’Leary look down the license numbers from the cars on either side of the empty parking space and ran toward the restaurant.


  The car on the left was a Plymouth sedan owned by a thin young man with horn-rimmed glasses and a nervous stammer. The owner of the car on the right was a middle-aged woman, a peaceful, padded sort of person, with the kind of composure that seemed to deepen under tension.


  Lieutenant Trask, realizing that their memories might be short-circuited by haste or pressure, squandered a few seconds in lighting a cigarette. Then he said quietly, “We’re trying to get a description of the car that was stolen from this space about fifteen minutes ago. It was here when you arrived. You parked alongside it. Now take your time; do you remember anything about it? Any detail?”


  “I wa—was in a hurry,” the young man said shrilly. “I’m supposed to be in Cantonville by eight-thirty. I just ra—ran for a cup of coffee. I wa—wasn’t thinking about anything else.”


  “Well, it was big,” the woman said, nodding with impeccable assurance. “Its tail stuck out of the line. I had to make two tries before I could get in beside it.”


  Their recollections came slowly, haltingly. The young man recovered a remnant of poise and mentioned details of the bumper; the woman remembered something about the lights and fenders. They agreed it was a station wagon, and finally, after what seemed interminable indecision, settled on the color—either white or light yellow. Trask glanced at O’Leary. “Well?”


  “If they’re right, it’s an Edsel station wagon,” O’Leary said. “Can’t be anything else.”


  “How far is the next interchange?”


  “Twenty-eight miles,” O’Leary said sharply. “And he’s only been gone twenty minutes. He can’t possibly make it. And he’ll be easy to spot in a white Edsel station wagon A Ford, Chevy or Plymouth would be another matter.”


  “Flash your dispatcher,” Trask said, but O’Leary was already running to his car.


  VI


  AT headquarters Captain Royce, senior officer of the turnpike command, stood behind Sergeant Tonelli checking the reports coming in from interchanges and patrols. The tempo of the office had picked up a sharp, insistent beat in the last half hour; every available off-duty trooper had been ordered back to the pike, and riot squads had been dispatched to substations Central and South. Royce was in his fifties, tall and sparely built, and with a look of seasoned toughness about his sharply chiseled features. As a rule there was little suggestion of tension or impatience in his manner, but now, as he filled a pipe and struck a match, a tight, anxious frown was shadowing his hard gray eyes.


  Trooper O’Leary’s report had come in a half hour ago. Within minutes the turnpike had been transformed into a hundred-mile trap; every patrol had been alerted, every interchange had been instructed to watch for the white Edsel station wagon. But so far there was no trace of the killer. Patrols had stopped three Edsels, but in each case the passengers were above suspicion—a carload of college girls, a Texan with a wife and four children, and four Carmelite nuns being transported at a stately speed by an elderly Negro chauffeur.


  Royce looked at the big clock on the wall above the dispatcher’s desk. It was eight-ten. The Presidential convoy would swing onto the pike at nine-forty. In just ninety minutes . . .


  SERGEANT TONELLI looked up lit him and said, “Trooper O’Leary asks permission to speak to you, sir,”


  “Where is he?”


  “At Interchange Twelve.”


  This was twenty-eight miles from Howard Johnson’s No. 1. The killer might be miles beyond that now; he’d beer gone from the Howard Johnson’s more than forty-five minutes. “I’ll take it in my office,” Royce said, and went with long strides to his desk. As he lifted the receiver he saw that it had begun to rain; the turnpike flashed below his windows, and he could see the slick gleam of water on the concrete and the distorted glare from long columns of headlights.


  “This is Captain Royce. What is it, O’Leary?”


  “Just this, sir. He’s had time to make Exits Twelve or Eleven by now—if he’s thinking about getting off the pike.”


  “What do you mean, if? What else could he be thinking about?”


  “He made a mistake taking a white Edsel. Maybe he’s realized it. Also he took it from the middle of a row of cars which gave us a lead on it. Maybe he’s realized that too. My guess is he won’t try to get off the pike in that car. I think he’ll try to ditch the Edsel before making a break.”


  “Hold on a minute.” Royce glanced quickly at the turnpike map which covered one wall of his office. The interchanges were marked and numbered in red, the Howard Johnson’s restaurants in green. Captain Royce saw instantly what O’Leary meant—before Exit 12 there was another Howard Johnson’s restaurant and service area. This was designated Howard Johnson’s No. 2; it was only twelve miles from No. 1. The killer might have driven only from No. 1 to No. 2; with the fifteen-minute head start he could have made it comfortably—and found another car.


  “O’Leary, get back to Number Two on the double. Tonelli will dispatch help.”


  VII


  HARRY BOGAN had done as O’Leary had guessed—driven the white Edsel station wagon only as far as Howard Johnson’s No. 2, then abandoned it in the parking lot. Now he stood in the shadows, watching the activity at the gas pumps, a slocky, powerful figure, with the light glinting on his thick glasses and the rainy wind brushing the wiry ends of his gray crew cut. He was smiling faintly, foil lips softly curved, large mild eyes bright with excitement. The police would be sniffing around the exits now, he knew, the long blue-and-white patrol cars lined up like hungry cats at a mousehole. Waiting to pounce.


  Bogan knew he had made a mistake in taking the white Edsel station wagon, but he hadn’t time to be choosy. The important thing was to get away from the area where he had left the Buick. But now he could be more discriminating. He had special requirements, and he was prepared to wail until they were satisfied. Time wasn’t important, and in that lay his safety. The police would think he was frantic, ready to bolt at the first whiff of danger. But that wasn’t the case. The feeling of power and control sent a heady flash of warmth through his body.


  He heard the thin cry of a siren on his right, the sound rising and Tailing like the howl of an animal. On the turnpike he saw the red beacon light of a police car sweeping with brilliant speed through the orderly lanes of traffic. And he heard other sirens approaching on his left. The first patrol car made a u-turn over the grass strip that divided the turnpike and swerved into the restaurant service area. An attendant coming from the gas-station office stopped within a few feet of Bogan to watch the patrol car flash past the pumps and pull to an expert stop at the parking area in front of the bright restaurant.


  Bogan was amused. He said, “Seems to be in a hurry, doesn’t he?”


  The attendant glanced toward Bogan’s voice, but saw only the suggestion of a bulky body in the shadow. “Looks like it,” he said.


  Bogan recognized the trooper; it was the one who had been simpering at the dark-haired waitress from whom he had bought his coffee and hot dog. Watching him stride along the row of parked cars gave Bogan a curious flick of pleasure. The attendant said, “Well, he’s safer driving at a hundred than most guys are at fifty. That’s Dan O’Leary, and he can really handle that heap.”


  The attendant returned to the gas pumps, and Bogan continued his patient examination of the cars lining up for service. He soon found what he wanted, an inconspicuous Ford sedan driven by a young man with horn-rimmed glasses. A college boy, Bogan guessed, noting a bow tie and crew-cut blond hair. This would do nicely. The car was like one of thousands rolling along the pike, and the boy looked intelligent. That was important. There was a lot to explain, and it would be tiresome explaining things to a fool.


  By then two more patrol cars had arrived. The troopers had joined the one called O’Leary. Bogan saw. And O’Leary was standing beside the white Edsel, inspecting it with his flashlight. Bogan laughed softly. They thought they were so clever; strutting pompous fools with their uniforms and guns. They’d learn nothing from the big white station wagon. He had parked it off by itself; no one had seen him leave it. They could rip it to pieces, and it would tell them nothing. They had no way to identify him, no way to know what kind of car he would presently ride off in.


  The young man was paying for his gas now, and Bogan moved slowly from the shadows. This would require nice timing, he realized. The attendant gave the young man his change and walked back to the next car in line. The young man rolled up his window and started the motor,


  Bogan opened the door just as the car began to move. He slid onto the front seat and showed the young man his gun. “Now let’s go,” he said quietly. “We’ve got a nice little ride ahead of us.”


  PART TWO


  
    Somewhere on the highway a maniac was loose with a beautiful hostage.

  


  Harry Bogan murdered a young couple in New York and drove to the Tri-State Turnpike. He abandoned his car to avoid identification by the police and started looking for an inconspicuous car to drive.


  At the service station near Howard Johnson’s No. 2 he found what he wanted: a Ford sedan driven by a young man with horn-rimmed glasses. The boy looked intelligent. That’s important, Bogan thought. There was a lot to explain, and it would be tiresome explaining things to a fool.


  After the young man paid for his gas, the attendant walked back to the next car in line. Bogan opened the door just as the car began to move. He slid onto the front seat and showed the young man his gun.


  VIII


  “I DIDN’T really mean to kill them,” Bogan said a few moments later as they were rolling smoothly along the pike. The young man’s name was Alan Perkins, and Bogan had instructed him to drive in the slow, right-hand lane at about forty-five miles an hour. It was dark and windy outside, with rain spattering through the headlights, but the interior of the car was snug and warm. Bogan felt grateful and at peace with himself as he studied the reflection of his teeth and glasses in the windshield. The young man, Perkins, would be pleasant company. He had a clean, immature face, and was dressed neatly in tweed jacket worn over a sweater. Very polite and obedient, Bogan thought, with his bow tie and glasses, and thin white hands grasping the steering wheel. He drove with care, hunched forward slightly, and never letting his eyes flick toward the gun gleaming in the dashboard light.


