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Fight colds if you
would guard against

SINUS TROUBLE

£ kills germs in mouth

Tests have shown a reduction of bacteria
on mouth surfaces as high as 99%

The racking pain . . . the months
of misery . . . the serious opera-
tion . . . no indeed, you don’t
want sinus trouble. Many sinus
infections begin with the com-
mon cold, an infection itself. The
germs travel upward from the
throat (where most colds begin),
invading the tiny sinus passages.

What steps are you taking to
fight colds this winter? Remem-
ber that not only sinusitis, but
mastoid trouble-and pneumonia
are frequently traceable to colds.
Why not begin now to gargle at
least twice a day with full
strength Listerine, the safe antiseptic with the
pleasant taste?

Listerine reduces colds

Tests, under careful supervision, have shown that
those who gargled Listerine twice-a-day caught
cold less often than those who did not gargle
with it

And mark this: When Listerine users did con-
tract colds, the colds were less severe than those
of non-users.

The cause of the average cold and simple sore
throat is a germ, scientists now believe. Accom-
panying the cold in its development are various

other germs—millions of them.
They help to irritate the tissues
—make the cold more severe.

Bacterial reduction up to 99%

The moment full strength Lister-
ine enters the mouth it kills mil-
lions of germs on the surfaces of
the mucous membrane; tests
have shown reductions of bac-
terial count ranging to 99%.

When your throat is sore or you

feel a cold coming on, gargle with

Lusterine every two hours. It often

relieves the sore throat and checks
the progress of the cold.

Gets results because safe

The results achieved by Listerine
in checking colds and sore throat
cannot be expected from ordinary
mouth washes so harsh they irritate the mucous
membrane. Listerine’s success lies in the fact that
while fatal to germs, it is at the same time safe to
use; does not irritate the tissue.

Remember this factor of safety when buying
a mouth wash. Ask for Listerine and see that you
get 1.

Keep the bottle handy, and to ward off colds,
gargle every morning and every night. When
you feel a cold coming on, increase the gargle to
once every two hours, call your physician and
abide by his instructions.

Lambert Pharmacal Company, St. Louis,
Missouri.

AND IT CHECKS SORE THROAT
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Clean Out Your Kidneys--
Win Back Your Pep

Stop Getting Up Nights—Whip Burning Acidity That
Saps Vitality—Make Guaranteed Cystex Test

There is nothing that can make men or women
feel more run-down, nervous and lacking in
vitality than poor functioning of the thousands
of tiny, delicate tubes in the Kidneys.

If poorly functioning Kidneys or Bladder are
stealing your Vitality and make it hard for you to
keep up with the speed of modern life—if they
make you suffer from Getting Up Nights,
Leg Pains, Nervousness, Stiffness, Burn-
ing, Smarting, Itching, Acidity, Neuralgia
or Rheumatic Pains, Lumbago or Circles
Under Eyes, don’t waste a minute. Try
the Doctor’s preseription called Cystex
(pronounced Siss-tex).

Thousands of men and women are get-
ting back on their feet, sleep like babies,
and feel years younger by fighting irritat-

ing acidity and poor Kidney and Bladder func-
tions with this Doetor’'s preseription called
Cystex, specially prepared for these troubles.

This guaranteed medicine starts work in 15 min-
utes. Acts as a mild, gentle laxative to the Kid-
neys, helping them clean out poisons, wastes and
acids in the blood. Soothes and tones raw, irri-
tated tissues. Be sure to get Cystex, the
special laxative for the Kidneys. Ordi-
nary bowel laxatives can’t do the work.
Cystex is helping millions of sufferers and
is guaranteed to fix you up to your satis-
faction or money back on return of empty
package. Cystex (pronounced Siss-tex)
is only 75¢ at all druggists. Don’t suffer
from delay, get Cystex today.

