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Chapter One

His mother’s hand felt cold, clutching his.

Her fear as they walked hurriedly along the street was a
quiet, swift pulsation that throbbed from her mind to his. A
hundred other thoughts beat against his mind, from the
crowds that swarmed by on either side, and from inside the
buildings they passed. But only his mother’s thoughts were
clear and coherent—and afraid. .

“They're following us, Jommy,” ker brain telegraphed.
“They’re not sure, but they suspect. We've risked once too
often coming into the capital, though I did hope that this
time I could show you the old slan way of getting into the
catacombs, where your father’s secret is hidden. Jommy, if
the worst happens, you know what to do. We’ve practiced
‘it often enough. And, Jommy, don’t be afraid, don’t get ex-
cited. You may be only nine years old, but you’re as in-
telligent as any fifteen-year-old human being.”

Don't be afraid. Easy to advise, Jommy thought, and hid
the thought from her. She wouldn’t like that concealment,
that distorting shield between them. But there were
thoughts that had to be kept back. She mustn’t know he
was afraid also.

It was new and exciting, as well. He felt excited each
time he came into the heart of Centropolis from the quiet
suburb where they lived. The great parks, the miles of
skyscrapers, the tumult of the throngs always seemed even
more wonderful than his imagination had pictured
them-—but then size was to be expected of the capital of
the world. Here was the seat of the government. Here,
somewhere, lived Kier Gray, absolute dictator of the entire
planet. Long ago—hundreds of years before—the slans
had held Centropolis during their brief period of ascend-
ancy.
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“Jommy, do-you feel their hostility? Can you sense
things over a distance yet?”

He strained. The steady wave of vagueness that washed
from the crowds pressing all around grew into a swirl of
mind clamor. From somewhere came the stray wisp of
thought:

“They say there are still slans alive in this city, in spite of
all precautions. And the order is to shoot them on sight.”

“But isn’t that dangerous?” came a second thought, ob-
viously a question asked aloud, though Jommy caught only
the mental picture. “I mean a perfectly innocent person
might be killed by mistake.”

“That’s why they seldom shoot on sight. They try to cap-
ture them and then examine them. Their internal organs
are different from ours, you know, and on their heads
are_.’l

“Jommy, can you feel them, about a block behind us? In
a big car! Waiting for reinforcements to close in on us from
in front. They'rc working fast. Can you catch their
thoughts, Jommy?”

He couldn’t! No matter how bard he reached out with his
mind and strained and perspired with his trying. That was
where her mature powers surpassed his precocious instincts.
She could span distances and disentangle remote vibrations
into coherent pictures.

He wanted to turn around and look, but he didn’t dare.
His small, though long, legs twinkled underneath him, half
running to keep up with his mother’s impatient pace. It was
terrible to be little and helpless and young and inex-
perienced, when their life demanded the strength of
maturity, the alertness of slan adulthood.

His mother’s thoughts stabbed through his reflections:
“There are some ahead of us now, Jommy, and others
coming across the street. You’ll have to go, darling. Don’t
forget what I’'ve told you. You live for one thing only: to
make it possible for slans to live normal lives. I think you’ll
have to kill our great enemy, Kier Gray, even if it means
going to the grand palace after him. Remember, there’ll be
shouting and confusion, but keep your head. Good luck,
Jommy.”

Not until she had released his hand, after one
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quick squeeze, did Jommy realize that the tenor of her
thoughts had changed. The fear was gone. A soothing tran-
quillity flowed from her brain, quieting his jumping nerves,
slowing the pounding of his two hearts.

As Jommy slipped into the shelter made by a man and a
woman walking past them, he had a glimpse of men bear-
ing down on the tall figure of his mother, looking very or-
dinary and very human in her slacks and pink blouse, and
with her hair caught up in a tightly knotted scarf. The men,
dressed in civilian clothes, were crossing the street, their
faces dark with an expression of an unpleasant duty that
had to be done. The thought of that unpleasantness, the ha-
tred that went with it, was a shadow in their minds that
leaped out at Jommy. It puzzled him even in this moment
when he was concentrating on escape. Why was it
necessary that he should die? He and this wonderful, sen-
sitive, intelligent mother of his! It was all terribly wrong.

A car, glittering like a long jewel in the sun, flashed up to
the curb. A man’s harsh voice called loudly after Jommy:
“Stop! There’s the kid. Don’t iet that kid get away! Stop
that boy!”

People paused and stared. He felt the bewildering
mildness of their thoughts. And then he had rounded the
corner and was racing along Capital Avenue. A car was
pulling away from the curb. His feet pattered with mad
speed. His abnormally strong fingers caught at the rear
bumper. He pulled himself aboard and hung on as the car
swung into the maze of traffic and began to gather specd.
From somewhere behind came the thought:

*Good luck, Jommy.”

For nine years she had schooled him for this moment, but
something caught in his throat as he replied: “Good luck,
Mother.”

The car went too fast, the miles reeled off too swiftly.
Too many people paused in the street and stared at the lit-
tle boy clinging so precariously tc the shining bumper.
Jommy felt the intensity of their gazes, the thoughts that
whipped into their minds and brought jerky, shrill shouts to
their lips. Shouts to a driver who didn’t hear.

Mists of thought followed him then, of people who ran
into public booths and telephoned the police about a boy
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caught on a bumper. Jommy squirmed, and his eyes waited
for a patrol car to swing in behind and flag the speeding
auto to a halt. Alarmed, he concentrated his mind for the
first time on the car’s occupants.

Two brain vibrations poured out at him, As he caught
those thoughts, Jommy shuddered, and half lowered him-
self toward the pavement, prepared to let go. He looked
down, then dizzily pulled himself back into place. The
pavement was a sickening blur, distorted by the car’s speed.

Reluctantly, his mind fumbled into contact again with
the brains of the men in the car. The thoughts of the driver
were concentrated on his task of maneuvering the machine,
The man thought once, flashingly, of a gun carried in a
shoulder holster. His name was Sam Enders, and he was
the chauffeur and bodyguard of the man beside him—John
Petty, chief of the secret police of the all-powerful Kier
Gray.

The police chief’s identity penetrated through Jommy
like an electric shock. The notorious slan hunter sat re-
laxed, indifferent to the speed of the car, his mind geared to
a slow, meditative mood.

Extraordinary mind! Impossible to read anything in it
but a blur of surface pulsations. It wasn’t, Jommy thought,
amazed, as if John Petty could be consciously guarding his
thoughts. But there was a shield here as effective .in hid-
ing true thoughts as any slan’s. Yet it was different. Over-
tones came through that told of a remorseless character, a
highly trained and brilliant brain. Suddenly there was the
tail end of a thought, brought to the surface by a flurry of
passion that shattered the man’s calm: “I—I’ve got to kill
that slan girl, Kathleen Layton. That’s the only way to un-
dermine Kier Gray—"

Frantically, Jommy attempted to follow the thought, but
it was gone into the shadows, out of reach. And yet he had
the gist. A slan girl named Kathleen Layton was to be killed
so that Kier Gray might be undermined.

“Boss,” came Sam Enders’ thought, “will you turn that
switch? The red light that flashed on is the general alarm.”

John Petty’s mind remained indifferent. “Let them
alarm,” he snapped. “That stuff is for the sheep.”

“Might as well see what it is,” Sam Enders said.
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The car slackened infinitesimally as he reached to the far
end of the switchboard; and Jommy, who had worked his
way precariously to one end of the bumper, waited
desperately for a chance to leap clear. His eyes, peering
ahead over the fender, saw only the long, bleak line of
pavement, unrelieved by grass boulevards, hard and for-
bidding. To leap would be to smash himself against con-
crete. As he drew back hopelessly, a storm of Enders
thoughts came to him as Enders’ brain received the message
on the general alarm:

“—all cars on Capital Avenue and vicinity watch
for boy who is believed to be a slan named Jommy Cross,
son of Patricia Cross. Mrs. Cross was killed ten minutes
ago at the corner of Main and Capital. The boy leaped
to the bumper of a car, which drove away rapidly, wit-
nesses report.”

“Listen to that, boss,” Sam Enders said. “We’re on
Capital Avenue. We'd better stop and help in the search.
There’s ten thousand dollars’ reward for slans.”

Brakes screeched. The car decelerated with a speed that
crushed Johnny hard against the rear end. He tore him-
self free of the intense pressure and, just before the car
stopped, lowered himself to the pavement. His feet jerked
him into a run. He darted past an old woman, who clutched
at him, avarice in her mind. And then he was on a vacant
lot, beyond which towered a long series of blackened brick
and concrete buildings, the beginning of the wholesale and
factory district.

A thought leaped after him from the car, viciously: “En-
ders, do you realize that we left Capital and Main ten
minutes ago? That boy— There he is! Shoot him, you
fooll”

The sense of the man Enders drawing his gun came so
vividly to Jommy that he felt the rasp of metal on leather in
his brain. Almost he saw the man take aim, so clear was
the mental impression that bridged the hundred and fifty
feet between them.

Jommy ducked sideways as the gun went off with a dull
plop. He had the faintest awareness of a blow, and then he
had scrambled up some steps into an open doorway, into a



great, dark-lit warehouse. Dim thoughts reached out from
behind him:

“Don’t worry, boss, we'll wear that little shrimp out.”

“You fool, no human being can tire a slan.” He seemed
to be barking orders then into a radio: “We’ve got to sur-
round the district at 57th Street. . . . Concentrate every
police car and get the soldiers out to—"

How blurred everything was becoming! Jommy
stumbled through a dim world, conscious only that, in spite
of his tireless muscles, a man could run at least twice as
fast as his best speed would carry him. The vast warehouse
was a dull light-world of looming box shapes, and floors
that stretched into the remote semidarkness. Twice the
tranquil thoughts of men moving boxes somewhere to his
left impinged on his mind. But there was no awareness of
his presence in their minds, no knowledge of the uproar
outside. Far ahead, and to his right, he saw a bright open-
ing, a door. He bore in that direction. He reached the door,
amazed at his weariness. Something damp and sticky was
clinging to his side, and his muscles felt stiff. His mind felt
slow and unwieldy, He paused and peered out of the door.

He was staring into-a street vastly different from Cap-
ital Avenue. It was a dingy street of cracked pavement,
the opposite side lined with houses that had been built of
plastic a hundred or more years before. Made of virtually
unbreakable materials, their imperishable colors basically
as fresh and bright as on the day of construction, they
nevertheless showed the marks of time. Dust and soot had
fastened leechlike upon the glistening stuff. Lawns were ill-
tended, and piles of debris lay around.

The street was apparently deserted. A vague whisper of
thought crept forth from the dingy buildings. He was too
tired to make certain the thoughts came only from the
buildings.

Jommy lowered himself over. the edge of the warehouse
platform and dropped to the hard concrete of the street
below. Anguish engulfed his side, and his body had no
yield in it, none of the normal spring that would have made
such a jump easy to take. The blow of striking the walk was
a jar that vibrated his bones.
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The world was darker as he raced across the street. He
shook his head to clear his vision, but it was no use. He
could only scamper on with leaden feet between a gleaming
but sooty two-story house and a towering, stream-lined,
sea-blue apartment block. He didn’t see the woman on the
veranda above him, or sense her, until she struck at him
with a mop. The mop missed because he caught its shadow
just in time to duck.

“Ten thousand dollars!” she screamed after him. “The
radio said ten thousand. And it’s mine, do you hear? Don’t
nobody touch him. He's mine. I saw him first,”

He realized dimly that she was shouting at other women
who were pouring out of the tenement. Thank God, the
men were away at work!

The horror of the rapacious minds snatched after him as
he fled with frightened strength along the narrow walk
beside the apartment building. He shrank from the hideous
thoughts and flinched from the most horrible sound in the
world: the shrill voice clamor of people desperately poor,
swarming in their dozens after wealth beyond the dreams
of greed.

A fear came that he would’ be smashed by mops and
hoes and brooms and rakes, his head beaten, his bones
crushed, flesh mashed. Swaying, he rounded the rear corner
of the tenement. The muttering mob was still behind him,
He felt their nervousness in the turgid thoughts that
streamed from them. They had heard stories about slans
that suddenly almost overshadowed the desire to possess
ten thousand dollars. But the mob presence gave courage
to individuals. The mob pressed on.

He emerged into a tiny back yard piled high with empty
boxes on one side. The pile reared above him, a dark mass,
blurred even in the dazzle of the sun. An idea flashed into
his dulled mind, and in an instant he was climbing the piled
boxes. .

The pain of the effort was like teeth clamped into his
side. He ran precariously along over the boxes, and then
half lowered himself, half fell into a space between two old
crates. The space opened all the way to the ground. In the
almost darkness his eyes made out a deeper darkness in the
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plastic wall of the tenement, He put out his hands and
fumbled around the edges of a hole in the otherwise
smooth wall,

In a moment he had squeezed through and was lying ex-
hausted on the damp earth inside. Pieces of rock pressed
into his body, but for the moment he was too weary to do
anything but lie there, scarcely breathing, while the mob
raged outside in framtic search.

The darkness was soothing, like his mother’s thoughts
just before she told him to leave her. Somebody climbed
some stairs just above him, and that told him where he
was: in a little space underneath back stairs. He wondered
how the hard plastic had ever been shattered.

Lying there, cold with fear, he thought of his mother—
dead now, the radio had said. Dead! She wouldn’t have
been afraid, of course, He knew only too well that she had
longed for the day when she could join her dead husband in
the peace of the grave. “But I've got to bring you up, Jom-
my. It would be so easy, so pleasant, to surrender life; but
I've got to keep you alive until you're out of your child-
hood. Your father and I have spent what we had of life
working on his great invention, and it will have been all for
nothing if you are not here to carry on.”

He pushed the thought from him, because his throat sud-
denly ached from thinking of it. His mind was not so
blurred now, The brief rest must have helped him. But that
made the rocks on which he lay more annoying, harder to
bear. He tried to shift his body, but the space was too nar-
row.

Automatically, one hand fumbled down to them, and he
made a discovery. They were shards of plastic, not rocks.
Plastic that had fallen inward when the little section of the
wall had been smashed and the hole through which he had
crawled was made. It was odd to be thinking of that hole
and to realize that somebody else—somebody out
there—was thinking of the same hole., The shock of that
blurred outside thought was like a flame that scorched
through Jommy.

Appalled, he fought to isolate the thought and the mind
that held it. But there were too many other minds all
around, too much excitement. Soldiers and police swarmed
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in the alleyway, searching every house, every block, every
building. Once, above that confusion of mind static, he
caught the clear, cold thought of John Petty:

“You say he was last seen right here?”

“He turned the corner,” a woman said, “and then he was

el”

With shaking fingers Jommy began to pry the pieces of
shard out of the damp ground. He forced his nerves to
steadiness, and began with careful speed to fill the hole, us-
ing damp earth to cement the picces of plastic. The job, he
knew with sick certainty, would never stand close crutiny.

And all the time he worked he felt the thought of that
other person out there, a sly, knowing thought, hopelessly
mingled with the wild current of thoughts that beat on his
brain. Not once did that somebody else stop thinking
about this very hole. Jommy couldn’t tell whether it was a
man or woman. But it was there, like an evil vibration from
a warped brain,

The thought was still there, dim and menacing, as men
pulled the boxes half to one side and peered down between
them—and then, slowly, it retreated into distance as the
shouts faded and the nightmare of thoughts receded farther
afield. The hunters hunted elsewhere. For a long time Jom-
my could hear them, but finally life grew calmer, and he
knew that night was falling.

Somehow the excitement of .the day remained in the at-
mosphere. A whisper of thoughts crept out of the houses
and from the tenement flats, people thinking, discussing
what had happened.

At last he dared wait no longer. Somewhere out there
was the mind that had known he was in the hole and had
said nothing, It was an evil mind, which filled him with
unholy premonition, and urgency to be away from this
place. With fumbling yet swift fingers, he removed the
plastic shards. Then, stiff from his long vigil, he squeezed
cautiously outside. His side twinged from the movement,
and a surge of weakness blurred his mind, but he dared not
hold back. Slowly he pulled himself to the top of the boxes.
His legs were lowering to the ground when he heard rapid
footfalls—and the first sense of the person who had been
waiting there struck into him.
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A thin hand grabbed his ankle, and an old woman’s
voice said triumphantly: “That’s right, come down to
Granny. Granny’ll take care of you, she will. Granny’s
smart, She knew all the time you could only have crept into
that hole, and those fools never suspected. Oh, yes, Gran-
ny’s smart. SHe went away, and then she came back and,
because slans can read thoughts, she kept her mind very
still, thinking only of cooking. And it fooled you, didn't it?
She knew it would. Granny’ll look after you. Granny hates
the police, too.”

With a gasp of dismay, Jommy recognized the mind of
the rapacious old woman who had clutched at him as he
ran from Jchn Petty’s car. That one fleeting glimpse had
impressed the evil old one on his brain. And now, so much
of horror breathed from her, so hideous were her inten-
tions, that he gave a little squeal and kicked out at her.

The heavy stick in her free hand came down on his head
even as he realized for the first time that she had such a
weapon. The blow was mind-wrecking. His muscles jerked
in spasmodic frenzy. His body slumped to the ground.

He felt his hands being tied, and then he was half lifted,
half dragged for several feet. Finally he was hoisted onto a
rickety old wagon, and covered with clothes that smelled of
horse sweat, oil and garbage cans.

The wagon moved over the rough pavement of the back
alley, and above the rattling of the wheels Jommy caught
the old woman’s snarl. “What a fool Granny would have
been to let them catch you. Ten thousand reward— Bahl
I'd never have gotten a cent. Granny knows the world. Once
she was a famous actress, now she’s a junk woman, They’d
never give a hundred dollars, let alone a hundred hundred,
to an old rag and bone picker. Bah on the whole lot! Gran-
ny’ll show them what can be done with a young slan. Gran-
ny’ll make a huge fortune from the little devil—"
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Chapter Two

There. was that little boy again, who had once been
friendly, and was now so nasty. And she sensed several
other boys were with him.

Kathleen Layton stiffened defensively, then relaxed.
There was no escape from them where she stood at the five-
hundred-foot battlements of the palace. But it should be
easy, after these long years as the only slan among so many
hostile beings, to face anything, even what Davy Dinsmore,
age eleven, had suddenly become.

She wouldn’t turn. She wouldn’t give them any intima-
tion that she knew they were coming along the broad,
glass-enclosed promenade. Rigidly, she held her mind
away from the minds of the approaching gang of
youngsters. She must keep right on looking at the city, as if
they weren’t there.

The city sprawled in the near distance before her, a vast
reach of houses and buildings, their countless colorations
queerly shadowed now and subdued, seemingly dead in the
gathering twilight. Beyond, the green plain looked dark,
and the normally blue, gushing water of the river that
wound out of the city seemed blacker, shiningless, in that
almost sunless world. Even the mountains on the remote,
dimming horizon had taken on a somber hue, a grim
moodiness that matched the melancholy in her own soul.

“Ya-a-ah! You better take a good look. It’s your last.”

The discordant voice rasped on her nerves like so much
senseless noise. For a moment, so strong was the sugges-
tion of completely unintelligible sounds, the meaning of the
words did not penetrate to her consciousness. And then, in
spite of herself, she jerked around to face him,

“My last! What do you mean?”

Instantly, she regretted her action. Davy Dinsmore and
his cronies stood there less than a dozen feet away. He had
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on long, thin, green trousers, and a yellow shirt open at the
neck. His little boy’s face with its recently acquired “I'm-a-
tough-guy” expression, and his lips twisted into a sneer,
made her wonder again what had happened to him. But in
the days when they bad carried on a wary friendship, she
had told him she would never read his mind without his
permission. And she still felt bound by the promise though
he had changed meanwhile to—this! What he was now she
dido’t really want to sce. The others she had always
ignored.

It was a long time, months and months, and to an extent
years, since she had cut herself off from mental con-
tact with the stream of human thoughts, human hopes
and human hates that made a hell of the palace at-
mosphere. Better to scorn him, also. She turned her back
on him. She had barely done so when there was his jangling
voice again:

“Ya-a-ah, the last time! I said it, and I mean it. Tomor-
row’s your eleventh birthday, isn’t it?”

Kathleen made no answer, pretending she hadn’t heard.
But a sense of disaster pierced her unconcern. There was
too much gloating in his voice, too much certainty. Was it
possible that dreadful things had been going on, dreadful
plans made, during these months that she had kept her
mind insulated from the thoughts of these people? Was it
possible she had made a mistake in locking herself away in
a world of her own? And now the real world had smashed
through her protective armor?

Davy Dinsmore snapped: “Think you’re smart, don’t
you? Well, you won't feel so smart when they’re killing you
tomoitrow. Maybe you don’t know it yet, but Mamma says
the word is going around the palace now that when they
first brought you here, Mr, Kier Gray had to promise the
cabinet that he’d have you killed on your eleventh birthday.
And don't think they won’t do it, either. They killed a slan
woman in the street the other day. That shows! What do
you think of that, smarty?”