  In a careful voice the young man said, “If you didn’t mean to kill them, perhaps the best thing would be to tell the police about it.”


  Bogan smiled, admiring the sudden emerging brightness of his big, white teeth. “No, that wouldn’t be the best thing. There’s no need to tell the police anything.”


  Bogan touched his forehead with his fingertips. This wasn’t what he wanted to talk about; it was the other thing, the red heat of the summer, and watching them night after night from the humid darkness of his room. Yes, that had to be made crystal clear. “They hadn’t been married long,” he said, and was pleased at the low, judicial tone of his voice. “Naturally, they were selfish—it’s something young people can’t help, I know. But it’s evil of them to shut out everyone else,” He paused, aware that his breath was coming quickly. It was really so simple, so obvious, but when he tried to trap his thoughts with words, they skittered away like mice.


  The young couple operated a small furniture shop on Third Avenue near Forty-eighth Street. That was accurate, Bogan knew; he had watched them from his room across the street. She was slim and blonde; he was a tall redhead. They laughed a lot, but were serious about their business. They sold unpainted sections of tables and chairs and desks which could be fitted together with glue or a few nails. Frequently they worked at night, and the young man would bring in sandwiches and beer, and they would eat and drink, sitting on the counter, the girl in shorts, bare legs golden in the soft evening tight and the young man grinning up at her.


  Bogan felt his breath catch sharply in his throat: the memory of the couple he had killed reminded him of the trooper and the slim, dark-haired girl at the Howard Johnson restaurant. He was rigid with pain. They were the same sort, selfish and greedy, driving everyone else away from the radiance of their love. They drew a magic circle about themselves that no one could pass through.


  “Do you have a girl?” he said suddenly, and stared at Perkins’s clean, young profile.


  “No,” Perkins said. He groped for something to ease the tension he could feel in the man beside him, “Girls can be a big waste of time. There’s lime for all that later, I guess.”


  Bogan nodded approvingly. If they would all just wait a while instead of rushing together to lock themselves in the charmed circle That was the maddening thing about the couple in the furniture shop. Twice he had stopped to make a trifling purchase, and they had made him feel like an intruder, something gross and ugly profaning their happy isolation. They were polite enough on the surface, quick with a smile and a comment on the weather, but they gave him no warmth or affection. That was too precious to squander on anyone but themselves. He couldn’t remember when he had decided to kill them; the thought must have been there always.


  The planning had been a dreary business and strangely confusing—acquiring the gun from a disquietingly jocular pawnbroker, and then the tedious search for a car, which had been the most difficult problem of all But eventually he found what he needed—the Buick used by the corner drugstore for deliveries. The young man who drove it obviously operated on a tight schedule, for he didn’t remove the key when he went inside to pick up his parcels. When the car was parked at the curb, the key was always in the ignition; Bogan established this fact in a week of patient snooping. Thus the timing of his ultimate act was determined by the delivery schedule of the drugstore. And for some obscure reason this pleased Bogan; it lent a whimsical, unpremeditated tone to his plans.


  Bogan fell in his pockets for a chocolate bar, then remembered that he had left them in his overcoat. He felt his eyes sting with tears; he needed something sweet, but he had been so pressed and excited that he hadn’t remembered to take the candy bars from his overcoat.


  Bogan sat up straighter. Suddenly he thought of the dark-haired waitress at the restaurant—the one he had bought the coffee from. Why had he been such a fool? The need for something warm and sweet had been powerful, but he should have resisted it; she would tell the police what he looked like—and enjoy doing it, he thought sullenly and unhappily. She would like telling on him, getting him into trouble. He knew that from her face and eyes; there was no warmth there, only meaningless politeness.


  ‘Don t get excited,” he told himself, his soft lips silently forming the words. The trooper didn’t ask her about me; there was still time


  He said quietly to Perkins, “We’re going to have to make a U-turn.”


  “But that’s not legal. We’ll be stopped.”


  “We’ll just make sure there are no patrol cars in front or behind us,” Bogan said easily “Anyone else will think we’re an unmarked police car.”


  Bogan put the muzzle of his gun against Perkins’s side. “You’re a nice young boy. I don’t want to hurt you. Turn into the left-hand lane, and we’ll watch for one of those openings the police cars use.”


  Bogan felt a pleasant excitement running through him; he was almost glad of the way things were working out. It would be very satisfying to have that arrogant girl in his hands. And he realized that he had the bait to lure her to him—the name he had heard from the gas-station attendant: “Dan O’Leary.”


  IX


  LIEUTENANT TRASK and O’Leary learned nothing from the white Edsel station wagon; it had been driven twelve miles, from Howard Johnson’s No. 1 to No. 2, and then abandoned, the driver disappearing like a phantom. Lieutenant Trask had checked out the waitresses and countermen in the restaurant while O’Leary and a team of troopers searched the grounds and inspected the trucks that were lined up like huge animals in the truckers’ area. They waked the drivers and examined the lashings and tail gates for any sign of forced entry.


  After this O’Leary talked to the gas attendants. None of them remembered anything helpful. He did come on a bit of irrelevant information, however; one of the attendants mentioned that someone—a man standing in the shadows of the office—had made some comment about O’Leary’s speed when O’Leary had driven into the area ten or fifteen minutes earlier. The attendant said he told the man Trooper O’Leary knew his business—or something to that effect. The attendant wasn’t exactly sure of what he’d said, but it wasn’t important in any case, O’Leary decided.


  He rejoined Trask, who had returned to the Edsel station wagon. Trask had been in contact with Captain Royce. They now had an identification on the owner of the Edsel, the elderly man who had been killed at Howard Johnson’s No. 1.


  “He lived in Watertown,” Trask said, flipping his cigarette into the darkness. “Name was Nelson, Adam Nelson, a widower, retired executive at the paint factory there. They got a line on him from the laundry marks in his shirt.”


  These markings—in this case a triangle with the digits 356 beneath it—had been relayed to state-police headquarters by radio, where they had been checked against the master file of all laundry marks in the state. The sergeant in charge had established the location of the laundry from the triangle: a telephone call to the manager had established the identity of the customer from the digits 356.


  Trask added, “He was on his way to spend a few days with a married daughter in Newbury. None of which helps us a damn bit.”


  O’Leary was frowning faintly. He had been trying to fit together a picture of the murderer, and for some reason his guesses about the man bothered him; the portrait was Hawed with inconsistency, and O’Leary had that tantalizing feeling that a significant fact was hidden somewhere in that blurred image.


  What in heaven’s name was it? O’Leary tried to analyze the inferences he had drawn from the man’s behavior. The killer was both bold and deliberate. He had killed brutally and swiftly, with no signs of panic. He had made a mistake in taking a conspicuous car, but had corrected it cleverly—which meant he was thinking clearly under pressure And he hadn’t duplicated his first mistake; he had got away from the Edsel without being seen, and by now, safe to assume, was on his way in a less conspicuous car. Also, he seemed to be working according to a plan, time wasn’t important to him, or he’d have taken a chance and tried to get through an exit in the Edsel. After all, he couldn’t have known for sure that the police would identify the missing car. But he hadn’t taken that chance; he was in no hurry. And he’d given the police credit for being as smart as he was.


  It was a picture of a man who was ruthless and cunning. A man who thought clearly and measured his chances shrewdly. And that was where the inconsistency became apparent; the image was streaked with flaws, something was out of place, something incongruous. Because the killer had done something foolish . . .


  “What’s the matter with you?” Trask said.


  O’Leary put both hands over his ears; the traffic on the pike rushed by like a river of noise and light, and he tried to shut out the sound of it, tried furiously to find the truth that was hidden somewhere in this maze of facts and hunches, of inferences and intuitions. Then it was as if a clear and brilliant light had snapped on in his mind; then he had it.


  He caught Trask’s arm. “The dead man. Nelson; he’d had his dinner, right? He had left the restaurant and walked to his car. But there was a coffee container beside his body. And one of those little cardboard things they put hot dogs in. Remember?”


  “Sure,” Trask’s dark face was impassive; but a flicker of understanding came to his eyes. “Go on.”


  “Those containers belonged to the killer,” O’Leary said. “He ate and drank there beside Nelson’s car. Then he dropped them on the ground.”


  “Which means he went into the restaurant after all,” Trask said, his voice sharpening. “But you told me you checked out the waitresses. They should have remembered a guy without a hat or coal on a night like this.”


  “I didn’t check all of them,” O’Leary said. He suddenly felt sick with guilt and apprehension. “I talked to the hostess. She’d have spotted anybody who wanted a table. Then I went to the take-out counter. But I only questioned one of the girls on duty. I—I forgot about the other one.”


  “You forgot?” Trask said sharply. “What do you mean by that?”


  “She’s a friend of mine, Sheila Leslie.” O’Leary drew a deep breath. “I was more interested in her than my job, that’s all, lieutenant. But I wasn’t after a murderer then. I was after the owner of a stalled car. Which is no excuse.”


  “I guess it’s not,” Trask said. “But you’ve put us back on the right track. We’ll find the girl who sold him that coffee. When we know what he looks like, we’ll seal off this pike till it’s damn near watertight. I’ll call Captain Royce on the way. Let’s go.”