THE KEY P12y ' TO LIFE
= 7]\

ROSICRUCIAN MYSTERIES
FREE INTRODUCTORYBOOK

<=+ explains the practical, useful, modern teachings of the Rosicrucians.
(Non-Religious) Dignified, uplifting, mental and metaphysical principles
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Wisdom of the Soges,” ond learn how to veceive this knowledge.
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ROSICRUCIAN BROTHERHOOD

San Jose {AMORC) Colifornio
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The Expanding Universe

An Editorial by Harry Bates

O be in line with the trend of

modern scientific thought, it ap-

pears that we must accept the dic-

tum that the universe is under-
going a wholesale inflation. Therefore
if there is an earnest desire to study our
celestial neighbors we would do well to
set about it diligently within the next
trillion years or so before the cosmic
dust becomes so widely dispersed that
our heavens are devoid of any visible
stars and our solar system has whirled
its way on to a solitary eternity.

On the other hand, if this theory does
not appeal to one, there is an alterna-
tive. That is, that instead of undergoing
an expansion, the universe is contracting
and we will eventually have some sort
of a get-together with distant solar sys-
tems the light from which may now be
too feeble to be discerned. There is
apparently no halfway measure. A
static cosmos is not to be tolerated; the
idea of constant motion is too charac-
teristic of the concepts of natural phi-
losophy to allow consideration of the ab-
sence of it.

The atom with its revolving electrons,
the molecules, dizzily darting in obey-
ance to the kinetic law, larger agglom-
erates, such as solar systems with their
well-ordered families of satellites ever
coursing around’their parent sun—all of
these phenomena yield testimony to the
fact that there is nothing static in the
universe. And now we find that the
great star-group of which our solar sys-
tem forms an infinitesimal part is in
process of pulling away from other star-
groups.

Whether it is a case of expansion or
contraction, it seems logical that we
should be on our way. Without the re-
motest possibility of any interstellar
binding force between these distant
groups, it would seem an utter absurdity
that through some freak of chance rela-
tive positions should just happen to re-
main constant.

Sir Arthur Eddington remarked at
last year’s meeting of the British Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Science
that “the theory of the expanding uni-
verse is in some respects so preposter-
ous . . . that I feel almost an indig-
nation that anyone should believe it—
except myself.” But just the same he
believes in it so strongly that he has
bothered to figure out the rate of ex-
pansion. Whatever that speed may be in
miles per hour or in light years per sec-
ond, Sir Arthur claims that the universe

now occupies twice as much space as it
did 1,300,000,000 years ago.

Dr. H. P. Robertson, of Princeton,
using data obtained by Dr. Hubble at
Mount Wilson, comes to the conclusion
that the universe has attained a size
thirteen times as great as it was orlgi-
nally. (The highly inaccurate nature of
estimates of this kind is evident when
we are told that if the presence of
dark matter is taken into consideration,
the universe may only have doubled.)

While Sir Arthur Eddington prefers
to look upon the universe as an ex-
panding one, he also entertains the pos-
sibility of a gradual contraction, in
which case he says that an outside ob-
server not subject to the universal con-
traction would view a diminution in
everything—atoms, plants, animals and
stellar systems. The earth would spiral
nearer and nearer the sun with a diz-
zily increasing speed. The stage of ter-
restrial life would become increasingly
smaller as would the actors themselves.
Their gyrations would become faster
and faster, and, as the last act begins,
the curtain would open upon midget ac-
tors rushing through their parts at fran-
tic speed. One last blur of intense agi-
tation—and then nothing.

The expansion theory is more appeal-
ing to us. If there is anything distaste-
fully imminent as it is, it is cramped
quarters. What if infinite expansion is
the ultimate? The theories of the curva-
ture of space as propounded by Ein-
stein, it would seem, would finally put
an end to the expansion, and a contrac-
tion would eventually set in anyhow. The
radial expansion in a “straight” line
would of necessity, due to the curvature
of space, cause the elements of the uni-
verse to “boomerang” back. All matter
would again form a compact aggregate,
possibly with a refusion and subsequent
redistribution—a new creation.

Perhaps this cycle has occurred before.
Perhaps it has happened a million times.