“You'ro—crazy!” The words were forced from her lips.
She hardly realized she had uttered them, because they
weren’t what she thought. Somehow, she did not doubt that
he spoke the truth. It fitted in with their mass hatred. It was
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so logical that she seemed, suddenly, always to have known
it.

Oddly enough, it was the mention of his mother having
told Davy that held Kathleen’s mind. It took her memory
back three years to a day when this boy had attacked her
under the benevolent eyes of his mother, thinking to bully a
small girl. What a surprise, what a screaming and kicking
with fear there had been as she held him aloft, until his
outraged parent had rushed forward, uttering threats of
what she was going to do to “a dirty, sneaking little slan.”

And then, suddenly, there had been Kier Gray, grim and
tall and powerful, and Mrs. Dinsmore cringing before him.

“Madame, I wouldn’t lay a hand on that child if I were
you. Kathleen Layton is a property of the State, and in due
course the State will dispose of her. As for your son, I hap-
pened to observe the entire proceedings. He got exactly
what every bully deserves, and I hope he has learned his
lesson.”

Surprisingly, it was the day after she had beat him up
that Davy had sought her out,; and made friendly advances.
That was nearly three years ago. Ever since he had been
her only youthful ally—until he had turned on her so
abruptly two months before.

With a start, she emerged from her bitter reverie and saw
that in the city below a change had taken place. The whole
great mass had donned its nighttime splendor with a billion
lights twinkling in far-flung panorama, Wonder city now, it
spread before her, a vast, sparkling jewel, an incredible
fairyland of buildings that reared grandly toward the heav-
ens and blazed a dream picture of refulgent magnificence.
How she had always longed to go into that mysterious city
and see for herself all the delights her imagination had built
up. Now, of course, she would never see it. An entire world
of glory would remain unseen, untasted, unenjoyed.

“Ya-a-ah!” came Davy’s discordant voice again. “Take
a good look. It's the last time.”

Kathleen shivered. She couldn't stand the presence of
this . . . this wretched boy another second. Without a word,
she turned and went down into the palace, down to the
loneliness of her bedroom.

Sleep would not come, and it was late. Kathleen knew it
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was late, because the clamor of outside thoughts had
dimmed, and people were long gone to bed, except for the
guards, the nervous, and party-goers.

Funny she couldn’t sleep. Actually, she felt easier, now
that-she knew. The day-to-day life had been horrible, the
hatred of the servants and most of the other human beings
an almost unbearable strain. She must have dozed finally,
for the harsh thought that came to her from outside did
twisting things to the unreal dream she was having.

Kathleen stirred restlessly. The slan tendrils (thin
strands like burnished gold glinting dully in the semi-light
against the dark bair that crowned her finely molded,
childish face) lifted clear of her hair and waved gently, as if
a soft breeze had caught them. Gently yet insistently,

Abruptly, the menacing thought those sensitive antennae
drew out of the night-enveloped palace of Kier Gray pene~
trated. Kathleen awakened, quivering.

The thought lingered in her mind for an instant, distinct,
cruel, cold-bloodedly murderous, shocking the sleep from
her like a douche of ice water. And then it was gone, as
completely as if it had never existed, There remained only
a dim confusion of mind pictures that washed in a never-
ending stream from the countless rooms of the vast palace.

Kathleen lay very still, and from the depths of her own
mind there came the realization of what this meant.
Somebody was not waiting until tomorrow. Somebody
doubted that her execution would take place. And he in-
tended to present the council with an accomplished fact.
There could be only one such person, powerful enough to
face any consequences: John Petty, the head of the secret
police, the fanatic antislan—John Petty, who hated her
with a violence that, even in this den of antislans, was
dismaying. The assassin must be one of his henchmen.

With an effort, she quieted her nerves and strained her
mind out, out, to the limit of her powers. The seconds
dragged, and still she lay there groping, searching for the
brain whose thoughts had for a brief flash threatened her
life. The whisper of outside thoughts became a roar that
shook her brain. It was months since she had explored that
world of uncontrolled minds. She had thought the memory
of its horrors had not dimmed. Yet the reality was worse
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than the memory. Grimly, with an almost mature
persistence, she held herself in that storm of mind
vibration, fighting to isolate each individual pattern in turn.
A sentence came:

“Oh, Gaod, I hope they don’t find out he’s cheating. To-
day, on the vegetables!”

That would be the wife of the assistant chef, wretched
God-fearing woman, who lived in mortal terror of the day
when the petty thievery of her husband would be
discovered,

Briefly, Kathleen felt sympathy for the tortured little
woman lying awake beside her husband there in the dark-
ness. But not too much sympathy, for that little woman had
once, on sheer, vicious impulse, paused as Kathleen was
passing her in a corridor and without preliminary mental
warning slapped her hard in the face.

Kathleen’s mind pressed on, driven now by a mounting
sense of urgency. Other pictures flitted through her brain, a
veritable kaleidoscope, brushed aside almost at the mo-
ment of entry as unwanted, unrelated to the menace that
had awakened her. There was the whole world of the
palace with its intrigues, its countless personal tragedies, its
hard ambitiousness. Dreams with psychological implica-
tions were there, from people who tossed in their sleep.
And there were pictures of men who sat scheming far into
the night.

Abruptly, then, it came, a wisp of crude purpose, the
hard determination to kill ker! Instantly, it was gone again
like an elusive butterfly, only not like that at all. The
deadliness of it was like a spur that roweled her to despera-
tion. For that second flash of menacing thought had been
too powerful for it to be anything but near, terribly,
dangerously near. ,

Amazing how hard it was to find him again. Her brain
ached, her body felt cold and hot by turns; and then a stray
picture came for a third time—and she had-him. And now
she understood why his brain had evaded her so long. His
thoughts were so carefully diffused, deliberately flashing to
a thousand different subjects, seeming simply overtones to
the confusion of mind noises all around.

He must have practiced it, but even so, he wasa’t a John
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Petty or a Kier Gray, either of whom could hold rigidly to a
line of reasoning without once. slipping up. Her would-be
assailant, in spite of all his cleverness, had given himself
away. As soon as he entered the room she would—

The thought broke off. Her mind soared toward. disin-
tegration with the shock of the truth that showered in upon
her. The man was inside her bedroom, and was at this very
instant creeping on his knees toward her bed. ‘

A sense of time suspension came to Kathleen as she lay
there. It grew out of the darkmess, and the way the blankets
held her down, covering even her arms. There was the
knowledge that the slightest move would rustle the stiff
sheets. He’d rush her then before she could move, pin her
down under the blankets and have her at his mercy.

She couldn’t move. She couldn’t see. She could only feel
the gathering excitement that pulsed through the mind of
the killer. His thoughts were quicker, and he had forgotten
to diffuse them. The flame of his murderous purpose was a
burning thing within him, so fierce and powerful that she
had to turn part of her mind away, because it was suddenly
like a physical hurt.

And in that full revelation of his thoughts, Kathleen
read.the story of the attack. This man was the guard who
had been posted outside her door. But it wasn’t the usual
guard. Odd she hadn’t noticed the change. They must have
been switched while she slept. Or else she had been toco
upset by her own thoughts.

She caught his plan of action as he rose up on the
carpeted floor and bent over the bed. For the first time her
eyes caught the dim flash of the knmife as his hand drew
back for the plunge

Only one thing to do. Only one thing she could do! With
a swift, firm heave, she flung the blankets up over the head
and shoulders of the startled man. Then she was sliding out
of the bed—a shadow among the shadows of the room.

Behind her, the man uttered a faint cry as the blankets,
flung by her small, extraordinarily strong arms, enveloped
him. There was dismay in that low yell, and the first fear of
what discovery would mean,

She caught his thoughts, heard his movements as he
leaped the bed in a single jump and began flailing out with
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his arms, searching the dark reaches of the room. Queerly,
then, it seemed to her that she shouldn’t have left the bed.
If death were to come tomorrow anyway, why delay it? But
she knew the answer in the surging will to live that swept
her; and in the thought, for the second time, that this mid-
night visitor was proof that someone who wanted her dead
feared there would be no execution.

She drew a deep breath. Her own excitement was sub-
merging in the first formulation of contempt for the clumsy
efforts of the assassin. “You fool,” she said, her child’s
voice hot with disdain, yet immensely unchildlike in its
stinging logic, “do you actually believe that you can catch a
slan in the darkness?”

It was pitiful the way the man leaped in the direction
from which her words came and beat with his fists in every
direction. Pitiful and horrible because his thoughts were
ugly now with terror. There was something unclean in such
fear that made Kathleen shiver where she stood in her bare
feet at the opposite side of the room.

Once more she spoke in her high, childish voice: “You’d
better leave before somebody hears you stumbling around.
I won’t report you to Mr. Gray if you leave right away.”

The man didn’t believe her, she saw. There was too
much fear in him, too much suspicion and, suddenly, cun-
ning! With a muttered curse he stopped searching for her,
and flung himself recklessly toward the door, where the
light switch was located. She felt him draw a gun as he
groped for the switch. And realized that he preferred to
take the chance of attempting to escape the guards who
would come running at the sound of a gunshot, to meeting
his superior with a confession of failure.

“You silly fooll” said Kathleen.

She knew what she must do, in spite of never having
done it before. Soundlessly she slid along the wall, fingers
searching. Then she had opened a paneled door, slipped
through it, locked it behind her and raced along a dim-lit
private corridor to a door at the end. It opened at her touch
onto a large, luxuriously furnished office room.

In sudden fright at the boldness of her action, Kathleen
stood in the doorway, staring at the powerful-looking man
who sat at a desk writing by the light of a shaded desk
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lamp. Kier Gray did not look up immediately. She knew
after a moment that he was aware of her presence and she
took courage from his silence to observe him.

There was something magnificent about this ruler of
men that held her admiration even now, when the fear of
him lay like a weight inside her. The strong features of the
man formed a noble countenance, now thoughtfully bent
over the letter he was writing.

As he wrote, she was able to follow the surface of his
thought, but nothing else. For Kier Gray, she had found
out long ago, shared with that most hateful of men, John
Petty, the ability to think in her presence without deviation,
in a2 manner that made mind reading a practical im-
possibility. Only those surface thoughts were there, the
words of the letter he was writing. And her excitement and
impatience overrode any interest in his letter. She burst
out, “There’s a man in my room. He tried to kill me.”

Kier Gray looked up. His face held a harder expression
now that it was turned full upon her. The noble qualities of
the profile were lost in the determination and power of that
lean, strong jaw. Kier Gray, master of men, stared at her
coldly. When he spoke, his mind moved with such preci-
sion, and voice and mind were so closely co-ordinated, that
she wasn’t sure whether or not he had actually uttered any
words.

“An assassin, eh? Go on.”

The story poured from Kathleen’s lips in a trembling
stream of words that covered everything that had happened
from the time Davy Dinsmore had mocked at her on the
battlements.

“So you think John Petty is behind it?”” he asked.

“He’s the only one who could have done it. The secret
police control the men who guard me.”

He nodded slowly, and she sensed the faintest tension in
his mind. Yet his thoughts were deep and calm and slow.
“So it’s come,” he said softly. “John Petty’s bid for su-
preme power. I almost feel sorry for the man, he is so blind
to his own shortcomings. No chief of secret police has ever
held the confidence of a people. I am worshiped and
feared; he is only feared. And he thinks that all-
important,”
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Kier Gray’s brown eyes looked gravely into Kathleen’s,
“He intended to kill you in advance of the date fixed by the
council because I could do nothing about it once it was
done. And my helplessness to act against him, he knew,
would lower my prestige with the countcil.” His voice was
very low now, as if he had forgotten Kathleen’s presence
and was thinking out loud. “And he was right. The council
would only be impatient if I tried to force an issue over the
death of a slan. And yet, they would take no action as
proof that I was afraid. Which would mean the bcginm'ng
of the end. Disintegration, a splitting into groups growing
gradually more hostile to each other as the so-called
realists sized up the situation and picked the probable win-
ner, or started that pleasant game known as playing both
ends against the middle.”

He was silent for a moment, then he continued: “As you
can see, Kathleen, a very subtle and dangerous situation.
For John Petty, in order to discredit me with the council,
has been very assiduous in spreading the story that I meant
to keep you alive. Accordingly, and this is the point that
will interest you—for the first time a smile broke over the
bleak lines of Kier Gray’s face—*accordingly, my prestige
and position now depend upon my ability to keep you alive
in spite of John Petty.”

He smiled again. “Well, what do you think of our
political situation?”

Kathleen’s nostrils dilated with contempt. “He’s a fool
to go against you, that’s what I think. And I'll help you all I
can, I can help, with reading minds and things.”

Kier Gray smiled a broad smile that lighted up his whole
countenance and erased the harsh lines from his face. He
said, “You know, Kathleen, we human beings must scem
very queer at times to slans. For instance, the way we treat
you. You know the reason for that, don’t you?”

Kathleen shook her head. “No, Mr. Gray. I've read peo-
ple’s minds about it, and nobody seems to know why they
hate us. There’s something about a war between slans and
human beings long ago, but there were wars before that,
and the people didn’t hate each other afterward. And then
there are all those horrible stories too absurd to be any-
thing but dreadful lies.”
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He said, “You've heard what slans do to human ba-
bies?”

“It's one of the silly lies,” Kathleen said con-
temptuously. “They’re all dreadful lies.”

He chuckled, “I can see you have heard about it. And
this may shock you: Such things do happen to babies.
What do you know about the mental outlook of an adult
slan, whose intelligence is two to three hundred per cent
higher than that of a normal human being? All you know is
that you wouldn’t do such things, but you’re only a child.
Anyway, never mind that now. You and I are in a fight for
our lives. The assassin has probably escaped from your
room by now, but you just have to look into his mind to
identify him. We’ll have our showdown now. I'll get Petty
here, and the council. They won’t like being awakened
from their beauty sleep, but to hell with them! You stay
here. I want you to read their minds and tell me afterward
what they thought during the investigation.”

He pressed a button on his desk and said curtly into a lit-
tle boxlike instrument: “Tell the captain of my personal
guard to come to my office.”

Chapter Three

It wasn’t easy to sit under the dazzling lights that had been
turned on. The men looked at her too often, their thoughts
a mixture of impatience and mercilessness, and no pity for
her anywhere. Their hatred weighed upon her spirit, and
dimmed the life that throbbed along her nerves. They hated
her. They wanted her dead. Appalled, Kathleen closed her
eyes and turned her mind away, and tried to flatten herself
back into her chair as if by sheer will power she might
make her body invisible,

But there was so much at stake, she dared not miss a
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single thought or picture. Her eyes and mind jerked open,
and there it was again—the room, the men, the whole
menacing situation.

John Petty stood up abruptly and said, “I object to the
presence of this slan at this meeting on the grounds that her
innocent, childlike appearance might influence some of us
to be merciful.”

Kathleen stared at him wonderingly. The chief of the se-
cret police was a heavily built man of medium height, and
his face, which was rather corvine than aquiline, and the
slightest degree too fleshy, showed not a trace of kindliness.
Kathleen thought: Did he really believe that? Any one of
these people merciful, for any reason!

She tried to read behind his words, but his mind was
blurred deliberately, his dark, powerful face expression-
less. She caught the faintest overtone of irony, and re-
alized that John Petty understood the situation perfectly.
This was his bid for power; and his whole body and brain
were alert and deadly with the tremendousness of the
knowledge.

Kier Gray laughed dryly and suddenly Kathleen caught
the glow of the man’s magnetic personality. There was a
tigerish quality about the leader, immensely fascinating, a
flamelike aura that made him alive as was no one else in
the room. He said, “I don’t think we have to worry about
. . . about our kindly impulses overpowering our common
sense.”

“Quite right!” said Mardue, minister of transport. “A
judge has to sit in the presence of the accused.” He stopped
there, but his mind carried the sentence on: “—especially
if the judge knows in advance that the judgment is death.”
He chuckled softly to himself, his eyes cold.

“Then I want her out,” snarled John Petty, “because
she’s a slan, and by heaven, I won’t have a slan sitting in
the same room with mel”

The answering surge of collective emotion to that
popular appeal struck Kathleen like a physical blow.
Voices rose up, raging:

“You’re damned right!”

“Put her outl”

“Gray, you’ve got an almighty nerve waking us up in the
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middle of the night like this—"

“The council settled all this eleven years ago. I didn’t
even know about it until recently.”

“The sentence was death, was it not?”

The hail of voices brought a grim smile to Petty’s lips.
He glanced at Kier Gray. The two men’s eyes crossed like
rapiers preliminary to a deadly thrust. It was easy for
Kathleen to see that Petty was trying to confuse the issue.
But if the leader felt himself losing,-it was not visible in his
impassive face; nor did a ripple of doubt flicker into his
mind.

“Gentlemen, you are under a misapprehension.
Kathleen Layton, the slan, is not on trial here. She is here
to give evidence against John Petty, and I can well under-
stand his desire to have her out of the room.”

John Petty’s amazement then was a little overdone,
Kathleen analyzed. His mind remained too calm, too icily
alert, as his voice took on a bull-like roar.

“Well, of all the damned nerve! You've awakened all of
us cut of our sleep to pull a two-o’clock-in-the-morning
surprise trial on me—on the evidence of a slan! I say
you've got an almighty nerve, Gray. And, once for all, I
think we should settle right now the juridical problem of
whether a slan’s word can be taken as evidence of any
kind.”

There it was again, the appeal to basic hatreds. Kathleen
shivered before the waves of answering emotion that swept
out from the other men. There was no chance for her here,
no hope, nothing but certain death.

Kier Gray’s voice was almost stolid as he said, “Petty, I
think you should know that you're not talking now to a
bunch of peasants whose minds have been roused by prop-
aganda. Your listeners are realists, and, in spite of your
obvious attempts to befuddle the issue, they realize that
their own political and perhaps physical lives are at stake
in this crisis which you, not I, have forced upon us.”

His face hardened into a thin bleak line of tensed mus-
cles. His voice took on a harsh rasp. “I hope that everyone
present will wake up from whatever degree of sleep, emo-
tionalism or impatience controls him to realize this: John
Petty is making this bid to depose me, and no matter who
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wins between us, some of you are going to be dead before
morning.”

They weren’t looking at her now. In that suddenly still
room, Kathleen had the sensation of being present but no
longer visible. It was as if a weight had been removed from
her mind, and she could see and feel and think for the first
time with normal clarity.

The silence in that fine oak-paneled room was mental as
well as sonal. For a moment the thoughts of the men were
blurred, diminished in intensity, It was as if a barrier had
been flung up between her mind and theirs, for their brains
worked on deep, deep inside them, exploring, gauging
chances, analyzing the situation, tensing against a suddenly
realized, deadly danger.

Kathleen grew abruptly aware of a break in the blur of
thoughts, a clear, sharp, mental command to her: “Go to
the chair in the corner, where they can’t see you without
twisting their heads. Quickl!”

Kathleen flung one glance at Kier Gray. She saw his eyes
almost glaring at her, so fierce was the blaze in them. And
then she slipped off her chair without a sound, obeying
him,

The men didn’t miss her, weren’t even aware of her ac-
tion. And Kathleen was conscious of a glow as she realized
that Kier Gray, even ‘in this moment of strain, was playing
his cards without missing a trick. He spoke aloud:

“Of course, there is no absolute necessity for executions,
provided John Petty once and for all gets out of his head
this insane desire to replace me.”

It was impossible now to read the thoughts of the men as
they stared speculatively at Kier Gray. For the moment
each man was intent; briefly, all their minds were as con-
trolled as were John Petty’s and Kier Gray’s, their whole
consciousness concentrated on what they should say and
should do.

Kier Gray went on, the faintest tinge of passion in his
voice: “I say insane because, though it may seem that this
is simply a squabble for power between two men, it is more
than that. The man who has supreme power represents
stability and order. The man who wants it must, the mo-
ment he attains power, secure himself in his position. This
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means executions, exiles, confiscations, imprisonment, tor-
ture—all, of course, applied against those who have op-
posed him or whom he distrusts.

“The former leader cannot simply step down into a
subordinate role. His prestige never actually vanishes—as
witness Napoleon and Stalin—therefore he remains a per-
manent danger. But a would-be leadér can simply be
disciplined and put back on his job. And that is my plan for
John Petty.”

He was, Kathleen saw, appealing to their cautious
instincts, their fear of what change would involve. Her
thoughts broke off as John Petty sprang to his feet. For a
moment he was off guard, but so great was his rage that it
was as impossible to read his thoughts as if he were in full
control of his mind.

“I think,” he burst out, “I have never heard such an ex-
traordinary statement from a presumably sane man. He
has accused me of befuddling the issue. Gentlemen, have
you realized that he has as yet produced no issue, no
evidence? All we have are his statements, and the dramatic
trial which he has sprung on us in the middle of the night,
when he knew that most of us would be drugged with sleep.
I must confess that I'm not fully awake, but I am, I think,
awake enough to realize that Kier Gray has succumbed to
that gnawing disease of dictators of all ages, the persecu-
tion complex. I have no doubt that for some time past he
has read into our every word and action some threat
apainst his position.