  O’Leary ran toward his car. The killer must have bought his coffee from Sheila, he realized; if he hadn’t done that one compulsive, dangerous thing, they might never have got a line on him. He could have drifted through their nets like a wisp of smoke. And then O’Leary remembered something that caused a strange coldness to settle in his stomach; the killer had corrected one mistake. He had got rid of the Edsel. Would he try to correct his other mistake—by getting rid of the only witness who could identify him?


  O’Leary snapped on his red beacon and jammed his foot hard on the accelerator.


  X


  HARRY BOGAN sat in the rear seat of Alan Perkins’s sedan, which was now parked close to the entrance of Howard Johnson’s No. 1. He was smiling softly; they had made two U-turns in doubling back to the restaurant, and for all the attention they received they might have been lazily circling about a sleepy village on a Sunday evening. He held his gun so that it pointed at Perkins’s head. “We’ll have to wait until a car pulls in alongside us,” he said. “You remember what you’re to tell the driver?”


  “Yes, I remember,” Perkins said.


  “You’re a good boy. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  They were close enough to the restaurant for Bogan to see the dark-haired girl at work behind the take-out counter. She was slim and cool and swift in her while uniform, her skin smooth and glowing under the bright light, her teeth flashing now and then in quick smiles. They meant nothing, he knew, and fell his heart speeding with anger. A bone thrown to a hungry dog, nothing more. The smile that told of her real feelings wouldn’t be squandered on the lonely and miserable persons lined up at her counter. She would save that for the trooper, inviting him with her eyes and lips into the warm, selfish circle of her love.


  They did not have long to wait, A small, middle-aged man in a leather jacket pulled in beside them and climbed from his car.


  “All right,” Bogan said quietly. Perkins rolled the window down and called to the man. “Pardon me, sir, but would you do me a favor?”


  The man turned, peering into the darkness toward Perkins’s voice. The shadows blurred Perkins’s face and obscured Bogan completely. The man came a step closer. “Well, if I can, I don’t mind,” he said in a soft Southern accent.


  “There’s a waitress inside I want to send a message to.” Perkins said. “You can see her from here—she’s the dark-haired one at the take-out counter.”


  The man glanced toward the restaurant, nodding slowly. “I see her all right. Just what kind of a message is it?”


  “Just tell her Trooper O’Leary wants to see her outside for a second.”


  Bogan smiled in the darkness; the trooper’s name had been a gift, a priceless bit of luck, and he accepted it as a talisman of success.


  “Trooper O’Leary, is that it?” the man said. “Well, I’ll tell her for you.” He laughed softly. “Man taking messages to pretty girls can get in a fix of trouble sometimes. But this is kind of different.”


  “Listen to me, for heaven’s sake,” Perkins said to Bogan, as the stranger walked with a leisurely gait toward the restaurant. “It won’t work. She’ll be frightened; she’s liable to scream or something.” He turned his head slowly, cautiously, until he could see the shine of Bogan’s glasses. “Please, there’s no need—to hurt anybody I’ll take you anywhere you want to go. You can ride in the trunk. I give you my word of honor.”


  “I don’t need your help to get off the turnpike,” Bogan said, laughing softly. “Now you just do as I told you. When she gets that message, you drive up and stop in from of the entrance. Keep the motor running. That’s all you’ve got to worry about.” He prodded the boy’s cheek with his gun, sharply, cruelly. “Do you understand?”


  “Yes, all right.” Perkins barely whispered the words.


  They watched the man in the leather jacket make his way through the crowded restaurant to the take-out counter. He removed his hat and raised a hand to get the dark-haired girl’s attention.


  The girl smiled at him, and when he spoke she leaned forward slightly, her head tilted slightly to one side. She glanced toward the windows; the man had gestured in that direction, obviously telling her where he had received the message. The girl gave him a quick, warm grin then and came swiftly around the counter and walked toward the revolving doors of the restaurant, one hand pushing at a stray curl on her forehead. She stopped briefly to speak to the hostess. Asking permission to step outside for a moment or so, Bogan thought, smiling faintly. A very proper little girl, obedient and responsible. She was moving again, walking toward the entrance.


  “All right,” he said quietly.


  Perkins backed his Ford out of line, then cut the wheels and drove toward the entrance, which was marked as a no parking area. The revolving doors glittered as they spun around, and the girl came out onto the broad sidewalk. An awning protected her from the rain, but the cold wind whipped the skirts of her white uniform about her slim legs.


  Perkins stopped, and Bogan reached forward and opened the front door. The girl came toward the car, bending to look into the dark interior. “Dan, is that you?” she said, in a clear, unworried voice.


  Bogan glanced quickly out the rear window. A family was hurrying toward the restaurant, a mother, father and four small children, but the parents were involved in shepherding their charges and paid no attention to the stopped car and the girl standing beside it.


  “I have a message from Dan,” Bogan said.


  “What is it?” She put her head in the car, bracing herself with a knee against the front seat. The family with the four children had filed out of sight, and when she said, “What is it?” the second time, a bit sharply now, Bogan caught her arm and pulled her into the front seat, “Go!” Bogan said to Perkins, and before she could scream, he had the gun in her face, and the car was leaping forward, the door swinging shut with a bang.


  She would have screamed, regardless of the gun, but Perkins’s voice cut through her terror. “Don’t!” he cried. “Please do what he says. He’ll shoot.”


  “That’s true,” Bogan said, pleased with the young man. “Now drive over to where the trucks park.” He still held the girl’s arm and could feel the tremors shaking her body.


  “Now what do you want with me?” she said in a dry, careful voice.


  “That will have to wait a bit. We’ll have time to talk later.” The fear in her eyes and face satisfied something deep inside him; and he remembered how the girl in the furniture shop had looked when he raised the gun, her face blank with panic, eyes wild and frantic. Once as a child he had seen a horse trapped in a burning barn; and the girl’s eyes were like those of the poor horse, crazed and helpless. The sight of her fear had been almost unendurably exciting.


  The area reserved for the big trucks was a hundred yards beyond the gas station, an unlighted expanse of concrete the size of a football field, with parking spaces indicated by lines of while paint Bogan directed Perkins to the far end of the lot.


  In the silence that settled when Perkins cut the motor, Bogan heard the girl’s shallow, uneven breathing. The sound was satisfying; no longer laughing and confident, he thought, no longer warmed by the admiring eyes lingering on her slim body. Now she would pay attention to him. In a quiet, deliberate voice Bogan explained what he wanted them to do, and they obeyed carefully and quickly, like children trying to appease a fearsome, unpredictable adult. It wasn’t the gun they responded to, but the tension coiling beneath his surface calm. They knew with a primitive instinct that he was hoping they might disobey him; they knew he would relish the excuse to throw his self-control to the winds.


  They got out of the car on the girl’s side and stood motionless until he joined them. Then the girl, on order, climbed into the rear-seat section and lay face down on the floor. Bogan had already removed his tie and belt. He gave them to Perkins, who knotted the tic about the girl’s wrists and looped the belt about her ankles, buckling it with trembling fingers. When he straightened up, Bogan inspected his work, then closed the rear door. “Now climb into the front seat.” he told Perkins, but when Perkins turned to obey, Bogan struck him heavily with the barrel of his gun. the blow landing just above his right ear. Perkins pitched forward, moaning in pain, but Bogan caught him before he struck the ground and carried him into the field adjoining the parking lot. He rolled the limp body into a ditch and returned to the car.


  Safely lay on him like a balm, filling him with a warm complacence. Perkins wouldn’t recover consciousness for hours, if at all; and the only other witness who might identify him was trussed up in the back of his car. Now there was nothing left but to get off the turnpike. And he knew how to solve that problem.


  He started his car and drove along the wide, curving lane that led to the turnpike, laughing as he merged smoothly with the swift, southbound traffic. The rain was coming down harder, bouncing on the shining concrete, and the Ford was swiftly lost in the dark streams of cars, with no more identity than a leaf in a storm or a chip swirling down a stream. The beams of oncoming headlights broke on his thick glasses and glittered against the excitement in his eyes.


  “Are you all right?” he said in a high, pleased voice. “Are you comfortable?” The girl lay with her wrists bound at the small of her back, her cheek flat against the car’s rough carpeting. She was trembling with cold and with fear, but she said evenly, “Where are you taking me?”


  “Well, I’m not sure,” Bogan said. In truth, he didn’t know; but when they left the turnpike he would make up his mind. He would find a place that was dark and quiet. A field, he thought, or the bank of a stream, where he could rest, where they might talk for a while.


  He glanced quickly over his shoulder: she lay with her knees bent, her feet raised in the air, and he saw the soles of her small white shoes, and the shine of his belt looped about her ankles. For the lime being everything was all right. “Just don’t worry about anything,” he said.


  XI


  IN the manager’s office of Howard Johnson’s No. I, Trask and O’Leary questioned the man in the leather jacket who had delivered the message to Sheila Leslie. “Let’s try it once more,” Trask said evenly, after the man told his story for the third time. They had checked his identification and knew he was a family man, steadily employed by a construction company in Philadelphia. He had a gasoline credit card in his wallet, snapshots of his wife and children, and seemed to be a responsible citizen. But Trask said, “Let’s go over it again from the start—every detail, everything you saw and heard and said.”