Picture a million solar systems tossed
out of a molten chaos into space. Their
natural inclination would be to follow a
straight line, but the curvature of the
medium in which they travel bends their
courses into arcs of infinite radius.

Picture their ultimate return to the
place of their birth after eons of time.
Then a cataclysmic explosion, and, as
their kinetic energy is reconverted back
to heat, a re-fusion into one mass.

Then expansion: again the firmament is
filled with stars.



Salvage in Space
By Jack Williamson

IS “planet” was the small-

est in the solar system,

and the loneliest, Thad

Allen was thinking, as he
straightened wearily in the huge,
bulging, inflated fabric of his Os-
prey space armor, Walking awk-
wardly in the magnetic boots that
held him to the black mass of
meteoric iron, he mounted a pro-
jection and stood motionless, star-
ing moodily away through the
vision panels of his bulky helmet
into the dark mystery of the void.
His welding arc dangled at his
belt, the elec-

precious metals was disappointing-
ly minute.*

On the other side of this tiny
sphere of hard-won treasure, his
Millen atomic rocket was sputter-
ing, spurts of hot blue flame jet-
ting from its exhaust. A simple
mechanism, bolted to the first siz-
able fragment he had captured, it
drove the iron ball through space
like a ship.

Through the magnetic soles of
his insulated boots, Thad could feel
the vibration of the iron mass, be-
neath the rocket’s regular thrust.
The magazine of

trode still glow-
ing red. He had
just finished se-
curing to this

To

Thad Allen,
comes the dangerous bonanza of
a derelict rocket-flier manned by
death invisible.

uranite fuel cap-
sules was nearly
empty, now, he re-
flected. He would

meteor miner,

slowly - accumu-

lated mass of iron his most recent
find, a meteorite the size of his
head.

Five perilous weeks he had la-
bored, to collect this rugged lump
of metal—a jagged mass, some ten
feet in diameter, composed of hun-
dreds of fragments, that he had
captured and welded together. His
luck had not been good. His find-
ings had been heart-breakingly
small; the spectro-flash analysis
had revealed that the content of the

soon have to turn
back toward Mars.

Turn back. But how could he,
with so slender a reward for his
efforts? Meteor mining is expensive.
There was his bill at Millen and
Helion, Mars, for uranite and sup-
plies. And the unpaid last instal-
ment on his Osprey suit. How could
he outfit himself again, if he re-
turned with no more metal than
this? There were men who averaged
a thousand tons of iron a month.
Why couldn’t fortune smile on him?

*The meteor or asteroid belt, between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter, is
“mined” by such adventurers as Thad Allen for the platinum, iridium and osmium

that all meteoric irons contain in small quantities.

The meteor swarms are sup-

posed by some astronomers to be fragments of a disrupted planet, which, according

to Bode’s Law, should occupy this space.

6



SALVAGE

He knew men who had made
fabulous strikes, who had captured
whole planetoids of rich metal, and
he knew weary, white-haired men
who had braved the perils of vac-
uum and absolute cold and bullet-
swift meteors for hard years, who
still hoped.

But sometime fortune
smile, and then. ...

The picture came to him. A tower
of white metal, among the low red
hills near Helion. A slim, graceful
tower of argent, rising in a fra-

had' to

IN SPACE 7

grant garden of flowering Martian
shrubs, purple and saffron. And
a girl waiting, at the silver door—
a trim, slender girl in white, with
blue eyes and hair richly brown.

Thad had seen the white tower
many times, on his holiday tramps
through the hills about Helion. He
had even dared to ask if it could
be bought, to find that its price
was an amount that he might not
amass in many years at his perilous
profession. But the girl in white
was yet only a glorious dream. . . .