“I can hardly find words to express my dismay at the
thought of what this means. With the slan situation so
desperate, how could he even suggest that one of us would
precipitate disunion? I tell you, sirs, we cannot afford even
the hint of a split at the present time. The public is on edge
over the monstrous world-wide activity of the slans against
human babies. Their attempt to slanize the human race,
with its resultant horrible failures, is the greatest problem
that has ever confronted a government.” -

He turned to Kier Gray, and Kathleen felt a chill at the
perfection of his acting, his apparent sincerity. “Kier, 1
wish that I could forget what you have done. First, this
trial, then the threat that some of us will be dead before
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momning. Under the circumstances, I can only suggest that
you resign. You no longer have my confidence, at least.”

Kier Gray said with a thin smile, “You see, gentlemen,
we now come to the core of the problem. He wants my
resignation.”

A tall, thin, youngish man with a hawklike face spoke up
harshly. “I agree with Petty. Your actions, Gray, have
shown that you are no longer a responsible person.
Resign!”

“Resign!” cried another voice, and suddenly it sounded
like a bedlam chorus: “Resign! Resign! Resignl”

To Kathleen, who had been following Johm Petty’s
words with concentrated attention, the words and the harsh
accompanying thoughts sounded like the end. A long mo-
ment passed before she realized that four of the seated ten
had done all the shouting.

Her mind straightened painfully. So that was it. By
crying “Resign!” over and over, they had hoped to
stampede the doubtful and the fearful and, for the time
being, had failed. Her mind and her eyes flashed toward
Kier Gray, whose very presence had kept the others from
yielding to panic. Just looking at him brought a return of
courage. For there he sat, a little straighter in his chair
now, looking taller, bigger, stronger; and on his face was an
ironical, confident smile.

“Isn’t it odd,” he asked quietly, “how the four younger
men rally to the support of young Mr. Petty? I hope that it
is obvious to the older géntlemen present that here is ad-
vance organization, and also that there will be firing squads
before momning because these young firebrands are
transparently impatient of us old fogies—for, in spite of
my being in their age level, they do regard me as an old
fogy. They're wild to throw off the restraint we have exer-
cised, and are, of course, convinced that by shooting the
oldsters they will only hasten by a few years what nature
would, in any event, manage to do in the course of time.”

“Shoot ’em!” snarled Mardue, the oldest man present.

“The damned young upstarts!” snapped Harlihan, air-
ways minister.

There was a muttering among the older men that would
have been good to hear if Kathleen hadn’t been so acutely
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aware of the impulses behind the words. Hatred was there,
and fear, and doubt and arrogance, frustration and deter-
mination—all were there, a tangle of mental squalor.

The faintest bit pale, John Petty faced that muttering.
But Kier Gray leaped to his feet, eyes blazing, fists
clenched: “Sit down, you unutterable fool! How dared you
precipitate this crisis now, when we may have to change our
entire slan policy? We're losing, do you hear? We haven’t
got a scientist to match the super-scientists of the slans.
What wouldn’t I give to have one of them on our side! To
have, say, a slan like Peter Cross, who was stupidly mur-
dered three years ago because the police who caught him
were tainted by the mentality of the mob. ’

“Yes, I said ‘mob.” That’s all people are these days. A
mob, a beast we've helped build up with our propaganda.
They're afraid, mortally afraid for their babies, and we
haven’t got a scientist who can think objectively on the
matter. In fact, we haven’t got a scientist worthy of the
name. What incentive is there for a human being to spend
a lifetime in research when in his mind is the deadening
knowledge that all the discoveries he can hope to make
have long since been perfected by the slans? That they’re
waiting out there somewhere in secret caves, or written out
on paper, ready for the day when the slans make their next
attempt to take over the world?

“Our science is a joke, our education a mass of lies. And
every year the wreck of human aspirations and human
hopes piles higher around us. Every year there’s greater
dislocation, more poverty, more misery. Nothing is left to
us but hatred, and hatred isn’t enough. We've either got to
terminate the slans or make terms with them and-end this
madness.”

Kier Gray’s face was dark with the passion he had put
into his words. And all the time, Kathleen saw, his mind
was calm, watchful, cautious. Master of demagoguery,
ruler of men, when he spoke again his voice seemed flat in
comparison, his magnificent baritone clear and soft.

“John Petty has accused me of wanting to keep this child
alive. I want you all to think back over the past few
months. Has Petty at any time ever remarked to you,
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laughingly perhaps, that I intended to keep her alive? 1
know that he has, because it came to my ears. But you see
what he’s been doing, subtly spreading the poison. Your
political minds will tell you that he has forced me into this
position: by killing her, I will seem to have yielded, and
thereby will lose prestige.

“Therefore I intend to issue a statement saying that
Kathleen Layton will not be executed. In view of our lack
of knowledge of slans, she will be kept alive as a study sub-
ject. I, personally, am determined to make the best of her
continued presence by observing the development of a slan
to maturity. I have already made a tremendous body of
notes on the subject.”

John Petty was still on his feet. “Don’t try to shout me
down!” he snarled. *You’ve gone too far. Next thing you'll
be handing over a continent to the slans on which they can
develop these so-called superinventions of which we have
heard so much but never seen. As for Kathleen Layton,
by heaven, you will-keep her alive over my dead body. The
slan women are the most dangerous of all. They’re the
breeders, and they know their job, damn them!”

The words blurred for Kathleen. Into her mind, for the
second time, had come an insistent question from Kier
Gray: “How many present are for me unconditionally?
Use your fingers to indicate.”

One startled look she sent him, and then her mind
skewered into the welter of emotions and thoughts that
flooded from the men. It was hard, for there were many
thoughts, there was much interference. And besides, her
brain began to weaken as she saw the truth. Somehow, she
had believed the older men were all for the leader. And
they weren’t. In their minds was fear, a growing conviction
that Kier Gray’s days were numbered, and they had better
play along with the young, strong group.

At last; dismayed, she held three fingers up. Three out of
ten in favor, four definitely against him and with Petty,
three wavering.

She couldn’t give him those last two figures because his
mind didn’t ask for anything more. His attention was con-
Centrated on her three fingers, his eyes the faintest bit wide
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and alarmed. For the barest moment it seemed to her that
anxiety flickered through his thoughts. And then the im-
passivity closed over his mind and countenance. He sat in
his chair, like a figure of stone, cold and grim and deadly.

She couldn’t take her eyes off the leader.

The conviction came that here was a cornered man,
racking his brain, searching back into his experience for a
technique to turn the imminent defeat into victory. She
struggled to penetrate that brain, but his iron grip on his
thoughts, the very lucid, straightforward motion of his
mind, remained an unshakable barrier between them.

But in those surface thoughts she read his doubts, a
queer uncertainty that yet held within it no fear, simply
hesitation as to what he should do, could do, next. That
seemed to mean that he had not really foreseen a crisis of
such proportions, an organized opposition, a smoldering
hatred of himself awaiting only the opportunity to over-
throw and destroy him, Her thought ended as John Petty
said:

“I think we ought to take a vote on this matter now.”

Kier Gray began to laugh, a long, deep, cynical laugh
that ended on a note of surprisingly good humor. “So you'd
like to vote on an issue that a moment ago you said I hadn’t
even proved to be existent! Naturally I refuse to appeal to
the reason of those present any longer. The time for reason
has passed when deaf ears are turned, but just for the sake
of the record, a demand for a vote at this time is an implicit
admission of guilt become openly arrogant, the result, no
doubt, of the security engendered by the support of at least
five, possibly more, of the council. Let me put one more of
my cards on the table. I have known of this rebellion for
some time and have prepared for it.”

“Bah!” said Petty. “You're bluffing. I've watched your
every move, When we first organized this council we feared
eventualities such as one man dispensing with the votes of
the others, and the safeguards then set up are still in force.
Each of us has a private army. My own guards are out
there, patrolling the corridor, and so are the guards of
every member of the council, ready to rush at each other’s
throats when the word is given. We are quite prepared to
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give it and take our chance of being killed in the battle that
results.”

“Ah,” said Kier Gray softly, “now we’re out in the
own.!’

There was a shuffling of feet among the men, a chilling
spray of thoughts; and then, to Kathleen’s dismay, Mardue,
one of the three she had thought in unconditional support
of Kier Gray, cleared his throat. She caught the thought of
his weakening resolve just before he spoke.

“Really, Kier, you’re making a mistake in regarding
yourself as dictator. You’re only elected by the council,
and we have a perfect right to elect someone in your place.
Someone, perhaps, who will be more successful in organiz-
ing the extermination of the slans.”

It was turncoating with a vengeance. The rats were
deserting the sinking ship and trying desperately now,
Kathleen saw, to convince the new powers that their sup-
port was valuable.

In Harlihan’s brain, too, the wind of thought was blow-
ing in a new direction. “Yes, yes. Your talk about making
a deal with the slans is treason—pure treason. That’s the
one untouchable subject so far as the mo . . . the people are
concerned. We must do something to exterminate the slans,
and perhaps a more aggressive policy on the part of a more
aggressive man—"

Kier Gray smiled wryly; and still that uncertainty was in
his brain—what to do, what to do? There was a vague sug-
gestion of something else, a tensing to the situation, a
darkening resolution to take a chance. But nothing tangi-
ble, nothing clear, came to Kathleen.

“So,” Kier Gray said, still in his soft voice, “you would
turn the chairmanship of this council over to a man who,
only a few days ago, allowed Jommy Cross, nine years old,
probably the most dangerous slan alive today, to escape in
his own car.”

“At least,” said John Petty, “there’s one slan who won'’t
escape.” He stared malevolently at Kathleen, then turned
triumphantly toward the others. “Here’s what we can
do—execute her tomorrow; in fact, right now, and issue a
statement that Kier Gray was removed from office because
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he had come to a secret agreement with the slans, and his
refusal to kill Kathleen Layton was proof of it.”

It was the strangest thing in the world to be sitting there,
listening to that death sentence and feeling no emotion, as
if it weren’t herself they were talking about. Her mind
seemed far away, detached, and the murmur of agreement
that rose up from the men also had that odd distortion of
distance.

The smile faded from Kier Gray’s face. “Kathleen,” he
said aloud sharply, “we might as well stop playing. How
many are against me?”

She stared at him blwrrily and heard herself replying
tearfully: “They’re all against you. They’ve always hated
you. They’ve always hated you because you're so much
smarter than they are, and because they think you’ve kept
them down and overshadowed them, and made it seem as if
they’re not important.”

“So he uses her to spy on us,” John Petty snarled, but
there was triumph in his rage. “Well, at least it’s pleasant
to know that we’re all agreed on one thing—that Kier Gray
is through.”

“Not at all,” said Kier Gray mildly. “I disagree so
violently that all eleven of you will face firing squads within’
ten minutes. I was undecided about taking such drastic ac~
tion, but now there is no alternative and no going back be-
cause I have just taken an irrevocable action. I have
pressed a button advising the eleven officers in command of
your guard, your most trusted advisers, and your heirs, that
the hour has come.”

They stared at him stupidly as he went on:

“You see, gentlemen, you failed to allow for a fateful
flaw in human nature. The desire of underlings for power is
as great as your own. The solution to such a situation as
came up today was suggested to me some time ago when
Mr. Petty’s chief aide approached me with the offer that he
would always be willing to replace Mr. Petty. I made it a
policy then to explore the matter further, with very satisfy-
ing results, and saw to it that the men were on the scene for
Kathleen’s eleventh birth—ah, here are the new coun-
cilors!”

The door burst open and eleven grim young men with
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drawn revolvers came in. There was a great shout from
John Petty: “Your guns!” And a wailing cry from one
man: “I didn’t bring one!” And then the crash of revolver
shots filled the room with an echoing, re-echoing roar.

Men writhed on the floor, choking in their own blood.
Through a blur, Kathleen saw one of the eleven councilors
still standing, smoking gun in hand. She recognized John
Petty. He had fired first. The man who had thought to
replace him was dead, a motionless figure on the floor. The
chief of the secret police held his gun steady, pointed at
Kier Gray, as he said, “I'll kill you before they can get me
unless you make a deal. I'll cooperate, naturally, now that
you’ve turned the tables so neatly.”

The leader of the officers glanced inquiringly at Kier
Gray. “Shall we let him have it, sir?” he asked. He was a
lean, dark man with an aquiline face and a sharp baritone
voice, Kathleen had seen him around the palace occasional-
ly. His name was Jem Lorry. She had never tried to read his
mind before, but now she realized that he also had a power
of control over his thoughts that defied penetration.
However, there was enough of his character on the surface
of his mind to show him for what he was: a tough, calculat-
ing and ambitious man.

“No,” Kier Gray replied thoughtfully. “John Petty will
be useful. He’ll have to agree that the other men were ex-
ecuted as a result of the investigations of his police disclos-
ing secret arrangements with the slans.

“That will be the explanation—it always works on the
poor, bewildered mass of fools outside. We owe the idea to
Mr. Petty himself, but I think we were capable of thinking
of it ourselves. However, his influence will be valuable in
putting it over. In fact,” he said cynically, “I believe the
best method is to give Petty credit for the executions. That
is, he was so horrified at his discovery of their perfidy, he
acted on his own initiative, and then threw himself on my
mercy, which, in view of the serious evidence he produced,
I naturally granted at once. How’s that?”

Jem Lorry came forward. “Good stuff, sir. And now
there’s one thing I'd like to make clear, and I speak for all
of the pew councilors. We need you, your terrifc reputa-
tion, your brains, and we're willing to help make you a god
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to the people—in other words, to help consolidate your
position and make it unassailable—but don’t think you can
make a.rrangements with our chief officers to kill us. That
won’t work again.”

Kier Gray said coldly, “It’s hardly necessary to tell me
anything so obvious. Clear this carrion out, and
then—we’ve got some plam:ung to do. As for you,
Kathleen, go to bed. You're in the way now.”

As she hurried off, shaking now from reaction, Kathleen
wondered: In the way? Did he just mean— Or did he
mean— After the murders she had witnessed, she couldn’t
be sure of him, of anything. It was a long, long time before
sleep came.

She was still alive the next day. And the next day. On the
third day, as she was walking along a corridor, she became
aware of Davy Dinsmore following her. Something of his
mental attitude penetrated to her, and she stopped.

He came running up to her, and said breathlessly, “It’s
all right. We can be friends again.”

Kathleen looked at him but said nothing.

“You'll have to forgive me,” Davy went omn, scarcely
pausing. “But when I heard about what was to happen to
you on your birthday, my father warned me . . . I got
scared. He said 1 had to make a show of being against you.
I tried to think of some way to warn you. But you wouldn’t
read my mind. I could see that you wouldn’t.”

His story and his manner made his actions of three days
ago so obvious that Kathleen said, “Oh!” And then, she
stepped up to him, put her arms around him impulsively,
and kissed him tearfully on the cheek. “You saved my
life,” she whispered. “If I hadn’t known in advance, I don’t
know what would have happened.”
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Chapter Four

For Jommy Cross there were long spells of darkness and
mental blankness that merged finally into a steely gray light
through which vague thoughts at last wove a web of reality.
He opened his eyes, conscious of great weakness,

He was lying in a little room, staring up at a smeared,
dirty ceiling, from which some of the plaster had fallen.
The walls were an uneven gray, splotched with age. The
pane of the single window was cracked and discolored; the
light that forced its way through fell across the end of the
iron bedstead in a litle pool and lay there as if exhausted
from the effort.

Its wan brightness revealed bedclothes that were rem-
nants of what had once been gray blankets. At one edge,
straw stuck out from the old mattress, and the whole thing
stank with a stale, unaired odor. Sick though he still was,
Jommy flung the foul coverings from him and started to
slip out of bed. A chain rattled menacingly, and there was
sudden pain in his right ankle. He lay back, panting from
the exertion, and stunned. He was chained to this
loathsome bed!

Heavy footsteps aroused him from the stupor into which
he had fallen. He opened his eyes to see a tall, gaunt wom-
an in a formless gray dress standing at the door, her black
eyes gleaming down at him like bright beads.

“Ah,” she said. “Granny’s new boarder has come out of
his fever, and now we can get acquainted. That’s good!
That’s good!”

She rubbed her dry hands toget.her raspingly. “We're
going to get along beautifully, aren’t we? But you've got to
earn your keep. No slackers can leech off Granny. No, sir.
We'll have to have a heart-to-heart talk about that. Yes,
yes,” she leered at him over clasped hands, “a heart-to-
heart talk.”
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Jommy stared up at the old woman in repelled fascina-
tion. As the thin, slightly stooped creature sank with a
grunt. onto the foot of the bed, he drew his legs up against
his body, withdrawing as far from her as the chain would
allow. It struck him that he had never seen a face that more
nearly expressed the malignant character that lay behind
the mask of old flesh. With rising disgust, he compared her
thin, lined, egg-shaped head with the mind inside; and it
was all there. Every twisted line in that wrecked face had
its counterpart in the twisted brain. A whole world of
lechery dwelt within the confines of that shrewd mind.

His thought must have shown in his face, for she said
with sudden savagery, “Yes, yes, to look at Granny you'd
never think she was once a famous beauty. You’d never
suspect that men once worshiped the white loveliness of
her. But don’t forget that this old hag saved your life.
Never forget that, or Granny may turn your ungrateful hide
over to the police. And how they’d love to have you. How
they would love it! But Granny’s kind to them that’s kind
to her and does as she wants,”

Granny! Was thefe ever a term of affection more
prostituted than by this old woman calling herself Granny!

He searched her mind, trying to find in its depths her real
name. But there was only a blur of pictures of a silly, stage-
struck girl, profligate of her charms, ruined, degraded to
the level of the street, hardened and destroyed by adversity.
Her identity was buried in a cesspool of the evil she had
done and thought. There was an endless story of thieving.
There was the dark kaleidoscope of more loathsome
crimes. There was murder committed—

Shuddering, immeasurably weary now that the first
stimulus of her presence was fading, Jommy withdrew
from the abomination that was Granny’s mind. The old
wretch leaned toward him, her eyes like gimlets drilling in-
to his.

“It’s true,” she asked, “that slans can read minds?”

“Yes,” Jommy admitted, “and I can see what you'’re
thinking, but it’s no use.”

She chuckled grimly. “Then you don’t read all that’s in
Granny’s mind. Granny’s no fool. Granny’s smart; and she
knows better than to think she can force a slan to stay and
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work for her. He has to be free for what she wants him to
do. He’s got to see that, being a slan, this will be the safest
place for him until he grows up. Now, isn’t Granny
clever?”

Jommy sighed sleepily. “I can see what’s in your mind,
but I can’t talk to you now. When we slans are sick—and
that’s not often—we just sleep and sleep. My waking up
the way I did means that my subconscious was worried and
forced me awake because it thought I was in danger. We
slans have a lot of protections like that. But now I've got to
go back to sleep and get well.”

The coal-black eyes grew wide. The lustful mind re-
coiled, briefly accepting defeat in its main purpose of
making immediate wealth from its prey. Greed yielded mo-
mentarily to violent curiosity, but there was no intention of
letting him sleep.

“Is -it true that slans make monsters out of human
beings?”

Fury burned through Jommy’s brain., Weariness fell
away from him. He sat up, in rage.

“That’s a lie! It’s one of those horrible lies that human
beings tell about us to make us seem inhuman, to make
everybody hate us, kill us. It—"

He sank back, exhausted, rage evaporating. “My mother
and father were the finest people alive,” he said softly,
“and they were terribly unhappy. They met on the street
one day, and saw in each other’s minds that they were
slans. Until then they’d lived the loneliest of lives, they’d
never harmed anyone. It’s the human beings who are the
criminals, Dad didn’t fight as hard as he could have when
they cornered him and shot him in the back. He could have
fought. He should have! Because he had the most terrible
weapon the world has ever seen—so terrible he wouldn’t
even carry it with him for fear he might use it. When I'm
fifteen I'm supposed to—"

He stopped, appalled at his indiscretion. For an instant
he felt so sick, so weary, that his mind refused to hold the
burden of his thought. He knew only that he had given
away the greatest secret in slan history, and if this grasping
old wretch turned him over to the police in his present
weakened condition, all was lost.
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Slowly, he breathed easier. He saw that her mind hadn’t
really caught the enormous implication in his revelation.
She hadn’t really heard him at the moment when he men-
tioned the weapon—for that rapacious brain had already
been too long away from its main purpose. And now, like a
vulture, it swooped down on prey it knew to be exhausted.

“Granny’s glad to know that Jommy’s such a nice boy.
Poor, starving old Granny needs a young slan to make
money for her and him. You won’t mind working for tired
old Granny, will you?” Her voice hardened. “Beggars can’t
be choosers, you know.”

The knowledge that his secret was safe acted like a drug,
His eyelids drooped. He said, “Really, I can’t talk to you
now; I've got to sleep.”

He saw that she wasn’t going to let him go. Her mind
had already realized what could agitate him. She spoke
sharply, not because she was interested, but to keep him
awake.

“What is a slan? What makes you different? Where did
slans come from in the first place? They were made,
weren’t they—like machines?”

Funny how that could bring a surge of responsive anger
when his mind saw that that was her purpose. Dimly he
realized that bodily weakness had taken normal restraints
from his mind. He said in 2 dull rage, “That’s another one
of the lies. I was born just like anyone else. So were my
-parents. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

“Your parents must have known!” the old woman prod-
ded him.