  The man sat in a straight-backed chair under clear, soft overhead lights. He was about fifty, with thinning hair, work-roughened hands, and he wore jeans and a woolen shirt under his leather jacket “Well, like I told you.” he said, blinking his eyes nervously “First the man called to me, speaking nice and polite, and asked me to do him a favor. The car he was sitting in was one of the popular makes, but I can’t rightly say which one. It wasn’t new. Maybe a ‘Fifty or ‘Fifty-one. It was a dark color, like I already told you. So he asked me to tell this girl that’s missing that Trooper O’Leary wanted to talk to her.”


  O’Leary closed his eyes and ran a hand over his face. She was gone, helpless in a killer’s hands, and it was his fault He hadn’t done his job; instead of questioning her swiftly and impersonally, he had blushed and simpered like a fool, letting his feelings for her come between him and his work.


  “Well. I went into the restaurant and told her.” the man in the leather jacket said. “And she smiled real nice and thanked me and went outside. I sat down to my dinner, where I was when you got here and began asking for who gave her the message.” One of the waitresses had remembered that someone had spoken to Sheila just before she went outside; and Trask and O’Leary had shouted for silence in the restaurant, and when they explained what they wanted, the man in the leather jacket had got uneasily to his feel. “I didn’t think I’d done nothing wrong,” he said now, eyes swinging quickly from Trask to O’Leary. “I was just doing a man a favor.”


  “You’re sure he used my name?” O’Leary asked him sharply. “You’re sure he said O’Leary?”


  “Yes, I’m positive about that.”


  “Let’s go back to the start.” Trask said. “H was a young man who gave you the message?”


  “Nearly as I could make out, yes.”


  “And he was alone in the car?”


  “Well, there seemed a kind of shadow in the back, but I didn’t see anybody.” The man hesitated, then said. “The young guy sounded kind of funny, he talked fast, I mean, like he was speaking words he’d memorized.”


  O’Leary forced himself to think; his emotions were roiling inside him, blunting his memory and judgment. While Trask went over the man’s story again, O’Leary paced the small office, the overhead lights shining on his pale, set features He got himself in hand with a conscious effort. It occurred to him once again that the killer’s pattern of action suggested a generous time schedule; twice he might have got off the pike—once in the white Edsel, again in the car he had commandeered to pick up Sheila. But he hadn’t made a break for it. This might mean he had some special plan for getting off the turnpike, that he had found a loophole in the pike’s defenses. but how to account for the fact that he had used the name O’Leary to lure Sheila outside? How had he known the name? And that Sheila would respond to it? Then O’Leary recalled the irrelevant bit of information he had gleaned from the gas-station attendant at Howard Johnson’s No. 2 Someone had mentioned O’Leary’s driving, and the attendant had told him that O’Leary was safer at a hundred than most people were at fifty. Or something to that effect. But had the attendant actually used his name?


  Trask completed his questioning of the man in the leather jacket, thanked him and excused him. When the man had gone. O’Leary told Trask of the conversation with the attendant at Howard Johnson’s No. 2.


  “You get back there,” Trask said. “We’ve got to get a lead, and fast,”


  “He’s got the girl in his car,” O’Leary said desperately. “That’s a lead, isn’t it? We can search every damn car on the pike.”


  Trask looked away from O’Leary, pained by what he saw in the big trooper’s face. He gestured impatiently at the flash of the turnpike traffic which they could see through the windows of the manager’s office.


  “There’s twenty-five or thirty thousand cars rolling out there tonight. Doctors on emergency calls, pregnant women, businessmen making plane and train connections, parents hurrying to sick kids. How can we tie up that traffic? And where would we get the men to search the cars? The pike would be stalled bumper to bumper in a matter of minutes. We’d block the highways coming in from three states Maybe we could stop all cars of a certain kind—like we stopped those Edsels. Or pick up men answering to a fairly general description. But we can’t bring that traffic to a halt without something to go on, Dan. Now you get back to Number Two. Maybe that attendant can give us the lead we need.”


  O’Leary covered the twelve miles in eight minutes, with his beacon flashing and siren screaming. The attendant he had talked with earlier recalled the incident. “I was just coming out of the office, and a man standing there said something about it looking like you were in a hurry. Well, I told him you knew how to handle your car, that’s all.”


  “Think hard.” O’Leary said. “Did you use my name?”


  “Well, sure, I thought I told you. I said Trooper O’Leary or maybe Dan O’Leary, but I know I mentioned your name.”


  “What did this man look like?”


  “He was standing kind of in the shadows. I just glanced over my shoulder at him; you know, the way you do when something doesn’t mean much. He was pretty big. I’d say. And he was wearing glasses. I saw ‘em flash when he turned his head.”


  A big man with glasses, O’Leary thought with despair; a description that might tit half the men driving the pike tonight. He questioned the other attendants then, hoping someone might have seen the man leaving the shadows of the office. But he drew blanks; none of them had seen him or noticed any unusual activity around the pumps.


  O’Leary returned to his patrol car and flashed Sergeant Tonelli at headquarters. He told him what he had learned, but his heart sank as he repealed the meager description—a big man with glasses.


  “Check,” Tonelli said in his hard, impersonal voice, “You’ll proceed south now, O’Leary. Report to Sergeant Brannon at Interchange Five and take further orders from him. You’re going to be working the presidential convoy.”


  O’Leary was filled with bitter guilt and despair; the plans being made to find the killer obviously didn’t include him. He wouldn’t have even the solace of trying to save Sheila. His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Look, sergeant, just one thing. The killer isn’t in any hurry to get off the pike. Have you noticed that?”


  O’Leary’s question was considerably out of line, but Sergeant Tonelli was a man who understood a number of things that weren’t spelled out in the department’s training manual and training directives. He said quietly, “We’ve noticed it. Dan. But we don’t know yet what’s behind it. You get moving now.”


  “Check,” O’Leary said and turned his car into the curving approach to the dark turnpike. He felt helpless and miserable, consumed with a leaden fear.


  XII


  SHEILA had fought down her first panic, which had been like the fear or smothering she had known as a child. Once when she was very small her brother and his friends had locked her in a trunk during some game or other and had gone off and forgotten about her. For a long time afterward she couldn’t bear anything that threatened her breathing—swimming under water, a dentist’s wad or cotton in her mouth, even the slight pressure of a locket at the base of her throat was enough to make her heart pound with terror. But she had finally conquered that dread; she had faced the issue with hard common sense, refusing to pity herself, refusing to let herself be shackled by morbid fears.


  Now, lying helpless in the rear of Bogan’s car, she tried to apply the same therapy to her straining nerves. So tar nothing had happened to her; her body was cold and cramped, and dust from the carpeting had made her eyes water, but that was all. She knew she was safe as long as they were on the turnpike. After that she would be completely helpless. He could take her anywhere, do anything he wanted with her. She faced that fact clearly. It meant she must get away from him before he drove off the pike. Somehow she must make him stop. Dan had told her any stopped car would be quickly checked by the police, with the trooper concealed by his own headlights and emerging from their brightness with a hand on his gun.


  It seemed a hideous irony that she had been amused by his earnest discussion of the various methods used in policing the turnpike—and just a tiny bit bored by his enthusiasm for his work—when that skill and energy might be the only thing that could save her life. She tried to stop thinking about Dan O’Leary. It would make her cry, she knew, and there was no time now for that kind of self-pity. She could think of him later; of his tall, alert way of walking, and the fine, dark hair on the backs of his big clean hands, and the way he got a joke a split second after she did and grinned a bit sheepishly at her swifter understanding.


  Now she must make this madman bring the car to a slop. “Please,” she said in a weak voice. “I’m going to be sick. I feel dizzy.”


  “Well, that’s too bad. But it’s not much longer.” Bogan glanced at his watch and then at a numbered milepost that gleamed ahead of him in the darkness. He was a bit behind schedule, but not seriously so. The rain had made him lose time. He smiled.


  “Please,” she said again. “I’m freezing. There’s no circulation in my arms and legs. Please stop and untie my ankles.”


  “You’re Trooper O’Leary’s girl, I know,” he said. “I saw the way you smiled at each other, Are you going to marry him?” He was still smiling. “Answer me. Are you going to marry him?” he said coldly.


  She was silent; the changed tone of his voice sent a chill through her cramped body. She tried to guess at his thoughts, to form some picture of his needs and compulsions; but it was as hopeless as attempting a jigsaw puzzle blindfolded. “I’m not sure,” she said at last.


  “You’re not sure,” he said, mocking her in a high, petulant voice. The lying little beggar. They would get married, all right, and buy a little house and pull all the blinds down so no one could see them. And keep everyone outside their little circle of pleasure.


  He remembered how it had been in his own home, the long nights that belonged only to his father and mother, and finally his guilty relief and happiness after his father’s death. There was just his mother and brother then, and it was very nice. She baked sweet cookies and told them stories. It went on for such a long and pleasant time. Until his brother brought home a girl. They had fought about that; Bogan had warned him of the terrible thing he was doing, but his brother had got married anyway, and then there was just his mother and himself, and that was the best time of all. He worked as a night watchman because the sunshine hurt his weak eyes. She kept their apartment shaded in the daytime, and they watched television together, and she made his meals and took care of his clothes. When she died he asked his brother if he could live with him, but there were children now and no room for him. That was when he had got the tiny place on Third Avenue and begun to watch the couple in the furniture shop.