Gigantic claws seemed to reach out of empty air.
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HE strangeness of interplan=

etary space, and the somber
mystery of it, pressed upon him
like an illimitable and deserted
ocean. The sun was a tiny white
disk on his right, hanging between
rosy coronal wings; his native
Earth, a bright greenish point sus-
pended in the dark gulf below it;
Mars, nearer, smaller, a little ocher
speck above the shrunken sun.
Above him, below him, in all direc-
tions was vastness, blackness, emp-
tiness. Ebon infinity, sprinkled
with far, cold stars.

Thad was alone. Utterly alone.
No man was visible, in all the
supernal vastness of space. And no
work of man-—save the few tools
of his daring trade, and the glit-
tering little rocket bolted to the
black iron behind him. It was ter-
rible to think that the nearest hu-
man being must be tens of millions
of miles away.

On his first trips, the loneliness
had been terrible, unendurable.
Now he was becoming accustomed
to it. At least, he no longer feared
that he was going mad. But some-
times. . . .

Thad shook himself and spoke
aloud, his voice ringing hollow in
his huge metal helmet:

“Brace up, old top. In good com-
pany, when you’re by yourself, as
Dad used to say. Be back in Helion
in a week or so, anyhow. Look up
Dan and ‘Chuck’ and the rest of
the crowd again, at Comet’s place.
What price a friendly boxing match
with Mason, or an evening at the
teleview theater?

“Fresh air instead of this stale
synthetic stuff! Real food, in place
of theseé tasteless concentrates! A
hot bath, instead of greasing your-
self!

““Too dull out here. Life—" He
broke off, set his jaw,

No wuse thinking about such
things. Only made it worse. Be-
sides, how did he know that a

whizzing meteor wasn’t going to
flash him out before he got back?

E drew his right arm out of
the bulging sleeve of the
suit, into its ample interior, found
a cigarette in an inside pocket, and
lighted it. The smoke swirled about

“in the helmet, drawn swiftly into

the air filters.

“Darn clever, these suits,” he
murmured. “Food, smokes, water
generator, all where you can reach
them. And darned expensive, too.
I'd better be looking for pay
metal!”

He clambered to a better posi-
tion; stood peering out into space,
searching for the tiny gleam of sun-
light on a meteoric fragment that
might be worth capturing for its
content of precious metals. For an
hour he scanned the black, star-
strewn gulf, as the sputtering
rocket continued to drive him for-
ward.

“There she glows!” he cried sud-
denly, and grinned.

Before him was a tiny, glowing
fleck, that moved among the un-
changing stars. He stared at it in-
tensely, breathing faster in the hel-
met,

Always he thrilled to see such
a moving gleam. What treasure it
promised! At first sight, it was im-
possible to determine size or dis-
tance or rate of motion. It might
be ten thousand tons of rich metal.
A fortune! It would more probably
prove to be a tiny, stony mass, not
worth capturing. It might even be
large and valuable, but moving so
rapidly that he could not overtake
it with the power of the diminu-
tive Millen rocket.

He studied the tiny speck in-
tently, with practised eye, as the
minutes passed—an untrained eye
would never have seen it at all,
among the flaming hosts of stars.
Skilfully he judged, from its ap- .
parent rate of motion and its slow



SALVAGE

increase in brilliance, its size and
distance from him.

“Must be—must be fair size,” he
spoke aloud, at length. “A hundred
tons, I'll bet my helmet! But scoot-
ing along pretty fast. Stretch the
little old rocket to run it down.”

He clambered back to the rocket,
changed the angle of the flaming
exhaust, to drive him directly
across the path of the object ahead,
filled the magazine again with the
little pellets of uranite, which were
fed automatically into the combus-
tion chamber, and increased the fir-
ing rate.

The trailing blue flame reached
farther backward from the incan-
descent orifice of the exhaust. The
vibration of the metal sphere in-
creased. Thad left the sputtering
rocket and went back where he
could see the object before him.

T was nearer now, rushing

obliquely across his path.
Would he be in time to capture it
as it passed, or would it hurtle by
ahead of him, and wvanish in the
limitless darkness of space before
his feeble rocket could check the
momentum of his ball of metal?

He peered at it, as it drew closer.