Jommy shook his head. His eyes closed. “No, Mother
said Dad was always too busy to investigate the mystery of
the slans. But now, leave me alone. I know what you’re
trying to do and I know what you want, but it’s dishonest
and I won’t do it.”

“That’s stupid,” the old woman snapped angrily, on her
subject at last, “Is it dishonest to rob people who live by
robbery and cheating? Shall you and Granny eat crusts of
bread when the world is so rich that every treasury bulges
with gold, every granary bulges with wheat, and honey
flows in the streets? Bah for your honesty! That’s what
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Granny says. How can a slan, hunted like a rat, talk of
being honest?”

Jommy was silent and not only because of-his need for
sleep. He had had thoughts like that himself. The old
woman pounded on:

“Where will you go? What will you do? Will you live in
the streets? What about winter? Where in all this world can
a little slan boy go?”

Her voice sank, in an attempt at sympathy. “Your poor,
dear mother would have wanted you to do what I'm asking,
She had po love for human beings. I've saved the paper to
show you how they shot her down like a dog when she tried
to escape. Would you like to see it?”

“No!” said Jommy, but his mind whirled.

The harsh voice pressed on. “Don’t you want to do
everything you can against a world that’s so cruel? Make
them pay? Make them regret what they’ve done? You're
not afraid?”

He was silent. The old woman’s voice took on a whine.
“Life’s too hard for old Granny—too hard. If you won’t
help Granny, she’ll have to go on doing other things. You
saw in her mind about them. But she promises not to do
that any more if you’ll help her. Think of that. She’ll stop
all the wicked things she’s had to do for a living in this
cold, cruel world.”

Jommy felt beaten. He said slowly, “You’re a rotten,
miserable old scoundrel, and someday I'll kill you!”

“Then you’ll stay until that ‘someday,” ” Granny said
triumphantly. Her wrinkled fingers rubbed together like dry
scaled snakes crawling over each other. “And you'll do as
Granny says, too, or she’ll turn you over to the police so
fast— Welcome to our little home, Jommy. Welcome.
You’'ll be better the next time you wakeén, Granny hopes.”

“Yes,” Jommy said weakly. “I’ll be better.”

He slept.

Three days later, Jommy followed the old woman
through the kitchen toward the back door. The kitchen was
a bare little room, and Jommy closed his mind against the
dirt and untidiness. He thought: The old woman was right.
Horrible as the life promised to be, this shack, sunk here in
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the oblivion of poverty, would make an ideal retreat for a
slan boy who had to wait at least six years before he could
visit the hiding place of his father’s secrets; who had to
grow up before he could hope to carry out the great things
that had to be done.

The thought flew as the door opened and he saw what
lay beyond. He stopped short, stunned by the vista that
opened up before him. Never in all the world had he ex-
pected to see anything like this.

First was the yard, piled with old metal and junk of every
description. A yard barren of grass or trees, without beauty;
a discordant, jangling stretch of sterility enclosed by a rust-
ing, twisted fence of rotten wood and wire. A small, ram-
shackle barn tottered precariously at the farthest end of the
yard. The blurred mind pictures of a horse came from in-
side. The horse itself was vaguely visible through the open
door.

But Jommy's eyes flashed past the yard. His passing
glance picked up the unpleasant details; that was all. His
mind, his vision, reached beyond the fence, beyond that
rickety barn. Beyond, there were trees, little groups of
them; and grass—a green, pleasant meadow that sloped
toward a broad river, gleaming dully now that the rays of
the sun no longer touched it with their shining fire.

But even the meadow (part of a golf course, he noted
absently) held his gaze for an instant only. A land of
dream began on the opposite shore of the river, a veritable
fairyland of growth, a gardenmer’s paradise. Because of
some trees that blocked his vision, he could see only a nar-
row stretch of that Eden, with its sparkling fountains and
its square mile on square mile of flowers and terraces and
beauty. But that narrow, visible area contained a white
pathway.

A pathway! Jommy’s mind soared. Unutterable emotion
choked his throat. The path was visible, running in a
geometrically straight line away from his gaze. It ran into
the dim distance, a gleaming ribbon that faded into the mist
of miles. And it was there, at the ultimate limit of his vi-
sion, far beyond the normal horizon, that he saw the
palace.

Only part of the base of that tremendous, that incredible
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structure reached up from the other side of the skyline. A
thousand feet it reared and then it merged into a tower that
soared another five hundred feet into the heavens. Stupen-
dous tower! Half a thousand feet of jewellike lacework that
seemed almost fragile, sparkling there with all the colors of
the rainbow, a translucent, shining, fantastic thing, built in
the noble style of the old days; not merely ornamental— in
its very design, its fine-wrought magnificence, it was orna-
ment in itself.

Here in this glory of architectural triumph the slans had
created their masterpiece, only to have it fall to the victors
after the war of disaster.

It was too beautiful. It hurt his eyes, hurt his mind with
the thoughts that it brought. To think that he had lived so
close to this city for nine years and had never before seen
this glorious achievement of his race! His mother’s reason
for not showing it to him seemed mistaken, now that he
had the reality before him. “It’'ll make you bitter, Jommy,
to realize that the palace of the slans now belongs to Kier
Gray and his ghoulish crew. Besides, there are special pre-
cautions against us at that end of the city. You’ll see it soon
enough.”

But it wasn't soon enough. The sense of something
missed burned bright and painful. It would have given him
courage in his blacker moments to know of this noble
monument to his people.

His mother had said, “Human beings will never know all
the secrets of that building. There are mysteries there,
forgotten rooms and passages, hidden wonders that even
the slans no longer know about, except in a vague way.
Kier Gray doesn’t realize it, but all the weapons and ma-
chines the human beings have searched for so desperately
are buried right in that building.”

A harsh voice jarred his ears. Jommy tore his gaze reluc-
tantly from the grandeur across the river and became
aware of Granny. He saw she had hitched the old horse to
her junk wagon.

“Quit your daydreaming,” she commanded. “And don’t
get any funny ideas into your head. The palace and palace
grounds are not for slans, And now, get in under these
blankets, and keep your mind still. There’s a busybody
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policeman up the street who’d better not find out about you
yet. We've got to hurry.”

Jommy’s eyes turned to the palace for one last lingering
look. So that palace wasn’t for slans! He felt a queer thrill.
Someday he’d go over there to look for Kier Gray. And
when that day came— The thought stopped; he was
trembling with rage and hatred against the men who had
murdered his father and his mother.

Chapter Five

The rickety old cart was downtown now. It rattled and
shook over the uneven pavement of the back alleys until
Jommy, half lying, half crouching in the back, felt as if he
would be shaken out of his clothes. Twice he attempted to
stand up, but each time the old woman poked at him with
-her stick.

“You stay down! Granny doesn’t want anyone to see
those fine clothes of yours. You just keep covered up with
that robe.”

The tattered old robe stank of Bill, the horse. The stench
brought Jommy moments of nausea. At long last the junk
wagon stopped.

“Get out,” snapped Granny, “and go into that depart-
ment store. You’ll find big pockets I've sewn inside your
coat. Just fill them with stuff so they won’t bulge.”

Dizzily, Jommy climbed down to the ccncrete. He stood
there swaying, waiting for the swift flame of his strength to
drive away that abnormal weakness. He said then, “I’ll be
back in about half an hour.”

Her rapacious face bent toward him. Her black eyes glit-
tered. “And don’t get caught, and use your common sense
in what you take.”

“You needn’t worry,” Jommy replied confidently.
“Before I take anything, I'll throw my mind around to see
if anyone is looking. It’s as simple as that.”
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“Good!” The thin face broke into a grin. “And don’t
worry if Granny isn’t here when you come back. She’s
going over to the liquor store for some medicine. She can
afford medicine now that she’s got a young slan; and she
does need it—oh, so much—to warm her cold old bones.
Yes, Granny must lay in a good supply of medicine.”

Outside fear came rushing in to him as he breasted the
throngs that washed in and out of the skyscraper depart-
ment store; abnormal, exaggerated fear. He opened his
mind wide, and for one long moment kept it that way. Ex-
citement, tenseness, dismay and uncertainty—an enor-
mous, dark spray of fear caught at him and twisted his
mind along into the swirling stream of it. Shuddering, he
pulled himself clear.

But during that plunge he had caught the basis of that
mass fear. Executions at the palace! John Petty, the head
of the secret police, had caught ten councilors making a
deal with the slans, and killed them. The crowd didn’t quite
believe. They were afraid of John Petty. They distrusted
him. Thank heaven Kier Gray was there, solid as a rock to
protect the world from the slans—and from the sinister
John Petty.

It was worse inside the store. There were more people.
Their thoughts pounded at his brain as he threaded his way
along the aisles of shining fioor displays, under the gleam
of the ceiling lights. A gorgeous world of goods in enor-
mous quantities swelled all around him, and taking what he
wanted proved easier than he had expected.

He passed the end of the long, glittering jewelry depart-
ment and helped himself to a pendant marked fifty-five
dollars. His impulse was to enter the department, but he
caught the thought of the salesgirl. Annoyance was in her
mind, hostility at the idea of a small boy entering the
jewelry section. Children were not welcome in that world
of magnificent gems and fine metals,

Jommy turned away, brushing past a tall, good-looking
man who whisked by without so much as a glance at him.
Jommy walked on for a few paces, and stopped. A shock
such as he had never known before stabbed through him. It
was like a knife cutting into his brain, it was so sharp. And
yet it was not unpleasant. Astonishment, joy, amazement
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flashed through him as he turned and stared eagerly after
the retreating man.

The handsome, powerfully built stranger was a slan, a
full-grown slan! The discovery was so important that, after
the first realization sank in, his brain reeled. The basic
calm of his slan-steady mind was not shattered, nor was
there the sinking into emotionalism that he had noticed
when he was sick. But his mind soared with a sheer, wild
cagerness unequaled in his past experience.

He began to walk rapidly after the man. His thought
reached out, secking contact with the other’s brain—re-
coiled! Jommy frowned. He could still see that the being
was a slan, but he could not penetrate beyond the surface of
the stranger’s mind. And that surface reflected no
awareness of Jommy, not the faintest suggestion that he was
conscious of any outside thoughts at all.

There was mystery here. It had been impossible a few
days before to read beyond the surface of John Petty’s
mind. Yet there had never been any question of Petty being
anything but a human being. It was impossible to explain
the difference to himself. Except that when his mother
guarded her thoughts from intrusion, he had always been
able to make her aware with a directed vibration.

The conclusion was staggering. It meant that here was a
slan who couldn’t read minds, yet guarded his own brain
from being read. Guarded it from whom? From other
slans? And what manner of slan was it that couldn’t read
minds? They were out in the street now; and it would have
been easy, there under the brilliant lights that blazed from
the street lamps, to break into a run that would have
brought him up to the slan in a few moments. In all those
rushing, selfish crowds, who would notice a little boy run-
ning?

But instead of narrowing the gap that separated him
from the slan, he allowed it to widen. The entire logical
roots of his existence were threatened by the situation pre-
sented by this slan; and the whole hypnotic education that
his father had imprinted upon his mind rose up and pre-
vented precipitant action.

Two blocks from the store, the slan turned up a wide,
side street; puzzied, Jommy followed him at a safe dis-
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tance-—puzzled because he knew this was something of a
dead-end street, not a residential section. One, two, three
blocks they went. And then he was certain,

The slan was heading for the Air Center that, with all its
buildings and factories and landing field, sprawled for a
square mile at this part of the city. The thing was impossi-
ble. Why, people couldn’t even get near an air-lane without
having to remove their hats to prove that they were minus
slan tendrils.

The slan headed straight toward a big, blazing sign: AIR
CENTER—vanished without hesitation into the revolving
door under the sign.

Jommy paused at the door. The Air Center, which dom-
inated the entire aircraft industry on the face of the
globe! Was it possible that slans worked here? That in the
very center of the human world that hated them with al-
most unimaginable ferocity slans actually controlled the
greatest transportation system in the entire world?

He pushed through the door, and along the corridor of
marble that stretched ahead of him, countless doors lead-
ing off it. For the moment there was not a person in sight,
but little thoughts trickled out to feed his growing amaze~
ment and delight.

The place swarmed with slans. There must be scores,
hundreds!

Just ahead of him, a door opened, and two bareheaded
young men came out and walked toward him. They were
talking quietly to each other, and for a moment did not see
him. He had time to catch their surface thoughts, the calm
and magnificent confidence of them, the lack of fear. Two
slans, in the very prime of maturity—and bareheaded!

Bareheaded. That was what finally penetrated to Jommy
above everything else. Bareheaded—and without tendrils.

For a moment it seemed to him that his eyes must be
playing him tricks. His gaze searched almost frantically for
the golden strands of tendril that should have been there.
Tendrilless slans! So that was it! That explained why they
couldn’t read minds. The men were only ten feet away
from him, and simultaneously, they became aware of him.
They stopped.

“Boy,” said one, “you’ll have to get out. Children are
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not allowed in here. Run along now.”

Jommy drew a deep breath. The mildness of the reproof
was .reassuring, especially now that the mystery was ex-
plained. It was wonderful that, by the simple removal of
their telltale tendrils, they could live and work securely in
the very center of their enemies! With a sweeping, almost
melodramatic gesture, he reached up to his cap, and
removed it. “It’s all right,” he began. “I'm—"

The words blurred on his lips. He watched the two men
with fear-widened eyes. For after one uncontrolled mo-
ment of surprise, their mind shields closed tight. Their
smiles were friendly. One said, “Well, this is a surprise!”

And the other echoed, “A damned pleasant surprise.
Welcome, kid!”

But Jommy was not listening. His mind was swaying
from the shock of the thoughts that had exploded in the
brains of the two men in that brief period when they saw
the glittering golden tendrils in his hair:

“God,” the first one thought, “it’s a snake!”

And from the other came a thought utterly cold, utterly
merciless: “Kill the damned thing!”

Chapter Six

For Jommy, from the moment he caught the thoughts of
the two slans, it was not a question of what he should do
but whether he had time to do it. Even the devastating sur-
prise of their murderous enmity did not basically affect his
actions or his brain.

He knew, without even thinking about it, that to run
back along the corridors, trying to cover the hundred yards
of straightaway marble floors, would be suicide. His nine-
year-old legs could never match the tireless endurance of
two able-bodied slans. There was only one thing to do, and
he did it. With a boy’s agility, he twisted to one side. There
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was a door there, one of the hundreds that lined the cor-
ridor.

Fortunately, it was unlocked. Before his battering rush it
opened with surprising ease, yet so careful was his control
that the actual opening he allowed himself was only barely
large enough for him to slip through. He had a glimpse of a
second, lighted corridor, empty of life; and then he was
shutting the door, his strong, brown, sensitive fingers
fumbling at the lock. The latch and the lock clicked home
with a sharp, hard, thrilling sound.

The very next instant there was a violent thud as two
adult bodies dashed themselves against the barrier. But the
door did not even tremble.

Jommy realized the truth. The door was of solid metal,
built to withstand battering-rams, yet so wonderfully
balanced that it had appeared weightless to his fingers. For
the moment, he was safel

His mind relaxed from its concentration and reached for
contact with the minds of the two slans. At first it seemed
as if their shields were too tightly held, then his exploring
brain caught the overtones of chagrin and an anxiety so ter-
rible that it was like a knife hacking at the surface of their
thoughts.

“God almighty!” one whispered. “Sound the secret
alarm, quick! If the snakes find out we control Airways—"

Jommy wasted not another second. Every atom of
curiosity in him was driving him to stay, to solve the bewil-
dering hatred of the tendrilless slan for the true slan. But
before the dictates of common sense, curiosity retreated.
He ran at top speed, sure of what he must do.

He knew that by no logic could that gauntlet of corridor
be considered safe. At any moment a door might open, or
wisps of thought warn him of men coming around some
bend. With abrupt decision, he slowed his headlong rush
and tried several doors. The fourth door yielded to
pressure, and Jommy crossed the threshold with a sense of
:iriumph. On the far side of the room was a tall, broad win-

ow.

He pushed the window open and scrambled out onto the
wide sill. Crouching low, he peered over the ledge. Light
came dimly from the other windows of the building, and by
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its glow he could sece what appeared to be a narrow
driveway wedged between two precipices of brick wall.

For an instant he hesitated and then, like a human fly,
started up the brick wall. The climbing was simple enough;
enormously strong fingers searched with swift sureness for
rough edges. The deepening darkness, as he climbed, was
hampering, but with every upward step his confidence
surged stronger within him. There were miles of roof here
and, if he remembered rightly, the airport buildings con-
nected on every side with other buildings. What chance had
slans who could not read minds against a slan who could
avoid their every trap?

The thirtieth, and top, story! With a sigh of relief, Jom-
my pulled himself erect and started along the flat roof. It
was nearly- dark now, but he could see the top of a
neighboring building that almost touched the roof he was
on. A leap of two yards at most, an easy jump. With a loud
clang! the clock in a near-by tower began to intone the
hour. One—two—five—ten! And on the stroke, a low,
grinding noise struck Jommy’s ears, and suddenly, in the
shadowy center of that expanse of roof opposite him
yawned a wide, black hole. Startled, he flung himself flat,
holding his breath.

And from that dark hole a dim torpedolike shape leaped
into the star-filled sky. Faster, faster it went; and then, at
the uttermost limit of vision, a tiny, blazing light sprang
from its rear. It flickered there for a moment, then was
gone, like a star snuffed out.

Jommy lay very still, his eyes straining to follow the path
of the strange craft. A spaceship. By all the heavens,’a
spaceship! Had these tendrilless slans realized the dream of
the ages—to operate flights to the planets?* If so, how had
they kept it secret from human beings? And what were the
true slans doing?

The scraping noise reached him again. He crept to the
edge of the roof and peered across.-He could only vaguely
see the yawning blackness lessen as the two great metal

*There was a legend that space had been conquered long ago
before or during the slan-human war. But the human government
had always ridiculed the idea as being slan propaganda.
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sheets slid together and the roof was whole again.

For a moment longer Jommy waited, then he bunched
his muscles and sprang. Only one purpose was in his mind
now: to get back to Granny quickly and by as devious a
way as possible: Back alleys, side streets, must be his route.
For this ease of escape from slans suddenly seemed
suspicious. Unless, of course, they didn’t dare set up
safeguards for fear of betraying their secret to human
beings.

Whatever the reason, it was only too obvious that he still
needed desperately the security of Granny’s little shack. He
had no desire to tackle a problem so complicated and mur-
derous as the slan-human-tendrilless slan triangle had be-
come. No, not until he was full-grown and capable of
matching the sharp brains that were fighting this unceasing
and deadly battle.

Yes, back to Granny, and by way of the store to get
some peace offerings for the old wretch, now that he was
certain to be late. And he’d have to hurry, too. The store
would close at eleven.

At the store, Jommy did not venture near the jewelry
counter, for the girl who objected to little boys was still at
work., There were other richly laden counters, and he
swiftly skimmed the cream of their smaller merchandise.
Nevertheless, he made a mental note that, if he came into
this store in future, he would have to be on the scene before
five o’clock, when the evening staff arrived for their shift.
Otherwise that girl could prove a nuisance.

Sated at last with stolen goods, he headed cautiously for
the nearest exit, then stopped as a man, a middle-aged,
paunchy person, walked by thoughtfully. The man was the
chief accountant of the store, and he was thinking of the
four hundred thousand dollars that would be in the safe
ozfemight. In his mind, also, was the combination of the
safe.

Jommy hurried on, but he was disgusted with his lack of
foresight. How foolish to steal goods that would have to be
sold, with the risks at both ends enormous compared to the
simple business of taking all the money he wanted.

Granny was still where he had left her, but her mind was
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in such turmoil that he had to wait for her to speak before
he could understand what she wanted.

“Quick,” she said hoarsely, “get in under the blankets.
A policeman was just here warning Granny to move on.”

It must -have been at least a mile farther on that she
stopped the cart and tore the blanket off Jommy with a
snarl. “You ungrateful wretch, where have you been?”

Jommy wasted no words. His contempt was too great for
him to speak to her more than he had to. He shivered as he
watched the eagerness with which she snatched at the
treasure he dumped into her lap. Swiftly she evaluated each
item, and stuffed it carefully into the false bottom that had
been built into the cart.

“At least two hundred dollars for old Granny!” she said
joyously. “Old Finn will give Granny that much. Oh, but
Granny'’s smart, catching a young slan. He’ll make not ten
thousand but twenty thousand a year for her. And to think
they offered only ten thousand dollars’ reward! It should be
a million.”

“I can do even better than that,” Jommy volunteered. It
seemed as good a time as any to tell her about the store
safe, and that there was no need for more shop-lifting.
“There’s about four thousand in the safe,” he finished. “I
can get it tonight. I'll climb up the back of the building,
where it’s dark, to one of the windows, cut a hole in it . ..
you've got a glass cutter somewhere?”