  Bogan shook his head sharply; his thoughts were distracting him, flickering brightly and erratically against the quiet darkness of his mind.


  “Please!” the girl cried again. “Fumes are coming up through the floor boards. I can’t breathe.”


  “I’ll roll down the window,” he said, smiling. “I’m not going to slop, so you might as well forget your little tricks.”


  The cold damp wind swept over her chilled body. She was suddenly dose to panic; this was what excited him, to toy with her in a cat-and-mouse fashion, relishing her helplessness. If she couldn’t get him to stop, there was no hope—unless a patrol car flagged him down. But the police obviously had no way of identifying him. Otherwise he wouldn’t be driving along so confidently. How could she attract the attention of the police?


  To herself or to the car, it made no difference.


  But she could do nothing at all while she was helpless. She began to strain at the bands about her wrists, twisting her hands until the skin was raw, exerting all her wiry strength against the silken fabric. The young man hadn’t done too efficient a job, and she blessed him for it. Perhaps he’d given her this chance deliberately. The knots were loose, and her struggles produced a precious half inch of slack. That was almost enough, for her hands were quite small. She tried again, twisting her wrists silently and desperately until the knots slipped again. This was enough. She freed her hands and put them over her mouth to silence the sounds of her rapid, shallow breathing.


  But there was still not much she could do. She could unlatch the rear door, but to push it open against the wind stream would be almost impossible in her cramped position. And it wouldn’t serve any purpose unless she intended to throw herself from the car. That thought instantly led to another—if not herself, what else was there to throw from the car? Specifically, through the opened window—beside the driver’s seat? The crumpled silk tie that had bound her wrists probably wouldn’t attract anyone’s attention. She felt cautiously about the floor of the car, but found only a folded newspaper and what seemed to be an empty cigarette package. No good. It had to be something that would point to her.


  She thought of removing a shoe but after a painful effort realized that it wasn’t possible. She could arch her back and grasp her ankles in her hands, but she couldn’t unbuckle the bell or untie the shoelaces in that position. And she couldn’t risk turning over and sitting up. He would be sure to see the top of her head in the rearview mirror. But the thought of shoes prompted her to take a personal inventory. Ring, small comb, hair ribbon, a pencil clipped in the pocket of her uniform. Thai was all; and none of these had any special significance. They would mean nothing to whoever found them.


  “That’s enough air,” Bogan said, and began to roll up the window.


  “No, please!” Her heart was beating wildly; she had just remembered the apron she was wearing, the short, white tea apron with the restaurant’s distinctive emblem emblazoned on it. Everybody associated the emblem with Howard Johnson’s; it was as identifiable as a signature “Please don’t close the window. I’m suffocating.” The terror in her voice was genuine; if he closed the window now her only chance would be gone.


  “Well, we don’t want that,” he said and rolled the window down again. “We want you nice and healthy for your handsome trooper. You wouldn’t be pretty if you smothered to death.”


  CONCLUSION


  
    The maniac was trapped—but he could kill again.

  


  Lying bound in the rear of Harry Bogan’s car, Sheila Leslie tried to control her nerves. She worked in a turnpike restaurant. Bogan, a maniacal killer, had kidnaped her because she could identify him. She knew she was safe as long as they were on the Tri-State Turnpike, but after that she would be helpless. Bogan had murdered three people, and he wouldn’t hesitate to kill again.


  Sheila’s only chance was to attract attention by throwing something out of the open window, something that would cause the finder to call the turnpike police. She finally freed her hands, but she couldn’t think of anything to throw.


  Then she remembered the apron she was wearing, the short white tea apron with Howard Johnson’s emblem on it.


  XIII


  SHE worked quickly to untie the knot that secured the apron about her waist. When it came free she raised herself cautiously on one elbow and looked up at the window, careful to keep her head below the top of the front seat. It wasn’t possible, she realized with despair; his big shoulder and arm completely sealed off the area between the back seat and open window. If she tried to push the apron past him, he would feel the pressure of her hand and sense that she was moving behind his back.


  Bogan said, “We’re running a bit late. I’ll have to step on it. But don’t you worry. I won’t be caught speeding,”


  The car swerved into the left, or passing, lane, body rocking on its springs, and she saw his head and shoulders move forward out of sight at the same time. He had hunched closer to the windshield to see more clearly while passing. Now the sway of the car told her they had cut back into the middle lane, and at the same time she saw his head and shoulders loom above her, returning to their customary position.


  She breathed a soft prayer. When he moved forward, the open window was clear and unobstructed by his bulk. And if he passed another car he would be likely to push himself forward again.


  She made a ball of the apron in her right hand, and raised her arm cautiously. When he passed another car she wouldn’t be able to look up to see if he had moved forward; he would be close to the rear-view mirror then and apt to notice any movement behind him. She would have to gamble—her only hope—shoving the apron up and out the window without looking, and praying that her hand didn’t strike his shoulder.


  They drove for several minutes in the middle lane.


  “That’s enough air,” he said with a vicious snap to his voice. “When I get around this truck, the window goes up and stays up. Why should I care whether you’re comfortable? Do you have any sympathy for me? Do you care about me at all?”


  The car swerved to the left and gained speed, with the tires whining on the wet pavement. She counted to three slowly, trying to control the paralyzing fear that gripped her body. Now, she thought, but couldn’t force her hand to move. The car was swerving back into the middle lane, and she bit down viciously on her trembling lip and said “Now!” in a desperate little whisper.


  She thrust her hand toward the window, dreading a contact with his body; but she felt nothing but the wet wind like ice against her knuckles. A fold of the cloth made a tearing noise in the windstream. She held the apron between thumb and forefinger, felt it tug and billow against her grip, then released it; and as she snaked her hand away from the window, Bogan settled back in the seat, and her fingers made a tiny whispering sound on the fabric of his coat.


  But he didn’t seem to notice. He said, “If you want to smother, go ahead,” and rolled the window up tightly. “Why should I care?” There was a dangerous, vengeful tone in his voice. “I don’t care if your face turns black and your lungs burst.” Bogan flipped on the car’s radio.


  She lay completely still, exhausted by fear and tension. The back of one hand was tight to her lips to hold back a sob.


  XIV


  THE salesman whose name was Harry Mills swore angrily and fluently as he swung his car onto the graveled roadway that flanked the turnpike. His wife, Muriel, was in tears; her voice shook as she said, “We could have been killed, Harry. You almost lost control.”


  “Of course I did,” Harry Mills said furiously. “I couldn’t see the road for a full five seconds. The damn thing was plastered right over the windshield wipers. I’m going to report this.” He climbed from his car, redfaced and pugnacious, and walked around to his wife’s side. “Some cop’ll stop pretty soon,” he said, and turned his overcoat collar up against the rain. “We’re alive and kicking, hon. I guess we’re lucky at that.”


  “What was it’?” she asked in the same high, frightened voice. “What did those fools throw from the window?”


  “Well, it’s still tangled in the wiper,” he said, and he began to extricate the soggy piece of cloth which had blown from the car ahead of him to plaster itself across his windshield. He spread it out on the hood. “Well, how about that?” he said, and pushed his hat up on his forehead.


  The flaring red light of a patrol was already bearing down on him, swerving expertly through the lanes of heavy traffic. The time was nine-thirty-five.


  AT headquarters Captain Royce stood with Sergeant Tonelli and Lieutenant Trask studying the large map of the turnpike on the wall of his office. There had been no trace of the killer in the last forty-five minutes. Captain Royce knew that he had left Howard Johnson’s No. 1 with the girl at approximately eight-fifty. Forty-five minutes meant forty-five miles; and in forty-five miles the killer had had opportunities of leaving the pike anywhere between Exit 12 and Exit 5. All those interchanges were under surveillance, of course; a car-to-car search wasn’t possible, but Ford, Plymouth and Chevrolet sedans were being given close attention, particularly those that were driven by large men wearing glasses. The killer might have slipped by, but Royce was reasonably certain he was still on the pike.


  He glanced at the big clock on the opposite wall, and Sergeant Tonelli checked his wrist watch.


  In two more minutes the presidential convoy was scheduled to enter the turnpike at Interchange 5.


  Tonelli cleared his throat. “Those reporters are still outside, captain,” he said.


  “Good place for ’em,” Royce said.


  Newspapermen and TV and radio reporters had been streaming into headquarters in the last hour. They might give Royce and the turnpike a bad time if he didn’t brief them on what was going on and what plans had been put into effect to trap the killer; but Royce was prepared to accept this. All off-duty troopers were now back on the pike; it was a hundred-mile trap, guarded by every marked and unmarked patrol car that was certified for service. Three special riot squads were cruising at twenty-mile intervals, read to converge on any alarm with tear gas and shotguns. And Lieutenant Biersby at Communications had alerted all police within a hundred miles of the pike, and this net was being widened with every passing minute. The toll collectors, who were not police officers but unarmed civil servants, had been replaced by special details of State Police who had been transferred to Royce’s command.