Its surface seemed oddly bright,
silvery. Not the dull black of me-
teoric iron. And it was larger, more
distant, than he had thought at
first, In form, too, it seemed curi-
ously regular, ellipsoid. It was no
jagged mass of metal.

His hopes sank, rose again im-
mediately. Even if it. were not the
mass of rich metal for which he
had prayed, it might be something
as valuable—and more interesting.

He ‘returned to the rocket, ad-
justed the angle of the nozzle
again, and advanced the firing time
slightly, even at the risk of a ruin-
ous explosion.

When he returned to where he
could see the hurtling object be-
fore him, he saw that it was a ship.
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A tapering silver-green rocket-flier.

Once more his dreams were
dashed. The officers of interplan-
etary liners lose no love upon the
meteor miners, claiming that their
collected masses of metal, almost
helpless, always underpowered, are
menaces to navigation. That could
expect nothing from the ship save
a heliographed warning. to keep
clear.

- But how came a rocket-flier here,
in the perilous swarms of the me-
teor belt? Many a vessel had been
destroyed by collision with an as-
teroid, in the days before charted
lanes were cleared of drifting
metal.

The lanes more frequently used,
between Earth, Mars, Venus and
Mercury, were of course far inside
the orbits of the asteroids. And the
few ships running to Jupiter’s
moons avoided them by crossing
millions of miles above their plane.

Could it be that legendary green
ship, said once to have mysteriously
appeared, sliced up and drawn with-
in her hull several of the primitive
ships of that day, and then disap-
peared forever after in the remote
wastes of space? Absurd, of course:
he dismissed the idle fancy and ex-
amined the ship still more closely.

Then he saw that it was turning,
end over end, very slowly. That
meant that its gyros were stopped;
that it was helpless, drifting, dis-
abled, powerless to avoid hurtling
meteoric stones. Had it blundered
unawares into the belt of swarms
—been struck before the danger
was realized? Was it a derelict,
with all dead upon it?

ITHER the ship’s machinery

was completely  wrecked,
Thad knew, or there was no one
on watch. For the controls of a
modern rocket-flier are so simple
and so nearly automatic that a sin-
gle man at the bridge can keep a
vessel upon her course.
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It might be, he thought, that a
meteorite had ripped open the hull,
allowing the air to escape so quick-
ly that the entire crew had been
asphyxiated before any repairs
could be made. But that seemed
unlikely, since the ship must have
been divided into several compart-
ments by air-tight bulkheads.

Could the vessel have been de-
serted for some reason? The crew
might have mutinied, and left her
in the life-tubes. She might have
been robbed by pirates, and set
adrift. But with the space lanes
policed as they were, piracy and
successful mutiny were rare.

Thad saw that the flier’'s navi-
gation lights were out.

He found the heliograph signal
mirror at his side, sighted it upon
the ship, and worked the mirror
rapidly. He waited, repeated the
call. There was no response.

The vessel was plainly a derelict.
Could he board her, and take her
to Mars? By law, it was his duty
to attempt to aid any helpless ship,
or at least to try to save any en-
dangered lives upon her. And the
salvage award, if the ship should
be deserted and he could bring her
safe to port, would be half her
value.

No mean prize, that. Half the
value of ship and cargo! More than
he was apt to earn in years of min-
ing the meteor belt.

With new anxiety, he measured
the relative motion of the gleaming
ship. It was going to pass ahead
of him. And very soon. No more
time for speculation. It was still
uncertain whether it would come
near enough so that he could get
a line to it.

Rapidly he unslung from his belt
the apparatus he used to capture
meteors. A powerful electromagnet,
with a thin, strong wire fastened to
it, to be hurled from a helix-gun.
He set the drum on which the wire
was wound upon the metal at his

feet, fastened it with its magnetic
anchor, wondering if it would stand
the terrific strain when the wire
tightened.