“Granny can get ome!” the old woman breathed
ecstatically. She rocked back and forth with joy. “Oh, oh,
Granny’s glad. But Granny can see now why human beings
shoot slans. They’re too dangerous. Why, they could steal
the world. They tried to, you know, in the beginning.”

“I don’t . . . know . . . very much about that,” Jommy
said slowly. He wished desperately that Granny knew all
about it, but he saw that she didn’t. There was only the
vaguest knowledge in her mind of that misty period when
the slans (so human beings accused) had tried to conquer
the world. She knew no more than he did, no more than all
this vast ignorant mass of people.

What was the truth? Had there ever been a war between
slans and human beings? Or was it just the same propagan-
da as that dreadful stuff about what slans did to babies?
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Johnny saw that Granny’s mind had jumped back to the
money in the store.

“Only four thousand dollars!” she said sharply. “Why,
they must make hundreds of thousands every day
—millions!”

“They don’t keep it all in the store,” lied Jommy, and to
his relief the old woman accepted the explanation.

He thought about the lie as the cart rattled on. He had
uttered it in the first place almost automatically. Now he
saw that it was self-protection. If he made the old woman
too rich, she would soon begin to think of betraying him.

It was absolutely imperative that during the next six
years he live in the security of Granny’s shack. The ques-
tion therefore became: How little would she be satisfied
with? Somewhere he must strike a mean between her in-
satiable greed and his necessity.

Just thinking about that enlarged its dangers. In this
woman was an incredible selfishness, and a streak of cow-
ardice that might surge up in a panic of fear and destroy
him before he could properly realize his danger.

No doubt about it. Among the known imponderables
overhanging the precious six years separating him from his
father’s mighty science, this gaunt rascal loomed as the
most dangerous and the most uncertain factor.

Chapter Seven

The acquisiion of money corrupted Granny. She disap-
peared for days at a time, and he gathered from her dis-
jointed conversation afterwards that she was at last fre-
quenting the pleasure resorts she had always longed to go
to. When she was at home, her bottle was her almost in-
separable companion. Because he needed to have her
around, Jommy prepared meals for her, and so kept her
alive despite her excesses. It was necessary—when she ran
out of money—to make occasional forays with her, but
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otherwise he kept effectively out of her way.

He used his-considerable spare time to gain an educa-
tion—something which was not easy to do. The area was
poverty-stricken in the extreme, and most of its inhabitants
were uneducated, even illiterate, but there was a scattering
of people with alert minds in it. Jommy discovered who
they were and what they did and how much they knew by
asking them and by asking about them. To them, he was
Granny's grandson. Once that was accepted as fact, many
difficulties were resolved.

There were people, of course, who were wary of a junk
dealer’s relative, considering him untrustworthy. A few in-
dividuals, who had felt the sting of Granny’s sharp tongue,
were quite antagonistic; but their reaction was to ignore
him, Others were too busy to bother with either Granny or
himself.

From some he aggressively, though as unobtrusively as
possible, compelled attention. A young engineering student
called him “a damned nuisance,” but explained the science
of engineering to him, Jommy read in his mind that the stu-
dent felt that he was clarifying his own thoughts and un-
derstanding of his subject, and that he occasionally boasted
that ‘be knew engineering so well that he could make the
principles clear to a boy of ten.

He never guessed how precocious this boy was.

A woman who had traveled widely before her mar-
riage—but was now in poor circumstances—lived half a
block down the street, and fed him cookies one at a time
while she talked eagerly of the world and its people as she
had seen them.

It was necessary to accept the bribes because she would
have misunderstood if he refused the cookies. But no teller
of tales actually ever had a more attentive pair of ears to
talk to than Mrs. Hardy. A thin-faced, bitter woman whose
husband had gambled away her possessions, she had wan-
dered over Europe and Asia, and her sharp eyes had
recorded an immense amount of detail. More vaguely, she
knew about the past of those countries.

At one time—so she had heard—China had been
heavily populated. The story was that a series of bloody
wars had long ago decimated the more densely inhabited
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areas. These wars, it seemed, were definitely not of slan
origin. It was only in the last hundred years that the slans
had turned their attention to babies of Chinese and other
Eastern origin—and so turned against them people who
had hitherto tolerated the slans’ existence.

As explained by Mrs. Hardy, it seemed like one more
senseless action of the slans. Jommy listened and recorded
the information, convinced that the explanation could not
be as stated, wondering what the truth was, and determined
that someday he would bring all these deadly lies out into
the open.

The engineering student, Mrs. Hardy, & grocer who had
been a rocket pilot, a radio and TV repairman, and Old
Man Darrett—these were the people who educated him,
unknowingly, during the first two years he spent with Gran-
ny. Of the group, Darrett was Jommy's prize. A big,
stocky, lonely, cynical man of seventy-odd years, he had
once been a professor of history—but that was merely one
of the many subjects about which he had an almost inex-
haustible fund of information. .

It was obvious that sooner or later the old man would
bring up the subject of the slan wars. It was so obvious that
Jommy allowed the first few casual mentions of it pass, just
as if he weren’t interested. But early one winter afternoon,
there it was again, as he had expected. And this time he
said:

“You keep talking about wars. There couldn’t have been
wars. Those people are just outlaws. You don’t fight wars
with outlaws; you just exterminate them.”

Darrett stiffened. “Outlaws,” he said. “Young fellow,
those were great dayg. I tell you a hundred thousand slans
practically took over the world. It was a beautiful job of
planning, carried out with the utmost boldness. What you
have to realize is that men as a mass always play somebody
else’s game—not their own. They’re caught in traps from
which they cannot escape. They belong to groups; they're
members of organizations; they’re loyal to ideas, indivi-
duals, geographical areas. If you can get hold of the institu-
tions they support—there’s the method.”

“And the slans did that?” Jommy asked the question
with an intensity that startled him; it was a litle too re-
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vealing of his own feelings. He added quickly in a subdued
tone: “It sounds like a story. It’s just propaganda to scare
us—like you’ve said so often about other things.”

“Propaganda!” said Darrett explosively. And then he
was silent. His large, expressive black eyes were half hid-
den by his Jong, dark eyelashes. He said at last slowly, “I
want you to visualize this. Jommy. The world was confonsed
and bewildered. Everywhere human babies were being sub-
jected to the tremendous campaign of the slans to make
mors slans. Civilization began to break down. There was
an immense increase in insanity. Suicide, murder, crime—
the graph of chaos rose to new heights. And, one morning,
without knowing quite how it was done, the human race
woke up to discover that overnight the enemy had taken
control. Working from within, the slans had managed to
take over innumerable key organizations. When you learn
to understand the rigidity of institutional structures in our
society, you'll realize how helpless human beings were at
first. My own private opinion is that the slans could have
gotten away with it except for one thing.”

Jommy waited, silent. He had an unhappy premonition
of what was coming. Old Man Darrett went on:

“They continued ruthlessly trying to make slans out of
human babies. It seems a little stupid in retrospect.”

Darrett and the others were only the beginning. He
followed learned men around the streets, picking at the sur-
face of their minds. He lay in concealment on campus
grounds, telepathically following lectures, Books he had in
plenty, but books were not enough. They had to be inter-
preted, explained. There were mathematics, physics,
chemistry, astronomy—all the sciences. His desire had no
limit,

In the six years between his ninth and fifteenth birth-
days, he acquired the beginning of what his mother had
prescribed as basic knowledge for an adult slan.

During those years, he watched the tendrilless slans
cautiously from a distance. Nightly, at ten, their spaceships
leaped into the sky; and the service was maintained on pre-
cision time. Every night at two-thirty, another shark-
shaped monster plunged down from space, silent and dark,
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and dropped like a ghost into the top of the same building.

Only twice during those years was the traffic suspended,
each time for a month, and each time when Mars, follow-
ing her eccentric orbit, teetered on the farthest side of the
Sun.

He stayed away from the Air Center, because almost
every day his respect for the might of the tendrilless slans
grew. And it seemed increasingly clear that only an acci-
dent had saved him that day when he revealed himself to
the two adults, An accident and surprise.

Of the basic mysteries of the slans he learned nothing.
To pass the time he indulged in orgies of physical activity.
First of all, he must have a secret way of escape, just in
case—secret from Granny as well as the world; and sec-
ond, he couldn’t possibly live in this shack as it was. It re-
quired months to build hundreds of yards of tunnel,
months also to rebuild the interior of their home with fine,
paneled walls, shining ceilings and plastic floors.

Granny sneaked the furniture in at night, past the junk-
laden yard and the unchanged, unpainted exterior. But that
required nearly a year in itself—because of Granny and her
bottle.

His fifteenth birthday . . . At two in the afternoon, Jom-
my laid down the book he had been reading, took off his
slippers and put on his shoes. The hour for decisive action
had come. Today, he must go into the catacombs, and take
possession of his father’s secret. Because he did not know
the secret slan passageways, he would have to risk going in
through a public entrance.

He gave scarcely more than a surface thought to the
possibility of danger. This was the day—long ago, it had
been planted in his mind, hypnotically set by his father. It
did seem important, however, that he slip out of the house
without the old woman’s hearing him.

Briefly, he let his mind contact hers, and without the
slightest sense of disgust sampled the stream of her
thought. She was wide awake and tossing on her bed. And
through her brain poured freely and furiously a welter of
astoundingly wicked thoughts.
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Jommy Cross frowned abruptly. Into the veritable hell
of the old woman’s recollection (for she lived almost com-
pletely in her amazing past when she was druank) had come
a swift, cunning thought: “Got to get rid of that slan . . .
dangerous for Granny now that she’s got money. Mustn’t let
him suspect . . . keep it out of my mind so0, ;.”

Jommy Cross smiled mirthlessly. It was not the first time
he had caught the thought of treachery in her brain, With
sudden purposefulness he finished tying the shoelace, stood
up and went into her room.

Granny lay, a sprawling shape under the sheets that were
stained brown with liquor. Her deeply sunken black eyes
stared dully out of the wrinkled parchment of her face.
Gazing down at her, Jommy Cross felt a quiver of pity.
Terrible and vicious as had been the old Granny, he pre-
ferred her as she had been then to this weak old soak who
lay like some medieval witch miraculously deposited in a
blue and silver bed of the future.

Her eyes seemed to see him for the first time, clearly. A
string of bloodthirsty curses reeled from her lips. Then,
“Waddya want? Granny wants to be alone.”

The pity drained out of him. He gazed at her coldly: “I
just wanted to give you a little warning, I'm leaving soon,
50 you won’t have to spend any more time thinking of ways
to betray me. There aren’t any safe ways. That treasured
old hide of yours wouldn’t be worth a nickel if they caught
me.”

The black eyes gleamed up at him slyly. “Think you’re
smart, eh,” she mumbled. The word seemed to start a new
trend of thought that it was impossible for him to follow
mentally. “Smart,” she repeated gloatingly, “smartest thing
Granny ever did, catching a young slan. Dangerous now
though . . . got to get rid of him . . .”

“You old fool,” Jommy Cross said dispassionately.
“Don’t forget that a person who harbors a slan is au-
tomatically subject to death. You've kept that mud-turtle-
complexioned neck of yours well oiled, so it probably
won’t squeal when they hang you, but youll do plenty of
kicking with those scrawny legs.”

The brutal words spoken, he turned abruptly and went
out of the room, out of the house. On the bus, he thought:
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“I've got to watch her, and as soon as possible leave her.
Nobody who thinks in probabilities could trust anything
valuable to her.”

Even downtown, the streets were deserted. Jommy Cross
climbed off the bus, conscious of the silence where usually
there was bedlam. The city was too quiet; there was a very
absence of life and movement. He stood uncertainly at the
curb, all thought of Granny draining from him. He opened
his mind wide. At first there was nothing there but a wisp
from the half-blank mind of the driver of the bus which was
disappearing now down the otherwise carless road. The
sun glared down on the pavement. A few people scuttled
hurriedly past, in their minds simply a blank terror so con-
tinuous and unvarying that he could not penetrate beyond
it.

The silence deepened, and alarm crept into Jommy
Cross. He explored the buildings around him, but no
clamor of minds came from them, nothing whatever. The
clatter of an engine burst abruptly from a side street. Two
blocks away a tractor emerged, pulling a tremendous gun
that pointed menacingly into the sky. The tractor clattered
into the center of the street, was unhooked from the gun,
and bellowed off into the side street from which it had
come. Men swarmed around the gun, preparing it, and then
stood by, looking up at the sky, waiting tensely.

Jommy Cross wanted to walk closer, to read their minds,
but he didn’t dare. The sense of being in an exposed and
dangerous position grew into a sick conviction within him.
Any minute a military or police car might roll past and its
occupants ask him what he was doing in the strect. He
might be arrested, or told to take off his cap and show his
hair and the golden threads that were his tendrils.

Something big was definitely up, and the best place for
kim was the catacombs, where he’d be out of sight, though
in a different kind of danger. He started hurriedly toward
the catacomb entrance that had been his goal ever since
leaving the house. He was turning into a side street when
the loud-speaker at the corner blared into life, A man’s
voice roared hoarsely:

“Final warning—get off the street! Get out of sight. The
mysterious airship of the slans is now approaching the city
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at terrific speed. It is believed the ship is heading toward
the palace. Interference has beén set up on all radio waves,
to prevent any of the slan lies from being broadcast. Get off
the streets! Here comes the ship!”

Jommy froze. There was a silver flash in the sky, and
then a long, winged torpedo of glittering metal hurtled by
straight above. He heard a staccato roar from the gun down
the street, and the echo of other guns, and then the ship was
a distant sparkling point, heading toward the palace.

Curiously, the sun’s glare hurt his eyes now. He was con-
scious of confusion. A winged ship! Scores of nights during
these past six years he had watched the spaceships soar up
from the building in the tendrilless slan Air Center.
Wingless rocket ships, and something more. Something
that made great metal machines lighter than air. The rocket
part seemed to be used only for propulsion. The weight-
lessness, the way they were flung up as if by centrifugal
force, must be antigravityl And here was a winged ship,
with all that that implied; jet engines, rigid confinement to
Earth's atmosphere, ordinariness, If this was the best the
true slans could do, then—

Sharply disappointed, he turned and walked down the
long flight of stairs that led to the public washroom. The
place was as empty and silent as the streets above. And it
was a simple matter for him who had passed through so
many locked doors to pick the lock of the steel-barred door
leading to the catacombs.

He was conscious of the tenseness of his mind as he
stared through the bars of the door. There was a vague
foreground of concrete beyond, then a blur of darkmess
that meant more stairs. The muscles of his throat
tightened, his breath became deep and slow. He hunched
his slim length forward, like a runner getting ready for a
sprint. He opened the door, darted inside, and down the
long reach of dark, dank steps at top speed.

Somewhere ahead, a bell began ringing monotonously,
set off by the photoelectric cells whose barrier Jommy had
crossed on entering the door—a protection put up years
ago against slans and other interlopers.

The bell was just a short distance away now, and still
there was no mind stirring out of the corridor that yawned
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before him, Apparently none of the men working or on
guard in the catacombs was within hearing range. He saw
the bell, high up on the wall, a glimmering piece of metal,
brrring noisily. The wall was smooth as glass, impossible to
climb, the bell more than twelve feet from the floor. On and
on it clanged, and still there was no clamor of approaching
minds, not the faintest wisp of thought.

“No proof that they’re not coming,” Jommy thought
tensely. “These stone walls would quickly diffuse thought
waves.”

He took a run at the wall, and leaped with desperats
strength, up, up, toward the instrument, His arm strained,
his- fingers scraped the marble wall, a full foot below the
bell. He fell back, knowing his defeat. It was still ringing as
he rounded a bend in the corridor. He heard it grow fainter
and fainter, fading into the distance behind him. But even
after the sound was gone, the ghost of it went on ringing in
his mind, an insistent warning of danger.

Queerly, the sense of a warning buzz in his brain grew
stronger, until suddenly it seemed to him that the bell was
actually there again, faint with distance. The feeling grew
stronger, until abruptly he realized that there was another
bell, clanging as noisily as the first one. That meant (he felt
appalled) there must be a long line of such bells sending
out their alarms, and somewhere in that vast network of
tunnels there must be ears to hear them, men stiffening and
looking at each other with narrowed eyes.

Jommy Cross hurried on. He had no conscious
knowledge of his route. He knew only that his father had
hypnotized a picture of it into his mind, and that he need
but follow the promptings of his subconscious. It came
abruptly, a sharp mental command: “To the right!”

He took the narrower of the two forks—and came at last
to the hiding place. It was all simple enough, a cleverly
loosened slab in the marble wall that slid out under the
pressure of his strength, revealing a dark space beyond. He
reached in; his groping fingers touched a metal box. He
pulled it to him. He was shaking now, his fingers trembling.
For a moment he stood very still, fighting for self-control;
striving to picture his father standing here before this slab
hiding his secrets for his son to find if anything went wrong
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with his own personal plans.

It seemed to Jommy that this might be a cosmic moment
in the history of slans, this moment when  the work of a
dead father was passed on to a fifteen-year-old boy who
had waited so many thousands of minutes and hours and
days for this second to come.

The nostalgia fled from him abruptly as a mist of outside
thought whispered into his mind. “Damn that bell!”
somebody was thinking. “It’s probably someone who ran
down when the slan ship came, trying to get away from ex-
pected bombs.”

“Yeah, but don’t count on it. You know how strict they
are about these catacombs. Whoever started that bell is still
inside. We'd better turn in the alarm to police headquar-
ters.”

A third vibration came: “Maybe the guy’s lost.”

“Let him expelain that,” said the first man. “Let’s head
toward the first bell and keep our guns ready. Never know
‘what it might be. With slans flying around in the sky these
days, there could be some of them coming down here, for
all we know.”

Frantically, Jommy examined the metal box for the sec-
ret of its opening. His hypnotic command was to take out
the contents and put the empty box back in the hole. In the
face of that order, the thought of grabbing up the box and
running never even entered his head.

There scemed to be no lock and no catch. And yet, there
must be something to fasten the lid down—Hurry, hurry!
In a few minutes the approaching men would be passing
directly by the spot where he was now standing,

The dimness of the long concrete and marble corridors,
the dank odors, the consciousness of the thick cords of
electric wires that ran by overhead feeding millions of volts
to the city above, the whole world of the catacombs
around, and even memories of his past—these were the
thoughts that raced through Jommy’s mind, as he stared
down at the metal box. There was a thought of drunken
Granny, and of the mystery of the slans, and it all mixed
together with the approaching footsteps of the men. He
could hear them plainly now, three pairs of them, clumping
toward him,
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Silently, Jommy Cross tore at the cover of the box, his
muscles tensed for the effort. He nearly lost his balance, so
easily did the unfastened cover lift up.

He found himself staring down at a thick rod of metal
that lay on top of a pile of papers. He felt no surprise at its
being there. There was, instead, a faint relief at discovering
intact something he had known was there. Obviously, more
of his father’s hypnotism.

The metal rod was a bulbous thing about two inches
wide at the center but narrowing down at the ends. One of
the ends was roughened, unmistakably meant to give the
hand a good grip. There was a little button at the foot of
the bulb part, convenient for the thumb to press it. The
whole instrument glowed ever so faintly with a light of its
own. That glow and the diffused light from the corridor
were just bright enough for him to read on the sheet of
paper beneath.

This is the weapon. Use it only
in case of absolute necessity.

For a moment, Jommy Cross was so intent that he didn’t
realize the men were upon him. A flashlight glared.

“What the—" one of the men roared. “Hands up, you!”

It was his first real, personal danger in six long years,
and it felt unreal. The slow thought crept into him that hu-
man beings were not very quick in their reflexes. And then
he was reaching for the weapon in the box before him.
Without conscious haste, he pressed the button.

If any of the men fired, the action was lost in the roar of
white flame that flashed with inconceivable violence from
the mouth of the tube of force. One moment they were
alive, rough-built, looming shapes, threatening him; the
g:xt, they were gone, snuffed out by that burst of virulent

€.
Jommy looked down at his hand. It was trembling. And
there was a sickness in him at the way he had smashed
three lives out of existence. The blur before his vision
Straightened slowly, as his eyes recovered from the fiery
dazzlement. As his gaze reached farther out from him, he
saw that the corridor was completely empty. Not a bone,
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not a piece of flesh or clothing remained to show that there
had ever been living beings in the vicinity. Part of the floor
was hollowed out, where that scorching incandescence had
seared a concavity. But the slight, smooth depression it
made would never be noticed.

He forced his fingers to stop trembling; slowly the sick
feeling crept out of him, There was no use feeling badly.
Killing was a tough business, but these men would have
dealt death to him without compunction, as men already
had to his father and mother—and to countless other slans
who had died miserably because of the lies these people
kept feeding to each other, and swallowing without the
slightest resistance. Damn them alli!

For a moment, his emotions were violent. He thought:
Was it possible that all slans grew bitter as they became
older, and ceased feeling compunctions about the killing
of human beings, just as human beings had no compunc-.
tions about murdering slans?

His gaze fell on the sheet upon which his father had writ-
ten:

« + « the weapon, Use it only in
case of absolute necessity.