  If this information were phoned in by a reporter to a radio or TV station, it would be on the air in a matter of minutes. And it would sound very good, Royce thought. People listening in would nod approvingly, no doubt, and decide the cops were doing a job after all. It might even allay a bit of their indignation the next time they got a ticket for speeding. But against the advantages of a good press, Royce placed one all-important fact—the killer might have a radio in his car, and he would certainly be interested in the details of the plans being made to trap him.


  A bell rang at the dispatcher’s desk, and they heard the crackle of the radio, a distant voice reporting. The dispatcher turned quickly and glanced at Captain Royce who had walked to the doorway of his office.


  “Interchange Five reporting, sir,” he said. “The President is on the pike. An eight-car convoy, with our patrols at the front and back. Traveling in the right lane at about fifty-five.”


  “All other patrols reported in position?” Royce said.


  “Yes, sir.”


  Royce nodded and rubbed a hand over his damp forehead. Then he walked back to the map. He could visualize the progress of the convoy, and he knew the density of the surrounding traffic and the weather conditions on that stretch of the pike. None of it was favorable; the highway was slick with rain, and the traffic was both sluggish and heavy.


  Captain Royce!” the dispatcher in the outer office called in a rising voice. “Would you come here, sir?”


  Royce, with Tonelli and Trask at his heels, reached the dispatcher’s desk in long strides,


  “Car Sixteen just reported, sir,” the dispatcher said quickly. “He’s just checked a stopped car. The driver pulled off the pike because a Howard Johnson’s apron was thrown from the car ahead of him and hit his windshield. The apron came from the driver’s window of a ‘Fifty-two Ford with New York tags. The wife got the last three license numbers: six-four-two.”


  “Where was this?”


  “Patrol Sixteen stopped at milepost fifty-four at—” The dispatcher checked his pad. “I got his request to pull off the pike two minutes ago.”


  Royce made a swift calculation; the ‘52 Ford had those two minutes, plus the time it had taken the stopped motorist to hail a patrol. A total of five minutes, say, which would take him down to milepost fifty, at Interchange 5.


  “Who’s closest to fifty?” he asked sharply.


  “O’Leary, patrol Twenty-one. He’s tailing the President by a couple of hundred yards.” He added unnecessarily, “Keeping the traffic behind the convoy slow.”


  “Flash him. Tell him to pick up that Ford. And alert our unmarked cars in that area.”


  XV


  WHEN O’Leary received his orders from the dispatcher at headquarters, he was traveling in the middle column of southbound traffic at milepost forty-eight. The presidential convoy a few hundred yards ahead of him rolled smoothly in the right lane; he could see the red beacon of the tail patrol car flashing in the darkness.


  O’Leary sat up straighter, big hands tightening on the steering wheel. He repeated the three digits the dispatcher had given him, then said, “Check!” and replaced his receiver. His heart was pounding with hope and excitement. He had been slowly closing the distance between himself and the convoy in the last five minutes, and he was fairly certain he hadn’t passed any ‘52 Ford sedans. Which meant the killer was ahead of him, somewhere in the lines of traffic between himself and the convoy. Checking his rearview mirror, O’Leary swung into the left lane, controlling the smoothly powerful car as if it were an extension of his body. He flashed by three slower cars and, after checking their license plates, swung back into the middle lane. He remained there long enough to inspect the plates ahead of him, and to his right, then swerved back to the high-speed lane and passed the cars he had eliminated. The rain made his work difficult, but he made his moves with deliberate precision, sweeping in and out of the traffic with effortless skill.


  It was at milepost forty-three that he made contact; the Ford was traveling in the middle lane, fifty yards behind the presidential convoy, but gaining slowly on it.


  O’Leary dropped back discreetly and grabbed the receiver from beside tile post of the steering wheel, “O’Leary, twenty-one,” he snapped to Sergeant Tonelli. “I’ve got him. Milepost forty-three south, middle lane.”


  “Hang on, here’s the captain.” Captain Royce said sharply, “O’Leary, did you get a look at the driver?”


  “No, sir. I’m three or four car lengths behind him.”


  “Any sign of the girl?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Pull on past him. We’ll cover with unmarked cars from now on.”


  “Check!” O’Leary was ready to turn, into the left lane when he saw the Ford suddenly pick up speed and pull abreast of the presidential convoy. The eight-car convoy was proceeding at fifty-five, with intervals of perhaps one hundred and fifty feet between each sedan,


  “Good Lord!” O’Leary muttered softly. The Ford was moving to the extreme right of the middle lane, angling slowly toward one of the intervals that separated the cars in the convoy. He picked up his receiver and cried harshly, “Tonelli, he’s trying to get into the convoy. That’s what he’s been wailing for!” It was a wild, desperate plan, but there was a spark of brilliance to it; if the Ford sliced into the convoy ahead of a carful of Secret Service agents, it would be detected instantly. But if it moved into an interval between newspapermen or presidential aides, it might not be noticed. And once in the convoy the killer was assured of a safe exit from the pike; the President wouldn’t be stopped at a toll gate—the entire convoy would be waved on with deferential salutes.


  Captain Royce was already issuing commands that cracked like pistol shots from O’Leary’s speaker. To unmarked patrols thirty and forty he gave the location and license number of the Ford and ordered them to intercept it, slow it down, keep it out of the convoy. To O’Leary he said, “Pull up beside him. He won’t try anything with you there. When patrols thirty and forty get into position, pull on ahead a few hundred yards. And for heaven’s sake, be careful. We can’t have a wreck, and we can’t have any shooting.”


  “Check!” said O’Leary and swung out into the left lane. As he pulled up beside the Ford, he saw the driver hunched forward over the wheel, but the streaming rain made it impossible to single out the details of his features; he had an impression of bulk, the flash of eyeglasses, nothing else. O’Leary slowed down to pace the Ford, which was still edging toward the right side of the middle lane. In the right lane the presidential convoy rolled smoothly down the pike, stately and decorous, with patrol cars at the head and rear of the column. O’Leary noticed that the Ford was swinging back gradually to the center of its lane; the driver had obviously spotted him and was postponing his move. In his rear-vision mirror O’Leary saw a pair of headlights rushing up on him through the rain that slashed vividly through the darkness.


  This would be the first of the unmarked patrols. O’Leary moved a car length ahead of the Ford, then another, giving the trooper speeding up behind him room to cut into the middle lane and position his car in front of the killer’s.


  Sheila must be lying on the floor of the Ford, O’Leary realized, and the thought was a maddening one; he hated to leave now, but there was no place for impulsive heroics in the business of policing the turnpike. And his years of training and discipline were strong enough to counterbalance any temptation toward individual action. If she was in the car, her best chances of safety lay in police teamwork. If she was in the car—the thought made him feel sick. Hut he knew the killer might have knocked her unconscious, or killed her and thrown her body into the fields alongside the pike. To stop and get rid of her body would have taken only a few seconds, and in that brief time he would run little risk of being spotted by a patrol.


  O’Leary stepped on his accelerator and moved ahead of the convoy; in his rear-vision mirror he saw a black station wagon cut smoothly in front of the Ford.


  XVI


  HARRY BOGAN cursed at his luck, cursed at the rain driving in thin, silver columns through his headlights. He hunched himself forward and wiped steam from the windshield with the palm of his hand.


  A few minutes before he had been laughing with boisterous good humor. The plan was going to work; he had been convinced of it. The intervals between the cars in the convoy were long, and the rain was a fine, steaming cover for the move he had planned to make. He had read in the newspapers of the President’s trip, that he was attending a floodlighted ground-breaking ceremony at a veterans’ hospital in Plankton, near Exit 5, and that he was traveling back to Washington that night.


  And then, as Bogan approached Exit 5, he had picked up a broadcast from the local station in Plankton which assured him that his plans to intercept the President’s convoy were timed exactly right. The mayor was being interviewed; he spoke of the honor done the village by the President’s visit, of the inspiring message the President had delivered not only to Plankton but to the nation, to free men everywhere. Bogan had listened intently, irritated by the big words, the round, oratorical voice booming in the car. And then the mayor had said, “Although he has been gone from us only a few short moments, we nevertheless miss him deeply, and our hearts wish him Godspeed on his journey.”


  That was what Bogan had needed to know—the time of the President’s departure from Plankton. Until then he had been guessing; now he was certain.


  But suddenly, as he was preparing to execute the final step, a police car had come up alongside him and had hung there with maddening persistence. And when it had finally driven on, a fool in a black station wagon was hogging the road in front of him, slowing him down to forty miles an hour and arrogantly ignoring the furious blast of his horn.


  The convoy had pulled away from him, the red light of the patrol cars fading into the darkness, and the black station wagon had then swung sedately into the right lane to let Bogan pass. But now another Tool was in the way, a man in a small pickup truck who seemed either drunk or suicidal; he weaved erratically in front of him, frustrating all his attempts to get by.


  Bogan no longer felt inflated by the proud sense of accomplishment. Everything had become confusing and pointless; as with the breach with his brother and the long years of bitter and meaningless disappointments, there was no rhyme or reason to what was now happening to him, only the feeling of having been wronged somehow and the need to strike back at his tormentors. But his trail of splintered thoughts had come to a sustaining end. Every hand was raised to destroy him. But they wouldn’t find it so easy.