Memory flooded him, of a thousand other instances of
his parents’ noble quality of understanding. He could still
remember the night his father had said, “Remember this:
no matter how strong the slans become, the problem of
what to do with buman beings remains a barrier to occupa-
tion of the world. Until that problem is settled with justice
and psychological sanity, the use of force would be a black
crime.”

Jommy felt better. There was proof. His father hadn’t
even carried with him a replica of this weapon that might
have saved him from his enemies. He had taken death
before he would deal it

Jommy Cross frowned. Nobility was all very well, and
perhaps he had lived too long with human beings to be a
true slan, but he couldn’t escape the conviction that
fighting was better than dying.

The thought stopped, alarm replacing it. There was no
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time to waste, He had to get out of here, and quickly! He
slipped the gun into his coat pocket, swiftly caught up the
papers in the box, jammed them into his pockets. Then
tossing the now empty, useless box back into its hole, slid
the stone into place. He raced down the corridor, along the
way he had come, up the steps, and stopped short within
sight of the washroom. A little while before, it had been
empty and silent. Now, it was packed with men. He waited,
poised yet indecisive, hoping their numbers would dwindie.

But men came in, and men went out, and there was no
lessening of the crowd, no diminishing of the bedlam of
noise and thought. Excitement, fear, worry; here were little
men in whose brains thundered the realization that big
things were happening. And the echo of that realization
poured through the iron bars of the door to where Jommy
waited in the dimness. In the distance, the bell was still
ringing, Its unrelenting brrr of warning finally dictated the
action he must take. Clutching the weapon in his pocket
with one hand, Jommy stepped forward gingerly, and
pushed the door open. He shut it behind him softly, tensed
for the slightest sign of alarm.

But the packed mass of men paid him not the least atten-
tion as he shoved his way through them and went up to the
street. The pavement level was alive with people. Crowds
pressed along the sidewalks and on the thoroughfares.
Police whistles shrilled, loud-speakers blared, but nothing
could stem the anarchism of the mob. All transport was at
a standstill, Sweating, cursing drivers left their cars stand-
ing in the middle of the street and joined listeners before
the street radios that kept up a2 machine-gun barrage.

“Nothing is known for certain. No one knows exactly
whether the slan ship landed at the palace or dropped a
message and then disappeared. No one saw it land; no one
saw it disappear. It is possible that it was shot down. Then
again it is possible that at this moment the slans are in con-
ference with Kier Gray at the palace. Rumor to that effect
has already spread, in spite of the noncommittal statement
issued a few minutes ago by Kier Gray himself. For the
benefit of those who did not hear that statement, I will re-
peat it. Ladies and gentlemen, the statement of Kier Gray
was as follows:
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“ ‘Do not be excited or alarmed. The extraordinary ap-
pearance of the slan ship has not altered the respective
positions of slans and human beings in the slightest degree.
We control the situation absolutely. They can do nothing
anywhere except what they have been doing, and that
within rigid limitations. Human beings out-number slans
probably millions to one; and, under such circumstances,
they will never dare come out in an open, organized
campaign against us. So be easy in your hearts—’

“That, ladies and gentlemen, was the statement issued
by Kier Gray after the momentous event of today. The
Council has been in continuous session since that state-
ment was issued. I repeat, nothing more. is known for cer-
tain. It is not known whether the slan ship landed. No one
from the city saw it disappear. No one except the authori-
ties know exactly what happened, and you have just heard
the only statement on the matter, given out by Kier Gray
himself. Whether the slan ship was shot down or—"

The chatter went on and on. Over and over the state-
ment of Kier Gray was repeated, the same accompanying
rumors were given. It became a drone in the back of Jom-
my’s head, a senseless roar from loud-speaker after loud-
speaker, a monotony of noise. But he stayed on, waiting
for some additional information, eager with the burning
eagerness of fifteen long years of wanting to know about
other slans,

Only slowly did the flame of his excitement die. Nothing
new was reported, and at last he climbed aboard a bus and
headed for home. Darkness was settling over the hot spring
day. A tower clock showed seventeen minutes past seven.

He approached the little junk-laden yard with his usual
caution. His mind reached inside the deceptive, tumble-
down-looking cottage, and touched Granny's mind. He
sighed. Still drunk! How the devil did that wrecked
caricature of a body stand it? So much liquor should have
dehydrated her system before this. He pushed open the
door, entered and shut it behind him-—and then stopped
short!

His mind, stll in casual contact with Granny’s mind,
was receiving a thought. The old woman had heard the
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door open and shut, and the sound had jogged her mind
briefly.

“Mustn’t let him know I phoned the police. Keep it out
of my mind . .. can’t have a slan around . . . dangerous to
have a slan , , . police’ll have the streets barred . , .

Chapter Eight

As seventeen-year-old Davy Dinsmore approached her,
Kathleen Layton caught the thought that was in his mind.
Instantly, she realized how great a decision it was that she
would have to make. Somberly, she watched him come
toward the marble parapet where she stood staring out at
the city, which was wrapped in the soft mists of the humid,
hot, spring afternoon.

The mists shifted in ever-changing design. They became
like fleecy clouds that half hid buildings, then smeared into
a haze that held locked within its flimsy texture the faintest
tinge of sky-blue.

Queerly, the looking hurt her eyes without actually being
unpleasant. The coolness of the palace breathed out at her
from all the open doors, and beat back the heat of the sun.
The glare remained, however.

She turned to face Davy as he came up. His bright eyes
searched her face eagerly. “Have you read my mind?” he
asked.

That was-something he had long since insisted that she
always do. “It’s good for me,” he had said years ago. “I
really believe it keeps me honest, which is pretty hard to be
around this place.”

She had known only too well what he meant then. And
the reality of it was there now, also. She felt surprised that
he was not embarrassed by his purpose. But it also pleased
her, for it was a credit to her training of him. She nodded
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her head in answer to his question, and said, *“Yes, I caught
the thought.” -

He smiled shyly, then braced himself, and said, “I can’t
hide from you that you’re the only girl I would want. And I
can’t even say that I think my father is wrong.”

Kathleen made no immediate answer to that. William
Dinsmore was one of the great career administrators of the
government. Although not a politician, he was a man of
iron will, and he had his own ideas of how older boys
should be brought up. He had now decided it was time
Davy had a mistress.

Davy wanted her. And that was too bad. The truth was
that, although she looked to be no more than a girl, slim
and lissome, she was mentally as intelligent and under-
standing as an unaberrated human woman of thirty, With
the passing years, she had been compelled to make one ad-
justment after another to Davy. He grew into an above
average human youth, but still a youth, while she bounded
to intellectual maturity, by human standards.

In the early years, she was his friend. Then she took to
guiding him subtly away from false values and evaluations.
And then she became in her own mind a teacher-parent to
him. For her, it was a fascinating opportunity to realize to
what degree a slan could educate a human being. But for
long now she had pretended to be a girl of his own age,
when in fact they were a world apart. In the light of that
reality, his dream of having her as his sweetheart was an
unfortunate fantasy.

She decided against rejecting him instantly. She said, in-
stead, “‘So your father wants to make a man of you?”

Davy said, “He wanted it to be an older woman, but I
said I couldn’t imagine it being anyone else but you. And
be finally stopped arguing with me.”

She guessed the fight he had put up, and respected him
for it. Because it was, on his part, an expression of true
emotion.

She also understood the older man’s philosophy. Ever
since recorded history began, youths of rank had been pre-
cipitated into the emotional turmoil of early love affairs.
The purpose was to give them control of women in a world
where—allowed an equal start-—the majority of women
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could gain ascendancy over their men by the power of their
relentless emotion. In due course, Davy’s father would
withdraw him forcibly from the first woman, and select
another woman for him. And this procedure would be con-
tinued until, like some fine metal, he was tempered to a
hardness that might bend but never break.

Actually, it was a wholly unwise thought on his part,
And for her it would be like a grown woman copulating
with a child. There were neurotic human females who
could have a teen-ager for a lover. But for a slan it was im-
possible. Nevertheless, all she said was, “I'll talk to Mr.
Gray about it.”

She was watching him closely as she spoke those chilling
words. A momentary flash of fear brought a tremor to his
thinking, and some of the color drained from his face. The
anxiety passed, and he shook his head. Then he laughed,
and he said, “I'm against you doing that. But if he wants to
talk to me, I’ll confront him, shaking knees and all.”

Kathleen echoed his laughter. She was pleased with his
courage, although still a little astonished at his lack of good
sense. But, then, he would not be the first human male to
have lost his head over 2 woman. She felt suddenly very
affectionate toward him, and there was also sadness at the
realization that she would very likely now lose him as a
fdend. Impulsively, she stepped forward and started to
kiss him lightly on the cheek. He grabbed at her, and boldly
placed a kiss on her mouth.

She tried to draw back. But it was a half-hearted pulling
away, reflecting as it did her desire not to hurt him. And so,
the thought that suddenly impinged on her mind brought a
confused awareness that an onlooker might consider that
she was being embraced against her will. The next second a
man’s sharp, commanding voice rapped out in surprise and
rage from behind her: “What’s the meaning of this?”

It was to Davy’s credit, then, that he held her a few mo-
ments longer before he stepped away. His calmness shat-
tered a little the next instant, and his eyes widened.
Kathleen turned and met the furious gaze of the man who
stood there.

Beside her, Davy said: “Meaning? I don’t understand,
Mr. Lorry.” But his voice was not normal, and he was
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clearly not at ease in the presence of the most powerful
councilor in the cabinet of Kier Gray.

Kathlecn caught just enough of the thought on the sur-
face of the man’s mind to realize that he was nonplussed by
Davy’s lack of guilty reaction. Jem Lorry hesitated, and
then he said as if undecided, “You’re the son of William
Dinsmore?” -

“Yes, sir.”

Pause. Lorry visibly came to the decision not to pursue a
policy of censure. “I wish to speak to Miss Layton,” he
said quietly. “Privately.”

“Very well, sir,” said Davy. He walked off without a
backward glance. But his thought came to Kathleen: “See
you later, Kathleen.”

She thought not. Not really. And if they did see each
other, it would always be different.

As soon as they were alone, Jem Lorry said sarcastical-
ly, “I thought a slan girl in her teens was much too old
mentally for a human of her own age.”

He was jealous. She turned her back on him, and gazed
out over the great city. She had often thought of Lorry as
one of the more attractive men in the government hier-
archy. But his philosophy was so twisted by the intrigues
of his ascent to power that every contact she had with him
was offensive in some way. Ignoring his comment, she said
now, “I sense you're still planning to rape me one of these
days.”

Silence from behind her. Finally: “Yes,” he said quietly.

“I don't understand it,” said Kathleen looking at him.
“You are probably, next to Mr. Gray, the most honest and
decent man in the cabinet, yet you can have a plan like
that.”

“The words, honesty, and decency,” said Jem Lorry,
*“‘are meaningless words. I'm surprised that you use them.
There is no significance to the universe. Therefore, we have
man’s will functioning in an environment where the only
danger is the superstition and emotional reaction of less
aware human beings. My will, my desire, is that you be-
come my mistress. As soon as I can figure out how to over-
come certain superstitions people might have about that,
then—your situation and mine being what it is—1I shall
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possess you.” His fingers grabbed at her shoulder, pressed
tightly. “Do you deny the truth of what I have said? Do you
maintain that there is significance?”

Kathleen said, “Remember what Newton said about the
law of gravitation?”

Jem Lorry let go of her shoulder. “Newton is dead,” he
said goodnaturedly.

“He said,” Kathleen went on, “and I quote: ‘I have not
been able,” he said, ‘to discover those properties of gravita-
tion from phaenomena, and (therefore) 1 frame no hypo-
thesis.” Paraphrasing, Mr. Lorry, I have not been able to
discover the properties of life from phenomena, and I frame
no hypothesis. But I do observe that people act as if life is
significant. Even you, as you talk no significance act signifi-
cance.”

“You can quote Newton?’ asked Jem Lorry. He
sounded troubled.

“Word for word, page for page, book for book.”

“And you understand it?”

“Better than he ever could.”

Behind her, Jem Lorry drew a deep breath. “You can
see why a woman who can do such things, and who is
besides showing all the signs of becoming a great beauty, is
desirable.”

“I can’t see that,” said Kathleen. “After all, I have no
physical attraction other than what human women have.
You could only achieve the same kind of intercourse with
me as you already have with three women who are as
beautiful as I ever will be. And they love you.”

“They do?” He seemed surprised. “All of them?”

She had to smile at that. “If you mean, why are they giv-
ing you such a hard time, if they love you, the answer is,
each knows about the others, and that puts them in grief
and jealousy. But each keeps hoping that you will make her
your exclusive sweetheart.”

“Women don’t understand a man like me,” said Jem
Lorry. “I have a strong desire to make love to all the
beautiful and desirable women in the world before I die. I
can only guess that that is one of the properties of life in
the human male, and I don’t have to have an hypothesis
about it either. For me, what could be more desirable than
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a slan girl who is already possessed of a mind superior to
that of any human being.” -

For just a moment, then, his guard was down. She
caught a kaleidoscope of pictures from his mind. For that
moment the barriers were down, and she saw . . . a little
boy unloved, insatiable for an unobtainable parental love
... Parents absorbed in their own intense feelings. Too late
they tried to win the child. He had turned. He no longer
wanted anything from them. But presently in his teens, the
inverted desire inverted again, and found its love satisfac-
tion from sex victories with one girl, then woman, after
another. Indiscriminate at first, it became more selective,
Soon, he made love only to women who could help his rise
to power, and in a way that was still the situation. One of
his mistresses was the wife of the general commanding the
armed forces of the planet. Another was the wife of one of
the other cabinet ministers. He used both of these women as
spies on their husbands. The third woman was a young wi-
dow, and he was trying to persuade her to marry an impor-
tant government figure, but she was reluctant, indeed
downright rebellious, because she wanted to marry him,

She had been so intent on reading his mind, that she
turned to face him. She said now, earnestly, “I don’t see
what happiness you could expect from having a cold, an-
tagonistic woman.”

Jem Lorry smiled, and it made his face light up, in a way
that was extremely attractive. He said, “Kathleen, you
astonish me. I can’t imagine a man having a greater sense
of triumph in a conquest of a woman than possession of a
slan woman,. It’s like a beggar having a queen.”

Kathleen said, “I thought human beings hate slans.”

“The rabble,” he said contemptuously. “They don’t dare
not to; we see to that. But you’re missing the point of this
slan-human conflict. If slans were allowed freedom, human
beings would become nothing. It's a no-solution situation,
so we keep killing them off because—" he shrugged
—“there’s nothing else to do.”

It was time to end this futile conversation. Kathleen said
firmly, “The one thing any woman, slan or human, has to
have is choice as to who makes love to her. Since I am the
one woman to whom you do not intend to allow choice,
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you become a man who is totally barred from any con-
sideration by me in terms of an intimate relationship.
Meanwhile, Kier Gray is my protector. Even you don’t
dare go against him.”

Jem Lorry pondered that. Finally: “Your protector, yes.
But he has no morals in the matter of a woman’s virtue, I
don’t think he’ll object if you become my mistress, but he
will insist on my finding a propaganda-proof reason. He’s
become quite antislan these last few years. I used to think
he was proslan. But now he’s almost fanatic on the subject
of having nothing to do with them. He and John Petty are
closer on the subject now than they ever were. Funny!”

He mused on that for a moment; then: “But don’t
worry, I'll find a formula. I—"

A roar from a radio loud-speaker cut off Lorry’s voice:
“General warning! An unidentified aircraft was seen a few
minutes ago, crossing the Rocky Mountains, headed
eastward. Pursuing machines were rapidly outdistanced,
and the ship seems to be taking a straight-line course
toward Centropolis. People are ordered to go home imme-
diately, as the ship—believed now to be of slan
origin—will be here in one hour, according to present in-
dications. The streets are needed for military purposes. Go
home!”

The speaker clicked off; and Jem Lorry turmed to
Kathleen, a smile on his handsome face. “Don’t let that
arouse any hopes of rescue. One ship cannot carry impor-
tant armaments, unless it has a mass of factories behind it.
The old-style atomic bomb, for instance, could not possibly
be manufactured in a cave, and besides, to be quite frank,
the slans did pot use it in the slan-human war. The
disasters of that century, and earlier, were caused by slans,
but not in that way.”

He was silent for a minute, then: “Everybody thought
those first bombs had solved the secret of atomic
energy—" He stopped. Then: “It looks to me as if this trip
was designed to give the more simple-minded human
beings a scare, ‘preliminary to an attempt to open nego-
tiations.”

An hour later, Kathleen stood beside Jem Lorry as the
silver ship slanted toward the palace. Closer it came,
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traveling at enormous speed. Her mind reached out toward
it, striving to contact the slans who must be inside.

The sh1p zoomed lower, nearer, but still there was no
answering thought from the occupants. Suddenly a metallic
capsule dropped from it. The capsule struck the garden
path half a mile distant, and lay glinting like a jewel in the
afternoon sun,

She looked up, and the shxp was gone. No, there it was.
Briefly she saw a ilvery brilliance in the remote heights al-
most- straight above the palace. It twinkled for a moment
like a star. And was gone. Her straining eyes retreated
from their violent effort; her mind came back from the sky;
and she grew aware of Jem Lorry again. He exulted:

“Whatever else this means, it’s what I've been waiting
for—an opportunity to present an argument that will
enable me to take you to my apartment this very night.
Therell be a council meeting immediately, I imagine.”

Kathleen drew a deep breath. She could see just how he
might manage it, and the time had, therefore, come to fight
with every weapon at her command. She spoke with
dignity, her head flung back, her eyes flashing:

“I shall ask to be present at the council meeting on the
grounds that I was in mental communication with the cap-
tain of the slans aboard the ship.” She finished the lie
calmly: “I can clarify certain things in the message that
will be found in the capsule.”

She thought desperately. Somehow she’d read in their
minds what the message was, and from that she could build
up a semireasonable story of what the slan leader had told
her. If she was caught in the lie, there might be some
dangerous reactions from these slan haters. But she had to
prevent them from consenting to give her to Jem Lorry.

As she entered the council room, a conviction of defeat
came to Kathleen. There were only seven men present,
including Kier Gray. She stared at them one by one, read-
ing as much of their minds as she could, and there was no
help for her. .

The four younger men were personal friends of Jem
Lorry. The sixth man, John Petty, gave her one brief
glance of icy hostility, then turned away indifferently.

Her gaze fastened finally on Kier Gray. A little anxious
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tremor of surprise whipped along her nerves, as she saw
that he was staring at her with a laconic lifting of his eye-
brows, and the faintest sneer on his lips. He caught her gaze
and broke the silence.

“So you were in mental communication with the slan
leader, were you?” He laughed harshly. “We’ll let that pass
for the moment.”

There was so much incredulity in his voice and ex-
pression, so much hostility in his very attitude, that
Kathleen was relieved when his cold eyes flicked away
from her. He went on addressing the others:

“It’s unfortunate that five councilors should be in the far
corners of the world. I do not personally believe in roaming
too far from headquarters; let subordinates do the trav-
eling. However, we cannot delay discussion on a problem
as urgent as this one. If the seven of us agree on a solu-
tion, we won't need their assistance. If we're deadlocked,
we shall have to do a considerable amount of radio tele-
phoning,

“Here is the gist of the contents of the metal capsule
dropped by the slan ship. They claim that there are a
million slans organized throughout the world—"

Jem Lorry interrupted sardonically, “Seems to me that
our chief of secret police has been falling down on the job,
despite his much-vaunted hatred of the slans.”

Petty sat up and flashed him a cold glance. He snapped,
“Perhaps you would exchange jobs with me for a year, and
see what you can do. I wouldn’t mind having the soft job of
minister of state for a change.”

Kier Gray’s voice cut across the silence that followed
Petty’s freezing words. “Let me finish. They go on to say
that pot only does this organized million exist but there is,
in addition, a vast total of unorganized men and women
slans, estimated at ten millions more. What about that, Pet-
ty?”

“Undoubtedly there are some unorganized slans,” the
secret-police chief admitted cautiously. “We catch about a
hundred a month all over the world, who have apparently
never been part of any organization. In vast areas of the
more primitive parts of the Earth, the people cannot be
be roused to antipathy to slans; in fact, they accept them as
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human beings. And there are no doubt large colonies in
some of these remote places, particularly in Asia, Africa,
South America and Australia. It is years now since such
colonies have actually been found, but we assume that some
still exist, and that over the years they have developed self-
protection to a high degree. I am prepared, however, to dis-~
count any activity from these remote sources. Civilization
and science are built-up organisms, broadly based on the
achievements, physical and mental, of hundreds of millions
of beings. The moment these slans retreat to outlying sec-
tions of the Earth they defeat themselves, for they are cut
off from books, and from that contact with civilized minds
which is the only possible basis for a greater development.

“The danger is not, and never has been, from these
remote slans but from those living in the big cities, where
they are enabled to contact the greatest human minds and
have, in spite of our precautions, some access to books. Ob-
viously, this airship we saw today was built by slans who
are living dangerously in the civilized centers.”