  He called sharply to the girl in the back seat. “You think you’re going to marry your big handsome trooper, don’t you? You think I’ll turn you over to him safe and sound, eh? Pretty and sweet, so he can paw you. Is that what you’re hoping?”


  Sheila was lying on her side. In that position she was able to work at the buckle that secured the belt about her ankles. “Where are you taking me?” she said. There was no purpose to her question; she hoped only to distract him from his ugly preoccupation with herself and Dan. She couldn’t bear the thread of obscene excitement in his voice, the frenzy of his insinuations.


  “You’ll know where I’m taking you when we get there,” he said.


  She had given up hope that her apron would be found. She imagined it wet and crumpled on the highway with thousands of tires grinding it into a soggy, unrecognizable mass. The only chance now was when he stopped to pay his toll at an exit; if it were possible, if he didn’t discover that her hands were free before then, she would claw open the door and throw herself from the car. He would shoot her, of course; she knew that from what he had been saying and the sound of his voice that he intended to kill her one way or another. But she could choose the way; and she knew that a bullet would be infinitely preferable to being alone with him in the anonymous darkness that stretched beyond the turnpike.


  Bogan laughed suddenly. The pickup truck had moved out of his way. He hadn’t lost more than a few minutes. The President’s convoy was traveling under the legal limit, probably only a mile or two ahead of him. There was still time to catch up with it. He pushed down on the accelerator.


  XVII


  AT headquarters battle plans were laid. Sergeant Tonelli had marked the turnpike map with a red thumb tack at the killer’s position and a dozen green ones to indicate the patrol cars surrounding him. Captain Royce sucked on his cold pipe and considered the problem to be solved; they would get the killer, of course, but the job was to get him without hurting anyone else. The presidential convoy was now well out of danger. After pulling ahead of the killer’s blocked-off car, the convoy had moved to the left lane and increased its speed to seventy miles an hour, with a patrol car clearing the way with sirens. The convoy was streaking toward the last exit now, and the killer couldn’t possibly catch it; and even if his car were fast enough, there were patrols available to cut him off.


  “We might take him right on the pike,” Tonelli suggested. “Box him in; knock him off the road. There’d be guns in his face before he knew what hit him!”


  Royce frowned at the map, considering the traffic and weather conditions in the killer’s area. He didn’t like Tonelli’s idea; blocking a car at high speed was never an easy mission, but tonight it would be especially hazardous. He trusted his men and had a fierce pride in their skill and judgment, but he didn’t intend to expose them to the caprices of a madman under these circumstances. Also, there were the civilian motorists to consider; if there was shooting or if the killer attempted to evade the patrols, it could cause a panic that might result in a bloody wreck.


  “We’ll let him get off the pike,” Royce said, “He’s got just three more chances, at Exits Three, Two and One. We’ll take him when there’s no chance of involving anybody else.”


  “And what about the girl?”


  Royce turned from the map and stared at the windows; outside the weather had worsened, and the rain rolled in waves down the wide panes. He could see the flash of the turnpike traffic moving sluggishly through the storm.


  “We’ll try to keep him so busy he won’t have time to worry about her,” he said slowly. “It’s all we can do. And it isn’t much. Right now he’s dangerous. He lost the convoy, and if he’s not a complete madman he’ll know he can’t catch it. His plans have gone wrong, and he’ll be expecting trouble.” He rubbed his forehead. “If we could just calm him down a bit, make him feel confident. Then we could . . .” Royce paused, still staring at the windows. A grim smile touched his hard, seasoned features. “He’s looking for a convoy, isn’t he, sergeant? Supposing we arrange one for him?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Listen, then get hustling. Flash Interchange Two, and Sergeant Brannon at Substation South. We’re going to put a convoy on the pike ahead of the killer. Our convoy. With escort patrols at the front and rear. We’ll let him into it. Then we’ll spring the trap.”


  XVIII


  THE eight black sedans were commandeered from the municipal administrations of townships at the southern end of the pike. They were assembled in convoy column fifteen minutes after Royce’s order was transmitted to Sergeant Brannon, and at one minute after ten o’clock they rolled smoothly through Interchange 2 and merged with the southbound traffic on the pike. The convoy moved into the right-hand lane, with the escorting patrols clearing a path with their sirens. Al the head of the column was Trooper Frank Sulkowski, a seasoned veteran who kept the convoy speed down to fifty miles an hour. At the rear was Dan O’Leary. He was watching his rear-vision mirror for any glimpse of the killer’s Ford. The eight sedans herded between them were manned by troopers and detectives in civilian clothes, and the drivers were purposely allowing an inviting interval between each car. The convoy was a moving trap, with seven holes baited to tempt the killer.


  O’Leary lifted his receiver and spoke to Sulkowski. “I think we’re too fast, Frank. Let’s drop it a bit.”


  “Check.”


  Their exchange was monitored by the dispatcher at headquarters, who relayed it to Captain Royce. “Convoy’s in lane three, milepost eighteen. Reducing speed below fifty.”


  Royce nodded and checked the position of the killer’s car on the map. Standing beside him was Major Townsend, the state-police commandant’s chief of staff. He had arrived a few minutes before, a wiry man in his late fifties, for a personal report from Royce on the situation.


  “Milepost eighteen,” Townsend said. “And where’s the Ford?”


  “A quarter of a mile behind. We’ve got it under surveillance. He’s coming up steadily.”


  “And if he bites? What then?”


  “The convoy will close up its intervals and swing over onto the middle lane. Unmarked cars in lanes one and three will come up on each side of him. He’ll be in a four-car box.”


  “And supposing he doesn’t bite? Is there anything about the look of our convoy that might make him suspicious?”


  “I don’t think so, major. Not unless he’s a mind reader. There’s nothing about our convoy to distinguish it from the President’s. Particularly on a dark, rainy night like this one. Its rate of speed is consistent, and it’s moving along right where the killer will expect it to be—in the right-hand lane, same number and type of cars as the President’s, with patrols at the front and rear, beacon lights flashing.”


  “All right,” the major said. “Assume he sticks his head into the noose. Where do you intend to take him into custody?” Royce moved closer to the map and pointed to Exit 1, the last interchange on the pike. “Right here, sir.”


  XIX


  O’LEARY didn’t identify the Ford until pulled up alongside him in the middle lane; until that instant it had been nothing but a blur of approaching brightness in his rear-vision mirror. Now he saw the driver’s bulky silhouette and, as the sedan crept past him, the license number. He picked up his receiver and spoke to Sulkowski. “He’s just passing me. Frank.”


  Other voices cracked from O’Leary’s radio phone—the dispatcher at headquarters, and then the troopers in the unmarked cars tailing the Ford.


  O’Leary watched the killer’s car pull slowly abreast of the convoy, red tail-lights winking in the rainy darkness. Then the car picked up speed suddenly and swerved right, taillights disappearing abruptly. The killer had slipped in between the third and fourth sedans in the convoy.


  O’Leary said sharply, “He’s in, Frank!”


  “Check!” Sulkowski said. “Close up the intervals now and hang on.”


  The drivers of the third and fourth sedans in the convoy skillfully shortened the intervals between themselves and the Ford, and then the column of cars curved gracefully as Sulkowski swung into the middle lane. Unmarked patrols came-up swiftly in lanes one and three to position themselves alongside the killer’s car. The carefully timed mission was complete; the killer was boxed in on all sides, caught in a moving trap that rushed him along toward the last exit on the pike.


  Captain Royce’s plans to capture the killer were based on the fundamentals of simplicity and surprise; the police convoy would be escorted to the tollgate at the extreme right side of the interchange and kept well dear of normal turnpike traffic. The highway beyond the exit stretched a half mile to the Washington Bay Bridge, and this area was blocked off; all other traffic was being diverted to secondary roads.


  At headquarters Royce explained the final details to Major Townsend. “We’ll stop the convoy right here,” he said, turning to the map and pointing to the right-hand toll booth at Exit 1. “About fifty yards this side of the toll booth we’ve placed a traffic standard or red blinker lights. When the convoy stops, a trooper will salute the first car and point to these lights, indicating that he wants the driver to stay on the right of them. Then he’ll salute again and wave the car on past the toll station. He’ll repeat this performance at the next two cars. The killer’s car comes next. The killer will be watching, naturally, but all he’ll see is a respectful trooper waving the President’s convoy into its proper lane, expediting its departure from the pike.” Royce prodded the surface of the map with his finger. “Meanwhile, troopers will be coming up behind the killer with their guns drawn. Dan O’Leary, who’s the tail escort on the convoy, will leave his car and move up on the right. Troopers and detectives from the convoy cars will join him, covering the killer on both sides. They’ll take him from behind, and they’ll kill him if he makes a fight of it.” Royce glanced at Major Townsend. “See any bugs in it?”


  “No, it looks all right. I don’t like exposing the trooper in front of the killer. And I don’t like the fact that the girl’s probably in the car. But if things were as simple as I’d like them to be, we could go fishing and let a pack of Girl Scouts make the arrest.”


  “I know,” Royce said, and rubbed his forehead; the strain of the last three hours was evident in the lines about his mouth and eyes. “We’ll need a break.”


  The dispatcher left his station and strode into Royce’s office. “Captain, a trucker discovered the body of a young man at Howard Johnson’s Number One, In a ditch near the truckers’ parking lot, He’s not conscious, but they seem to think he’s in fair shape. His papers show he’s the owner of the Ford the killer’s driving.”


  “Ambulance on the way?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And the boy’s got a chance?”


  “Seems like it, sir. He’s lost some blood and has a nasty lump on his head, but he’s breathing pretty well.”


  “That’s one bit of good news,” Royce said. “Maybe we’ll get another break now.” He turned and frowned at the map. “We’ll know in a few minutes.”


  XX


  IN the speeding convoy Bogan was laughing softly with relief and excitement. He felt snug and confident in the smoothly rolling column of official cars; in front and back of him, reassuringly close, were the privileged black sedans of the President’s convoy, and on either side of him, coincidentally and luckily, were cars that happened to be traveling at exactly his rate of speed. No one could get at him now; he was safe from everyone in this speeding steel cage, rushing to freedom behind an invincible shield of power and authority.


  He felt cunning and triumphant once more, all of his emotions raised to a thrilling pitch of excitement. He called to the girl, “We’ll be leaving the turnpike soon. Courtesy of the police.” He laughed softly, savoring the warm confidence running through him. “We’re very important people, did you realize that? We’re riding right along with the President. The police will salute and bow as we go by. It’s a pity you can’t sit up here with me and enjoy it.”


  Sheila had managed to unbuckle the belt about her ankles, but Bogan’s words destroyed her hopes; if they didn’t stop at the toll booth, what had she accomplished by freeing her legs?


  “You’re making a mistake taking me with you.” she said desperately. “The police will be searching for me. If you let me go, I promise I won’t—” She stopped, knowing the hopelessness of her appeal and despising the sound of animal fear and entreaty in her voice.


  “You won’t tell on me, is that what you were going to say? I’m sure you wouldn’t,” he said with heavy sarcasm. “But the police won’t find us. Don’t worry about that. Not before we have our little talk. We’ll go somewhere nice and quiet. And I’ll get some coffee and sweet rolls. I know just the kind you’ll like. They’re covered all over with sugar, and inside there’s a thick filling of jelly. I’ll untie you and you’ll be comfortable.” Bogan frowned and touched his forehead; there was a strange, confusing pain there. What was it he wanted to explain to her? It had something to do with the big trooper she wanted to marry. Yes. He had to tell her that wasn’t right. And there was the thing about his family, his father and brother, and the young couple in New York, the girl with the slim, bare legs she displayed so cruelly. They hadn’t been nice to him, he remembered, and he thought it would be interesting to talk to them too. But he couldn’t do that. Somehow they got away from him.


  With saving instinct, Bogan knew he shouldn’t be thinking about these things; they would confuse and anger him, and he needed all his cunning and strength to fight the forces ranged against him.


  “You shut up,” he said petulantly, sullenly. “You got me into this trouble. That’s what I’m going to talk to you about later. You wait.”


  “Please,” she said, and for the first lime her voice broke; she knew then he wanted to kill her. “Please don’t—”


  “Shut up!” he cried in a low, harsh voice, and hunched forward, eyes narrowing with tension.


  The convoy was slowing down. Ahead he saw the arched lights of Interchange No. 1 glowing brilliantly in the darkness. The streams of turnpike traffic were fanning out as they entered the broad approach to the last exit. The convoy swung past a line of troopers standing at attention and turned toward the blinker lights and the toll booth at the far right side of the interchange. They were coming to a stop, and Bogan felt his heart pounding with fear; this was all wrong, no one could stop the President’s convoy—unless they were looking for something. The thought was a lightning flash of terror in his mind. He pulled the gun from his pocket and rolled his window down halfway. A spray of cold rain struck his face. Beads of moisture collected on his glasses, and the traffic lights and police beacons splintered against them like threatening lances. In the silence he could hear the girl’s rapid breathing.


  “Don’t you move or make any noise,” he told her quietly. “If you do, you’ll be responsible for the men I’ll have to kill.”


  Bogan wiped his glasses with the tip of his index finger, clearing a small tunnel of visibility through the rain and lights and shadows. When he saw a trooper approaching the first car in the convoy, Bogan raised his gun and rested it on the edge of the rolled-down window. But the trooper stopped a good six feet from the first car, came to attention and saluted smartly. He pointed toward the standard of blinker lights, obviously directing the driver to the right of them, then saluted again as the car moved ahead slowly. The performance was repeated with the second car, and Bogan realized that this was simple routine, a respectful policeman directing the convoy into its appointed, privileged lane. He withdrew his gun from the window and let out his breath slowly. Everything was all right; the feeling of relief was so intense that he almost laughed aloud. Now the car immediately ahead of him was moving out, and the trooper was walking toward him with long, swinging strides, a tall black figure in the slashing rain.


  Bogan heard the girl stirring behind him and heard the metallic click as the lock of the rear door was released; then a thin edge of cold air touched the back of his neck. He twisted about desperately, fear leaping through him in sudden, shocking waves. The girl was free, he saw; the belt was gone from her ankles, her hands were clawing at the partially open door. He felt nothing then but a despairing ache of betrayal; she was worse than all the rest, tricking him in silence, cunningly plotting to frustrate all his plans.


  And then, through the rear window, Bogan saw the figure of a uniformed man running at a crouch toward his car. He cursed furiously and released the clutch; and at the same instant he turned and fired at the trooper approaching his car from the front. The thrust of the car under full power caused the rear door to close with a crash, and Bogan heard the girl scream in pain. Her fingers, he thought, as he swung the car to run down the trooper who had hurled himself to the roadway at Bogan’s shot. Slim white fingers, soft as velvet in a caress. Bogan twisted the wheel savagely, swerving clear of the trooper and rushing at the toll booth. Escape was important, not the fool lying there in the rain. Take care of him later, lake care of them all later.


  O’Leary was six feet from the rear of the Ford when Bogan fired at the trooper. He leaped forward, closing the distance in one stride, but the car was already lunging away from him, swerving off sharply to the left; but then it swung back crazily to the right, heading for the toll booth, and O’Leary hurled himself at the rear door, catching the handle in both hands. The speed of the car jerked him off his feet, swinging his body in a bruising arc along the turnpike, but he kept his grip for a precious second, and managed to release the catch and open the door.


  The Ford bucked spasmodically as Bogan shifted gears, and in that momentary halt O’Leary flung the upper part of his body into the back seat of the car. He wrapped his arms around Sheila’s knees and let his weight go limp; and when the car surged forward again, his legs dragged along the ground, and then he was free, slamming painfully against the wet concrete with Sheila’s light weight held desperately in his arms.


  O’Leary came to his knees and held her tightly against him for an instant, isolating her from the roar of cars, the flash of gunfire. She was crying hysterically, saying his name over and over, but there was no recognition in her eyes or face. The terror would not leave her for a long time, but she was clinging to someone who would be with her until it did.


  O’Leary left her with detectives who had poured from the convoy sedans and ran back to his own patrol car. The Ford had crashed past the loll booth and was racing down the half-mile stretch of highway that led to the bay bridge. But there was no escape now; three blue-and-white patrol cars were speeding after it, maneuvering for position with merciless precision. There were no other cars on the road; Bogan roared down a deserted tunnel, with patrol cars closing in behind him.


  O’Leary shot past the toll booth after the pursuing police cars, holding his microphone to his lips. “He’s all alone,” he said. “The girl’s out of the car, she’s safe.” His report sounded in the patrols ahead of him and at headquarters in Riverhead.


  Captain Royce said, “Don’t get careless now; don’t take any chances. He’s not going anywhere.” And he issued an order to the bridge police to open their span.


  The bridge barriers slid automatically into place, and the powerful cables at the four corners of the bridge began to turn on their drums, lifting the span slowly into the air. “Take him when he stops,” Royce said.


  XXI


  BOGAN saw water sparkling ahead of him, spreading away like a broad, calm meadow at dusk, with a soft wind stirring the leaves of grass so that they flashed with the last glancing rays of evening light. It was very lovely; quiet and peaceful. But he couldn’t stop crying. The tears streamed from his mild eyes and ran coldly down his cheeks. He needed someone to comfort him; someone he wasn’t afraid of.


  The patrol cars were racing up behind him, he saw; stalking him like great, dangerous animals.


  Brilliant red lights flashed in his eyes, and he saw a barrier, and beyond that a heavy chain swinging across the highway. And beyond that nothing but the wide, peaceful meadow that looked like water in the curious confusion of nighttime lights and shadows. He heard the crash of his car against the barrier and then the wrenching, snapping sound of the chain giving, and then he was free at last, soaring toward the dark, mild meadow, as effortlessly as a bird, or a child’s paper airplane.


  DAN O’LEARY swung his car about and snapped off his siren and beacon lights.


  He sat for half a moment with his arms crossed on the steering wheel, his forehead resting on the backs of his hands. It was all over; the Ford had plunged into Washington Bay, and after the noise of the crash and a plume of white spray, there was nothing left but the spreading ripples on the surface of the black, silent water.


  O’Leary said a prayer that Sheila was safe. Then he started back to Interchange 1, where she was waiting for him.


  He drove at less than the legal maximum speed, steadily and precisely, his big hands firm on the wheel, his eyes alert on the road ahead of him. There was no need to hurry this last half mile to Interchange 1, he thought gratefully; the important part of him was already there.
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