Kier Gray nodded. “Much of what you surmise is prob-
ably true. But to get back to the letter, it goes on to say
that these several million slans are only teo anxious to end
the period of strain which has existed between them and the
buman race. They denounce the ambition for world rule
which actuated the first slans, explaining that ambition as
due to a false conception of superiority, unleavened by the
later experience that convinced them that they are not
superior but merely different. They also accuse Samuel
Lann, the human being and biological scientist who first
created slans, and after whom slans are named—Samuel
Lann: S. Lann: Slan—of fostering in his children the belief
that they must rule the world. And that this belief, not any
innate desire for domination, was the root of the disastrous
ambitions of the early slans.

“Developing this idea, they go on to point out that the
early inventions of the slans were simply minor improve-
ments of already existing ideas. There has been, they claim,
no really creative work dome by the slans in physical
science, They also state that their philosophers have come
to the conclusion that the slans are not scientifically minded
in any true sense of the word, differing from present-day hu-
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man beings in that respect as widely as the ancient Greeks
and Romans, who never developed science, as we know it,
at all.”

His words went on, but for a moment Kathleen heard
with only half her mind. Could that be true? Slans not scien-
tifically minded? Impossible. Science was simply an ac-
cumulation of facts, and the deduction of conclusions from
those facts. And who better could bring divine order from
intricate reality than the mighty-brained, full-grown, mature
slan? She saw that Kier Gray was picking up a sheet of gray
paper from his desk, and she brought her mind back to what
he was saying.

“P'm going to read you the last page,” he said in a color-
less voice. “ ‘We cannot emphasize too strongly the impor-
tance of this. It means that slans can never seriously
challenge the military might of human beings. Whatever im-
provements we may make on existing machinery and wea-
pons will not decisively affect the outcome of a war, should
such a disaster ever take place again.

“ “To our minds, there is nothing more futile than the
present stalemate which, solving nothing, succeeds only in
keeping the world in an unsettled condition and is gradually
creating economic havoc from which human beings suffer to
an ever-increasing degree.

“‘We offer peace with honor, the only basis of nego-.
tiation to be that slans must hereafter have the legal right to
life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” ”

Kier Gray laid the paper back on his desk, coldly flicked
his gaze from face to face, and said in a flat, harsh voice:

“I'm absolutely against any compromise whatever. I used
to think that something could be done, but no longer! Every
slan out there”—he waved his hand significantly to cover
half the globe—*“must be exterminated.”

The room, with its subdued lights and paneled walls,
scemed dimmer to Kathleen, as if a shadow had fallen
across her vision. In the silence even the pulsation of
thoughts from the men was a quiet vibration in her brain,
like the beat of waves on a remote, primeval shore. A whole
world of shock separated her mind from the sense made by
those thoughts—shock at the realization of the change that
had taken place in Kier Gray.

77



Or was it change? Was it not possible that this man was
as remorseless in his outlook as John Petty? His reason for
keeping her alive must be exactly as he had said, for study
purposes. And, of course, there was the time when he had
believed, rightly or wrongly, that his political future was
bound up in her continued existence. But nothing else. No
feeling of compassion or pity, no interest in a helpless
young creature for the sake of that creature. Nothing but
the most materialistic outlook on life. This was the ruler of
men whom she had admired, almost worshiped, for years.
This was her protector! ’

It was true, of course, that the slans were lying. But what
else could they do in dealing with people who knew only
hate and lies? At least it was peace they offered, not war;
and here was this man rejecting, without any consideration,
an offer that would end four hundred or more years of
criminal persecution of her race.

With a start, she grew aware that Kier Gray’s eyes were
fixed on her. His lips curled in sarcastic mirth as he said,
“And now, let us hear the so-called message you received in
your . ..er ... mental communication with the slan com- '
mander.”

Kathleen looked at him desperately. He didn’t believe a
word of her claim, and in the face of his scathing skepticism
she knew better than to offer anything but the most careful-
ly thought out statement to the mercilessly logical brain of
this man. She needed time.

“I—" she began. “It was—"

She suddenly realized that Jem Lorry was on his feet. He
was frowning. “Kier,” he said, “that was pretty sharp tac-
tits, offering your unqualified opposition to a matter as im-
portant as this, without giving the council a chance to
discuss it. In view of your action, I am left no alternative
but to state—with qualifications, however—that I am in
favor of accepting this offer. My main qualification is this:
the slans must agree to be assimilated into the human race.
To that end, slans cannot marry each other, but must
always marry human beings.”

Kier Gray stared at him without hostility. “What makes
you think there can be issue from a slan-human mating?”

“That’s something I am going to find out,” said Jem
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Lorry in a voice so casual that only Kathleen caught the in-
tensity in it. She leaned forward, holding her breath. “I’ve
decided to take Kathleen here as my mistress, and we shall
see what we shall see. Nobody objects, I hope.”

The younger men shrugged. Kathleen didn’t need to read
their minds to see that they hadn’t the slightest objection.
She noticed that John Petty was paying no attention to the
conversation at all, and Kier Gray seemed lost in thought,
as if he hadn’t heard either.

With a gasp, she parted her lips to speak. Then shut
them. A thought was suddenly in her brain, Suppose that
intermarriage was the only solution to the slan problem.
Suppose the council accepted Jem Lorry’s solution! Even
though she knew it to be based entirely on his passion for
her, could she dare defend herself from him if there was the
slightest possibility of those other slans out there agreeing
to the plan, and thus ending hundreds of years of misery
and murder?

She sank back in her chair, vaguely conscious of the
irony of her position, She had come to the council chamber
to fight for herself, and now she didn’t dare utter a word.
Kier Gray was speaking again:

“There is nothing new in this solution offered by Jem.
Samuel Lann himself was intrigued by the possible result of
such a mating and persuaded one of his granddaughters to
marry a human being. No children were born of the
union.

“I've got to prove that for myself!” said Jem Lorry dog-
gedly. “This thing is too big to depend on one mating.”

“There was more than one,” Kier Gray said mildly.

Another man cut in impatiently: “The important thing is
that assimilation does offer a solution, and there is no
doubt that the human race will dominate the result. We're
more than three and a half billion to, say five million,
which is probably a closer estimate than theirs. And even if
no children can result, our ends are served in that, within
two hundred years—figuring their normal life span at a
hundred and fifty—there would be no slans alive.”

It struck Kathleen with a shock that Jem Lorry had won
his point. She saw in the vague, surface part of his mind
that he had no intention of bringing the matter up again.
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Tonight he would send soldiers for her; and no one could
say afterward that there had been any disagreement in the
council. Their silence was consent.

For several minutes she was conscious only of a blur of
voices, and of even more blurred thought. Finally, a phrase
caught her mind. With an effort she turned her attention
back to the men. The phrase “could exterminate them that
way!” brought an electrifying awareness of how far they
had gone from the original plan during those few minutes.

“Let us clarify this situation,” said Kier Gray briskly.
“The introduction of the idea of using some apparent
agreement with the slans for exterminating them seems to
have struck a responsive chord which-—again—apparently
seems to have eliminated from our various minds all
thought of a true and honest agreement based on, for
instance, the idea of assimilation.

“The schemes are, briefly, as follows. Number one: To
allow them to intermingle with human beings until
everyone has been thoroughly identified, then clamp down,
catch most of them by surprise and track the others down
within a short time.

“Plan number two: Force all slans to settle on an island,
say Hawaii, and once we've got them there surround the
place with battleships and planes and annihilate them.

“Plan number three: Treat them harshly from the begin-
ning; insist on fingerprinting and photographing them, and
on a plan for reporting to police at intervals, which will
have both an element of strictness and fairness in it. This
third idea may appeal to the slans because, if carried out
over a period of time, it will scem to safeguard all except a
small percentage which will be calling at police headquar-
ters on any particular day. Its strictness will have the fur-
ther psychological value of making them feel that we're
being hard and careful, and will therefore, paradoxically,
gradually ease their minds.”

The cold voice went on, but somehow the whole scene
lacked reality. They couldn’t be sitting there discussing
betrayal and murder on such a vast scale—seven men
deciding for all the human race on a matter of more than
life and death.

“What fools you are,” Kathleen said bitingly. “Do you
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imagine for one minute that slans would be taken in by
your silly schemes? Slans can read minds, and besides the
whole thing is so transparent and ridiculous, every one of
the schemes so open and barefaced, that I wonder how I
could ever have thought any of you intelligent and clever.”

They turned to stare at her silently, coldly. A faint,
amused smile crinkled the lips of Kier Gray.

“I'm afraid you are at fault, not we. We assume that they
are intelligent and suspicious, and therefore we do not offer
any complicated idea; and that, of course, is the first ele-
ment of successful propaganda. As for the reading of
minds, we here shall never meet the slan leaders. We shall
transmit our majority opinion to the other five councilors,
who will conduct negotiations under the firm conviction
that we mean fair play. No subordinate will have any
instructions except that the matter is to be fairly con-
ducted. So you see—"

“Just a minute,” said John Petty, and there was so much
satisfaction in his voice, such an exultant ring, that
Kathleen turned toward him with a start. “Our main
danger is not from ourselves but from the fact that this slan
girl has overheard our plans. She has said that she was in
mental communication with the commander of the slans on
board the ship which approached the palace. In other
words, they now know she is here. Suppose another ship
comes near; she would then be in a position to inform our
encmies of our plans. Naturally, she must be killed at
once.”

A mind-shattering dismay burned through Kathleen.
The logic of the argument could not be gainsaid. She saw
the gathering realization of it in the minds of the men. By
trying so desperately to escape the attentions of Jem Lorry,
she had walked into a trap that could end only in death.

Kathleen’s gaze continued in fascination upon John Pet-
ty’s face. The man was aglow with a deep-rooted pleasure
that he could not hide. There was no doubt that he had not
expected such a victory. Surprise made the thrill all the
greater.

It was with reluctance that she turned from him and con-
centrated on the other men. The vague thoughts that had
already come from them came now in a more concentrated
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" form from each in turn. And-there was no doubt about
what they thought. Their decision gave no particular
pleasure to the younger men who, unlike Jem Lorry, had
no personal interest in her. But their conviction was an
unalterable thing, Death.

It seemed to Kathleen that the finality of the verdict was
written in the face of Jem Lorry. The man’s manner, as he
turned on her, showed his dismay.

“You damned little fool!” he said.

With that he started to chew viciously on his lower lip,
and sank back in his chair, staring moodily at the floor.

She was dazed now. She stared for a long moment at
Kier Gray before she even saw him. With horror she
watched the startled frown that creased his forehead, the
unconcealed, thunderstruck expression in his eyes. That
gave her an instant of courage. He didn’t want her dead, or
he wouldn’t be so alarmed.

The courage, and the hope that came with it; vanished
like a star behind a black cloud. His very dismay showed
that he had no solution to the problem that had dropped in-
to the room like a bombshell. Slowly, his expression
changed to impassivity, but she felt no hope until he said:

“Death would perhaps be the necessary solution if it
were true that she was in communication with a slan
aboard that ship. Fortunately for her, she was telling a lie.
There were no slans on the plane. The ship was robot-
propelled.” '

A man said, “I thought robot-propelled ships could be
captured by radio interference with their mechanism.”

“So they can,” said Kier Gray. “You may remember
how the slan ship darted straight upward when it disap-
peared. The slan controllers shot it off like that when they
suddenly realized we were tampering successfully with
their ship.”

The leader smiled grimly. “We fought the ship down into
the swampland a hundred miles south of here. It was pretty
badly wrecked, from all reports, and they haven’t got it out
yet; but it will be taken in due course to the great Cugden
machine works, where, no doubt, its mechanism will be
analyzed.” He added, “The reason it took so long was that
the robot mechanism was on a slightly different principle,
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requiring a new combination of radio waves to dominate
it.”

“All that is unimportant,” John Petty said impatiently.
“What counts is that this slan has been here in the room,
has heard our plans to annihilate her people, and may
therefore be dangerous to us in that she will do her best to
inform other slans of what we contemplate. She must be
killed.”

Kier Gray stood up slowly, and the face he turned to
John Petty was grim. His voice, when he spoke, held a
metallic note. “I have told you, sir, that I am making a so-
ciological study of this slan, and I will thank you to refrain
from further attempts to execute her. You have said some
hundred slans are caught and executed every month, and
the slans claim that some eleven million others still exist. I
hope”—and his voice was edged with sarcasm—*I hope I
shall be permitted the privilege of keeping alive one slan
for scientific purposes, one slan whom, apparently, you
hate more than all the others put together—"

- John Petty cut in sharply, “That’s all very well, Kier.
What I'd like to know is, why did Kathleen Layton lie
about being in communication with the slans?”

Kathleen drew a deep breath. The chill of those few
minutes of deadly danger was oozing out of her, but there
was still a choked-up semsation of emotion. She said
shakily, “Because I knew Jem Lorry was going to try to
make me his mistress, and I wanted you to know that F-ob-
jected.”

She felt the tremor of thoughts that swept out from the
men, and saw their facial expressions: understanding, then
impatience.

“For heaven’s sake, Jem,” one exclaimed, “can’t you
keep your love affairs out of our council meetings?”

Another said, “With all due respect to Kier Gray, there
is something intolerable about a slan objecting to anything
that a human being with authority may plan for her. I am
curious to see what the issue would be from such a mating.
Your objections are overruled; and now, Jem, have your
guard take her up to your apartment. And I hope that ends
this discussion!”

For the first time in her seventeen years, it struck
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Kathleen that there was a limit to the nervous tension that
a slan could endure. There was a tautness inside her, as if
somewhere something vital was -at the breaking point. She
was conscious of no thought of her own. She just sat there,
painfully gripping the plastic smoothness of the arms of her
chair. Abruptly, she grew aware of a thought inside her
brain, a sharp, lashing thought from Kier Gray.

“You little fooll How did you get yourself into this
mess?”

She looked at him then, miserably, seeing for the first
time that he was leaning back in his chair, eyes half closed,
lips drawn tight. He said finally:

“All this would be very well if such matings needed test-
ing. They don’t. Case histories of more than a hundred
slan-human attempts to reproduce children are avaijlable in
the file library under the heading ‘Abnormal Marriages.’

“The reasons for the sterility are difficult to define be-
cause men and slans do not appear to differ from each
other to any marked degree. The amazingly tough
musculature of the slan is due, not to a new type of muscle,
but to a speeding up of the electro-explosions that actuate
the muscles. There is also an increase in the number of
nerves to every part of the body, making it tremendously
more Ssensitive.

“The two hearts are not really two hearts, but a-com-
bination, each section of which can operate independent .of
the other. Nor are the two together very much larger than
the one original. They’re simply finer pumps.

“Again, the tendrils that send and receive thoughts are
growths from formerly little-known formations at the top
of the brain, which, obviously, must have been the source
of all the vague mental telepathy known to earlier human
beings and still practiced by people everywhere.

“So you see that what Samuel Lann did with his muta-
tion machine to his wife, who bore him the first three slan
babies—one boy and two girls—over six hundred years
ago, has not added anything new to the human body, but
changed or mutated what already existed.”

It seemed to Kathleen that he was talking to gain time.
In that one brief mental flash from him, there had been
overtones of a complete understanding of the situation. He
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must know that no amount of reasonable argument could
dissuade the passions of a man like Jem Lorry. She heard
his voice go on.

“I am giving you this information because apparently
none of you has ever bothered to investigate the true sit-
uation as compared to popular beliefs. Take, for instance,
the so-called superior intelligence of the slan, referred to in
the letter received from them today. There is an old illus-
tration on that point which has been buried by the years; an
experiment in which Samuel Lann, that extraordinary man,
brought up a monkey baby, 2 human baby and a slan baby
under rigidly scientific conditions. The monkey was the
most precocious, learning within a few months what the
slan and the human baby required considerably longer to
assimilate. Then the buman and slan learned to talk, and
the monkey was hopelessly outdistanced. The slan and the
buman continued at a fairly even pace until, at the age of
four, the slan’s powers of mental telepathy began painfully
to operate. At this point, the slan baby forged into the lead.

“However, Dr. Lann later discovered that by intensifica-
tion of the human baby’s education, it was possible for the
latter to catch up to, and remain reasonably level with, the
slan, particularly in quickness of mind. The slan’s great ad-
vantage was the ability to read minds, which gave him an
unsurpassable insight into psychology and readier access to
the education which the human child could grasp only
through the medium of ears and eyes—"

John Petty interrupted in a voice that was thick and
harsh: “What you’re saying is only what I've known all
along, and is the main reason why we can’t begin to con-
sider peace negotiations with these . . . these damned artifi-
cial beings. In order for a human being to equal a slan, he
must strain for years to acquire what comes with the
greatest of ease to the slan. In other words, all except the
minutest fraction of humanity is incapable of ever being
more than a slave in comparison to a slan. Gentle-
men, there can be no peace, but rather an intensification of
extermination methods. We can't risk one of the
Machiavellian plans already discussed, because the danger
of something going wrong is too great.”

A councilor said, “He’s right!”
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Several voices echoed the conviction; and there was sud-
denly no doubt which way the verdict would go. Kathleen
saw Kier Gray glance keenly from face to face. He said:

“If that is to be our decision, then I should consider it a
grave mistake for any one of us at the present time to take
this slan as mistress. It might give a wrong impression.”

The silence that followed was the silence of agreement,
and Kathleen’s gaze leaped to Jem Lorry’s face. He met her
eyes coolly, rose languidly to his feet, walked over and bent
toward her. “I'm remembering what you said about
choice.” He spoke in a low tone. “If I were to pursue my
suit more humbly, would you consider me?”

Kathleen said, “You're not a humble man, Mr. Lorry.”

“You don’t want a weakling, surely?”’

“There’s a difference between strength and hardness.”

He said earnestly. “In comparison with human beings,
you're already a woman. Do you plan to spend a loveless
life here in the palace?”

““Are you offering me love?” she asked simply.

He hesitated, ‘and there were suddenly overtones in his
mind that indicated emotional disturbance. He said at last,
reluctantly, “I suppose you'd require me to give up the
others.”

The conversation was threatening to undo the result of
the dangerous and deadly fight she had put up this past
hour to escape him. She said, “Isn’t this talk impractical?
What I would, or would not require scarcely matters. You
cannot afford to be associated with a slan. Isn't that the im-
portant fact.”

Except for Kier Gray, the other ministers had departed.
The dictator glanced at them, and then walked off to a win-
dow out of ear shot. Jem Lorry seemed almost unaware of
his surroundings. He had straightened, and he stared over
her head. Finally, he said in a husky voice, “I had just a
glimpse there of what it might be like to have a slan woman
in love with me. The impulse came to take every risk, gam-
ble my position and my life. But that would be madness,
wouldn't it?” He brought his gaze down to her face. His
eyes searched hers hungrily. When she did not reply, he
shook himself, as if he had exposed himself to an icy wind.
It seemed to sober him. Abruptly, the mocking manner
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came back. He said, “I see that I must return to my earlier
philosophy. I shall never possess the spirit but perhaps I
can still obtain the body. So don’t build up any false
hopes.” He smiled confidently, and went out.

Kathleen went over to Kier Gray, and told him of
William Dinsmore’s plan for his son, and of her objection
to being a part of it. “But I don’t want to hurt Davy,” she
finished, “so the refusal should not come from me.”

The dictator did not make a direct reply. He walked over
to a desk intercom, activated it, and said, “Connect me
with William Dinsmore.” Kathleen started for the door. As
she opened it, Kier Gray was saymg, . . . Very unwise .
your son’s future compromised . . .” Softly, she closed the
door.

It was over. The danger was over . . . for one more day.

Chapter Nine

Jommy Cross stared urgently yet thoughtfully down at the
human wreck that was Granny. There was no rage in him
at her betrayal of him. The result was disaster, his future
abruptly blank, unplanned, homeless.

His first problem was what to do with the old woman.

She sat blithely in a chair, an extravagantly rich and col-
orful dressing gown swaddled jauntily around her ungainly
form. She giggled up at him. “Granny knows something,
yes, Granny knows—" Her words trailed into nonsense,
then, “Money, oh, good Lord, yes. Granny's got plenty of
money for her old age. See!™

With the trusting innocence of a drink-sodden old soak,
she slid a bulging black bag from inside her dressing gown,
then with ostrichlike common sense jerked it back into hid-
ing.

Jommy Cross was conscious of shock. It was the first
time he had actually seen her money, although he ‘had al-
ways known her various hiding places. But to have the stuff
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out here mow, w'th a raid actually in progress—such
stupidity deserved the furthest limits of punishment.

But still he stood undecided, becoming tenser as the first
faint pressure of men’s thoughts from outside the shack
made an almost impalpable weight against his brain. Doz-
ens of men, edging closer, the snub noses of their subma-
chine guns protruding ahead of them. He frowned blackly.
By all rights, he should leave the betrayer to face the rage
of the baffled hunters, to face the law which said that every
human being, without exception, who was convicted of
harboring a slan must be hanged by the neck until dead.

Through his mind ran the nightmare picture of Granny
on the way to the gallows, Granny shrieking for mercy,
Granny fighting to prevent the rope from being placed
around her neck, kicking, scratching, slobbering at her cap-
tors.

He reached down and grabbed her naked shoulders
where the dressing gown was loosely drawn. He shook her
with a cold, deadly violence until her teeth rattied, until she
sobbed with a dry, horrible pain, and a modicum of sanity
came into her eyes. He said harshly:

“It’s death for you if you stay here. Don’t you know the
law?”

“Huh!” She sat up, briefly startled, then abruptly slipped
off again into the cesspool of her mind.

Hurry, hurry, he thought, and forced his brain into that
squalor of thought to see if his words had brought any
basic balance. Just as he was about to give up he found a
startled, dismayed, alert little section of sanity adlmost
buried in the dissolving, incoherent mass that was her
thoughts.

“°S all right,” she mumbled. “Granny’s got plenty of
money. Rich people don’t get hung, Stands to reason.”

Jommy stepped back from her, indecisive. The weight of
the men’s minds was a heavy, dragging thing on his brain.
They were drawing ever nearer, drawing an ever-tighter
circle. Their number appalled him. Even the great weapon
in his pocket might be useless if a hail of bullets swept the
flimsy walls of the shack. And only one bullet was needed
to destroy all his father’s dreams.

“By God,” he said aloud. “I'm a fooll What will I do
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with you even if I get you out? All highways out of the city
will be blocked. There’s only one real hope, and that will
be almost hopelessly difficult even without a drunken old
woman to hinder me. I don’t fancy climbing a thirty-story
building with you on my back.”

Logic said he should abandon her. He half turned away;
and then, once more, the thought of Granny being hanged
came in all its horror. Whatever her faults, her very ex-
istence had made it possible for him to remain alive. That
was a debt which must be paid. With a single snatching
movement he tore the black bag from its hiding place
under Granny’s dressing gown. She grunted drunkenly, and
then awareness seeped into her as he held the bag tantaliz-
ingly before her eyes.

“Look,” he taunted, “all your money, your whole future.
You'll starve. They’ll have you scrubbing floors in the
poorhouse. They’ll whip you.”

In fifteen seconds she was sober, a hot, burning
soberness that grasped essentials with all the clarity of the
hardened criminal.

“Granny’ll hang!” she gasped.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Jommy Cross said.
“Here, take your money.” He smiled grimly as she grabbed
it from him. “We’ve got a tunnel to go through. It leads
from my bedroom to a private garage at the cormer of
470th street. I've got a key to the car. We'll drive down
near the Air Center and steal one of—"

He stopped, conscious of the flimsiness of that final part
of his plan. It seemed incredible that the tendrilless slans
would be so poorly organized that he would actually be
able to get one of those marvelous spaceships which they
launched nightly into the sky. True, he had escaped from
them once with absurd ease, but . . .

With a’gasp, Jommy set the old woman down on the flat
roof of the spaceship building. He collapsed beside her
heavily and lay there panting. For the first time in his life
he was conscious of muscular weariness contracted .from
exertion at the full of vibrant health.

“Good heaven,” he breathed, “who’d have thought an
old woman would weigh so much?”

She was snarling in retrospective terror from that fright-
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ful climb. His brain caught the first warning of the burst of
vituperation that was rising to her lips. His weary muscles
galvanized instantly. One swift hand clamped over her
mouth.

. “Shut-up,” he said, “or I'll drop you over the edge like a
sack of potatoes. You're the cause of this situation, and
you've got to bear the consequences.”

His words acted like cold water. He had to admire the
way she recuperated from the terror that had racked her.
The old creature certainly had staying powers. She pulled
his hand from her mouth and asked sullenly, “What now?”

“We've got to find a way into the building in as short a
time as possible and—" He glanced at his wrist watch and,
dismayed, leaped to his feet. Twelve minutes of ten!
Twelve minutes before the rocketship took off. Twelve
minutes to take control of that ship!

He snatched Granny up, flung her lightly over his shoul-
der and raced off toward the center of the roof. Not only
was there no time to search for doors but such doors would
obviously be wired, and there was even less time to study
and nullify the alarm system. There was only one way.
Somewhere there must be the runway up which the ships
were projected when they were launched toward the remote
regions. of interplanetary space.

He felt the difference beneath his feet, a vague rise, a
gentle bulbousness. He stopped short, teetering on his toes,
unbalanced by the violent ending of his racing flight.
Carefully, he felt his way back to the beginning of the bul-
bous section. That would be the edge of the runway.
Swiftly, he tore his father’s atomic gun from his pocket. Its
disintegrating fire flamed downward.

He ‘peered through the four-foot diameter hole into a
tunnel that sloped to depths at an angle that must have
been a tight sixty degrees. A hundred, two hundred, three
hundred yards of glittering metallic wall, and then the ship
gradually took on outline as Jommy's eyes grew ac-
customed to the dim light. He saw a torpedo-pointed nose,
with forward blast tubes distorting the smooth, streamlined
effect. It scemed a deadly thing, silent and motionless now,
yet menacing.
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He had the illusion of staring down the barrel of a vast
gun, at the shell that was about to be fired. The comparison
struck him so sharply that for a long moment his mind
refused to hold the thought of what he must do. Doubt
came. Did he dare slide down that glass-smooth slipway
when any second a rocketship would come smashing up
toward the sky?

His body felt cold. With an effort, he lifted his gaze from
the paralyzing depth of a tunnel and fixed his eyes, at first
unseeing, then with gathering fascination, on the distant,
looming splendor of the palace. His thought paused
abruptly; slowly his body lost its tension. For long seconds
he just stood there, drinking in the glory of the immense, ex-
quisite jewel that was the palace by night.

It was plainly visible from this height between and
beyond two great skyscrapers; and it glowed brilliantly.
There was no mind-staggering, eye-dazzling glare to it. It
glowed with a soft, living, wonderful flame that was never
the same color for more than an instant: glorious, lambent
fire that flickered and flashed a thousand combinations,
and each combination was subtly, sometimes startlingly,
different. Not once was there an exact repetition.

On and on it sparkled, and lived! Once, for a long mo-
ment, chance turned the tower, that translucent five-
hundred-foot fairy tower, a glowing turquoise blue. And
for that instant the visible part of the palace below was
nearly all a deeply glowing ruby red. For one mo-
ment—and then the combination shattered into a million
bursting fragments of color: blue, red, green, yellow. No
color, no possible shade of color, was missing from that
silent, flaming explosion.

A thousand nights he had fed his soul on its beauty,
and now he felt again the wonder of it. Strength poured
from it into him. His courage came back like the un-
breakable, indestructible force it was. His teeth clenched,
grimly he stared down into the depths so sharply angled, so
smooth in the promise of madly swift passage to the dis-
tant, steel-hard bottom.

The danger of it was like a symbol of his future. Blank
future, less predictable now than it had ever been. It was
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only good sense to believe that the tendrlless slans were
aware that he was here on this roof. There must be alarm
systems—there must be.

“What do you keep staring down that hole for?” Granny
whined. “Where’s the door we want? Time is—"

“Time!” said Jommy Cross. His watch said four minutes
to ten, and that seemed to shock every nerve in his body.
Eight minutes actually gone, four minutes left in which to
conquer a fortress. He caught Granny's thought then, her
abrupt awareness of his intention. Just in time his hand
slapped at her mouth, and her shriek of dismay was stifled
against his palm. The next second they were falling, com-
mitted irrevocably.

"They struck the tunnel surface almost gently, as if they
had suddenly entered a world of slow motion. The slipway
felt, not hard, but yielding beneath his body, and there was
only the vaguest sense of motion. But his eyes and mind
were not fooled. The blunt nose of the spaceship plunged
up at them. The illusion of the ship roaring toward them in
full blast was so real that he had to fight a wild impulse to
panic.

“Quick!” he hissed at Granny. “Use the flat of your
hands—slow down!”

The old woman needed no urging. Of all the instincts in
her misused body, that of survival was strongest. She
couldn’t have screamed now to save her soul, but her lips
blubbered with fear even as she fought for life. Her
beadlike eyes glistened with a moist terror—but she
fought! She clung at the gleaming metal, bony hands spread
out flat and hard, her legs squeezed against the metal sur-
face; and pitiful though the result was, it helped.

Abruptly, the nose of the ship loomed above Jommy
Cross, higher than he had expected. With a desperate
strength, he reached up at the first thick ring of rocket
chambers. His fingers touched the corded, seared metal,
skidded—and instantly lost their hold.

He fell back, and only then did he realize that he had
risen to the full stretched-out height of his body. He fell
hard, almost stunningly, but instantly, with the special
strength of slan muscles, he was up again. His fingers
caught one of the big tubes of the second ring of fire cham-

92



bers with such unbreakable hold that the uncontrollable

of the journey ended. Sick from the strain of
overeffort, he let go, and it was as he half sat there shaking
the dizziness out of his head that he grew aware of the
patch of light farther under the immense body of the ma-
chine.

The ship was curving so sharply now toward the tunnel
floor on which it rested that he had to bend double as he
made his way painfully toward it. He was thinking: An
open door, here, now, a few short seconds before the great
ship is due to leave. It is a door! An opening, two feet in
diameter, in a foot-thick metal hull, with the hinged door
leaning inward. He pushed up into the opening unhesitat-
ingly, his terrible gun alert for the slightest movement. But
there was no one.

In that first glance he saw that this was the control room.
There were some chairs, an intricate-looking instrument
board, and some great, curved, glowing plates on either
side of it. And there was an open door leading to the sec-
ond section of the ship. It took but a moment to leap in-
side and pull the panicky old woman after him. And then,
lightly, he jumped for the connecting door.

At the threshold he paused cautiously and peered in.
This second room was partly furnished with chairs, the
same deep, comfortable chairs as were in the control room.
But more than half the space was filled with chained-down
packing cases. There were two doors. One led to what was
obviously a third section of the long ship. It was partly
open, with more packing cases visible beyond and, vaguely,
a door leading into a fourth compartment. But it was the
second door in the second room that made Jommy Cross
freeze motionless where he was.

It was on the side beyond the chairs and led outside. A
blaze of light poured from the great room there into the
ship, and there were figures of men. He opened his mind
wide. Instantly a thought wash from many brains came to
him, so many of them that the combined leakage from be-
hind their defective shields brought dozens of half
thoughts, menacingly alert thoughts, as if scores of ten-
drilless slans out there were waiting for something.

He cut the thought off, whirled toward the instrument
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board that dominated the whole front part of the control
room. The board itself was about a yard wide, two yards
long, a metal-mounted bank of glowing tubes and shining
mechanisms. There were more than a dozen control levers
of various kinds, all within reach of the finely built chair
facing them.

On cither side of the instrument board were the great,
curved, glossy, semimetallic plates he had already noticed.
The concave surface of each towering section glowed with
a subdued light of its own. It would be impossible to solve
the alien control system in the few moments at his disposal.
Tight-lipped, he sprang forward into the control chair.
With swift, deliberately crude purpose, he activated every
switch and lever on the panel. A door clanged metallical-
ly. There was an abrupt, wonderful sense of lightmess;
swift, almost body-crushing forward movement, and then a
faint, throbbing bass roar. Instantly the purpose of the
great curved plates became apparent. On the one to.the
right appeared a picture of the sky ahead. Jommy could see
lights and land far below, but the ship was mounting too
steeply for the Earth to be more than a distortion at the
bottom of the plate,

It was the left visiplate that showed the glory, a picture
of a city of lights, so vast that it staggered the imagination,
falling away behind the ship. Far to one side he caught the
night splendor of the palace.

And then the city was gone into distance behind them.
Carefully, he shut off the mechanisms he had actuated,
watching for the effect of each in turn. In two minutes the
complicated board was solved and the simple machinery
under control. The purpose of four of the switches was not
clear, but that could wait. i

He leveled off, for it was no part of his intention to go out
into airless space. That demanded intimate knowledge of
every screw and plate in the machine, and his first purpose
must be to establish a new, safe base of operations. Then,
with his ship to take him where he willed to go. . .

His brain soared. There was in him suddenly an ex-
travagant sense of power. A thousand things remained to
be done, but at last he was out of his cage, old enough and
strong enough, mentally and physically, to live a secure,
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defensive existence. There were years to be passed, long
years that separated him from maturity. All his father’s
science must be learned, and used. Above all, his first real
plan for finding the true slans must be carefully thought out
and the first exploratory moves made.

The thought ended as he grew abruptly aware of Gran-
ny. The old woman’s thought had been a gentle beat
against his mind all these minutes. He was aware of her
going into the next room. and deep in his mind was a
developing picture of what she was seeing. And now—ijust
like that—the picture went dead slow, as if she had sud-
denly closed her eyes.

Jommy Cross snatched his gun and simultaneously
whirled and leaped to one side. There was a flash of fire
from the doorway that seared across the place where his
head had been. The flame touched the instrument board,
then winked out. The tall, full-grown, tendrilless slan wom-
an standing in the doorway whipped the muzzle of her lit-
tle silver gun toward him—then her whole body went rigid
as she saw his weapon pointing at her. They stood like that
for a long, frozen moment. The woman’s eyes became glit-
tering pools.

“You damned snake!”

In spite of anger, almost because of it, her voice was
golden in its vibrant beauty, and abruptly Jommy Cross felt
beaten. The sight of her and the sound of her brought sud-
den poignant memory of his glorious mother, and he knew
with a sense of helplessness that he could no more blast this
marvelous creature out of existence than he could have de-
stroyed his own mother. In spite of his mighty gun threat-
ening her as her weapon threatened him, he was actually
at her mercy. And the way she had fired at his back showed
the hot determination that burned behind those gleaming
gray eyes. Murder! The mad hatred of the tendrilless slan
against the true slan.

Dismayed though he was, Jommy studied her with grow-
ing fascination. Slimly, strongly, lithely built, she stood
there, poised, alert, leaning forward on one foot a little
breathlessly, like a runner tense for the race. Her right
hand, holding the weapon, was a slender, finely shaped
thing, beautifully tanned and supple-looking. Her left hand
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was half hidden behind her back, as if she had been walk-
ing briskly along, arms swinging freely, and then had fro-
zen in mid-stride, one arm up and one swung back.

Her dress was a simple tunic, drawn in snugly at ber
waist; and what a proudly tilted head she had, hair gleam-
ing dark brown, bobbed and curled. Her face, below that
crown of brown, was the epitome of sensitive loveliness,
lips not too full, nose lean and shapely, cheeks delicately
molded. Yet it was the subtle shaping of her cheeks that
gave her face the power, the sheer intellectual forcefulness.
Her skin looked soft and clear, the purest of unblemished
complexions, and the gray of her eyes was darkly lumi-
nous.,

No, he couldn’t shoot; he couldn’t blast this exquisitely
beautiful woman out of existence. And yet—yet he must
make her think that he could. He stood there, watching the
surface of her mind, the little half thoughts that flicked
across it. There was in her shield the same quality of in-
complete coverage that he had already noticed in the ten-
drilless slans, due probably to their inability to read minds
and therefore to realize what complete coverage actually
meant. .

For the moment he could not allow himself to follow the
little memory vibrations that pulsed from her. All that
counted was that he was standing here facing this tremen-
dously dangerous woman, his weapon and her weapon
leveled, every nerve and muscle in their two bodies pitched
to the ultimate key of alertness.

The woman spoke first. “This is very foolish,” she said.
“We should sit down, put our weapons on the floor in front
of us and talk this thing over. That would relieve the in-
tolerable strain, but our positions would remain materially
the same.”

Jommy Cross felt startled. The suggestion showed a
weakness in the face of danger that was not indicated
anywhere in that highly courageous head and face. The fact
that she had made it added instantly to the psychological
strength of his position, but he was conscious of suspicion,
a conviction that her offer must be examined for special
dangers. He said slowly, “The advantage would be yours.
You're a grown-up slan, your muscles are better co-
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ordinated. You could reach your gun faster than I could
reach mine.”

She nodded matter-of-factly. “That’s true. But actually
you have the advantage in your ability to watch at least part
of my mind.”

“On the contrary”—he spoke the lie smoothly—“when
your mind shield is up the coverage is so complete that I
could not possibly divine your purpose before it was too
late.” '

The uttering of the words brought him awareness of how
incomplete her coverage really was. In spite of his having
kept his mind concentrated on danger and out of the
trickling stream of her thought, enough had come through
to give him a brief but coherent history of the woman.

Her name was Joanna Hillory. She was a regular pilot
on the Martian Way, but this was to be her last trip for
many months. The reason was that she had recently mar-
ried an engineer stationed on Mars, and now she was going
to have a baby—so she was being assigned to duties that
put less strain on her system than the constant pressure of
acceleration to which she was subjected in space travel.

Jommy Cross began to feel easier. A newlywed expect-
ing a child was not likely to take desperate chances. He
said, “Very well, let us put our guns down simultaneously
and sit down.”

When the guns were on the floor, Jommy Cross glanced
across at the slan woman, puzzled by the faintly amused
smile that twisted her lips. The smile became broader,
more distinctly ironic. “And now that you have disarmed
yourself,” she said softly, “you will prepare to die!”

In utter dismay, Jommy Cross stared at the tiny gun that
glittered in her left hand. She must have held the toy-sized
weapon concealed there all those tense moments, awaiting
with a mocking certainty the opportunity of using it. Her
golden-rich voice, beautiful as music, went on:

“So you swallowed all that about my being a poor little
bride, with a baby coming and an anxious husband waiting!
A full-grown snake wouldn’t have been so credulous. As it
15, the young snake I'm looking at will die for his incred-
ible stupidity.”
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Chapter Ten

Jommy Cross stared at the little gun held so firmly, so un-
waveringly by the tendrilless slan woman. Through his
shock and dismay he became suddenly aware of a
background to his chagrin, the smooth-flowing enormously
swift movement of the ship. There was no acceleration,
simply that tireless, hurtling pace, the mile on mile of
headlong flight with no indication whether they were still in
Earth’s atmosphere or in free space.

He stood there dismayed. His mind was free of terror,
but it was also totally empty of any plan. All thought of ac-
tion had been driven from his mind for the moment by the
startling realization that he had been completely outwitted.
The woman had used her very defects to defeat him.

She must have known her thought shield was faulty, and
8o, with almost animal cunning, she had allowed that pa-
thetic little story to leak through, designed to show him
that she would never, oh, never, have the courage for a
fight to the finish. It was easy to see now that her courage
was a chilled-steel quality that he could not hope to equal
for years.

He moved obediently to one side as she gestured menac-
ingly, and then watched her alertly as she bent to pick up
the two weapons on the floor, first her own, then his. But
not for the barest instant did her eyes shift from him, and
there was not a quiver of weakness in the way her gun
pointed at him.

She put away the small weapon that had tricked him,
kept her larger gun in her right hand, and, without a glance
at his gun, locked it in a drawer beneath the glowing instru-
ment board.

Her alertness left no hope that he might trick her into
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turning her weapon aside. The fact that she had not shot
him immediately must mean that she wanted to talk to him
first. But he could not leave that possibility to chance. He
said huskily:

“Do you mind if I ask a few questions before you kill
me?”

“I’ll ask the queshons ” she replied coolly. “There can
be no purpose in your satisfying any curiosity you may
have. How old are you?”

“F]fteen ” '

She nodded. “Then you are at a stage of mental and
emotional development where you will appreciate even a
few minutes’ reprieve from death; and, like an adult human
being, you will probably be pleased to know that so long as
you answer my questions I will not pull the trigger of this
electric-energy gun, though the final result will be death
just the same.”

Jommy Cross wasted no time in even thinking about her
words. He said, “How do you know I'll tell the truth?”

Her smile was confident. “Truth is implicit in the
cleverest lies, We tendrilless slans, lacking the ability to
read minds, have been forced by necessity to develop psy-
chology to the utmost limits. But never mind that. Were
you sent to steal this ship?”

(dNo »

“Then who are you?”

Quietly he gave her a brief history of his life. As his
story developed, he grew conscious that the woman’s eyes
were narrowing, lines of surprise gathering on her
forehead.

“Are you trying to tell me,” she cut in sharply, “that you
are the little boy who came into the main offices of Air
Center six years ago?”

He nodded. “It was a shock to find a crew so murderous
that even a child must be destroyed forthwith. It—"

He stopped because the woman'’s eyes were aflame. “So
it's come at last,” she said slowly. “For six long years we’ve
discussed and analyzed, uncertain whether we were right in
letting you escape.”

“You,..let...me...escape!” gasped Jommy Cross.

She ignored him, went on as if she hadn’t heard. “And
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ever since we’ve waited anxiously for a follow-up from the
snakes. We were pretty sure they wouldn’t betray us be-
cause they wouldn’t want our greatest invention, the
spaceships, to fall into the hands of human beings. The
main question in our minds was, what was behind that first
exploratory maneuver? Now, in your attempted theft of a
rocketship, we have the answer.”

Startled into silence, Jommy Cross listened to the
mistaken analysis. Dismay grew in him. Dismay that had
nothing to do with his personal danger. It was the incredi-
ble insanity of this slan-versus-slan war. The deadliness of
it was almost beyond imagination. Joanna Hillory went on
in her vibrant voice, tinged now with triumph,

“K’s good to know for sure what we have so long
suspected, and the evidence is almost overwhelming now.
We have explored the Moon, Mars and Vénus.