Raising the helix to his shoulder,
he trained it upon a point well
ahead of the rushing flier, and
stood waiting for the exact moment
to press the lever. The slender spin-
dle of the ship was only a mile
away now, bright in the sunlight.
He could see no break in her pol-
ished hull, save for the dark rows
of circular ports., She was not, by
any means, completely wrecked.

He read the black letters of her
name.

Red Dragon.

The name of her home port, be-
low, was in smaller letters. But
in a moment he made them out. San
Francisco. The ship then came from
the Earth! From the wvery city
where Thad was born!

HE gleaming hull was near

now. Only a few hundred yards
away. Passing. Aiming well ahead
of her, to allow for her motion,
Thad pressed the key that hurled
the magnet from the helix. It flung
away from him, the wire scream-
ing from the reel behind it.

Thad’s mass of metal swung on
past the ship, as he returned to the
rocket and stopped its clattering
explosions. He watched the tiny
black speck of the magnet. It van-
ished from sight in the darkness
of space, appeared again against
the white, burnished hull of the
rocket ship.

For a painful instant he thought
he had missed. Then he saw that
the magnet was fast to the side of
the flier, near the stern. The line
tightened. Soon the strain would
come upon it, as it checked the mo-
mentum of the mass of iron. He set
the friction brake. :

Thad flung himself flat, grasped
the wire above the reel. Even if °
the mass of iron tore itself free,
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he could hold to the wire, and hime
self reach the ship.

He flung past the deserted ves-
sel, behind it, his lump of iron
swung like a pebble in a sling. A
cloud of smoke burst from the
burned lining of the friction brake,
in the reel. Then the wire was all
out; there was a suddenjerk.

And the hard-gathered sphere of
metal was gone—snapped off into
space. Thad clung desperately to
the wire, muscles cracking, tor-
tured arms almost drawn from their
sockets. Fear flashed over his mind;
what if the wire broke, and left
him floating helpless in space?

T held, though, to his relief.

He was trailing behind the
ship. Eagerly he seized the handle
of the reel; began to wind up the
mile of thin wire. Half an hour
later, Thad’s suited figure bumped
gently against the shining hull of
the rocket. He got to his feet, and
gazed backward into the starry
gulf, where his sphere of iron had
long since vanished.

“Somebody is going to find him-
self a nice chunk of metal, all
welded together and equipped for
rocket navigation,” he murmured.
“As for me—well, I've simply got
to run this tub to Mars!”

He walked over the smooth, re-
fulgent hull, held to it by magnetic
soles. Nowhere was it broken,
though he found scars where small
meteoric particles had scratched
the brilliant polish. So no meteor
had wrecked the ship. What, then,
was the matter? Soon he would
know.

The Red Dragon was not large.
A hundred and thirty feet long,
Thad estimated, with a beam of
twenty-five feet. But her trim lines
bespoke design recent and good;
the double ring of black projecting
rockets at the stern told of un-
usual speed.

A pretty piece of salvage, he re«

flected, if he could land her on
Mars. Half the value of such a
ship, unharmed and safe in port,
would be a larger sum than he
dared put in figures. And he must
take her in, now that he had lost
his own rocket!

He found the life-tubes, six of
them, slender, silvery cylinders, ly-
ing secure in their niches, three
along each side of the flier. None
was missing. So the crew had not
willingly deserted the ship.

He approached the main air-lock,
at the center of the hull, behind
the projecting dome of the bridge.
It was closed. A glance at the dials
told him there was full air pres-
sure within it. It had, then, last
been used to enter the rocket, not
to leave it.

HAD opened the exhaust valve,

let the air hiss from the cham-

ber of the lock. The huge door
swung open in response to his hand
upon the wheel, and he entered the
cylindrical chamber. In a moment
the door was closed behind him,
air was hissing into the lock again.
He started to open the face-plate
of his helmet, longing for a breath
of air that did not smell of sweat
and stale tobacco smoke, as that in
his suit always did, despite the best
chemical purifiers. Then he hesi-
tated. Perhaps some deadly gas,
from the combustion chambers....
Thad opened the inner valve, and
came upon the upper deck of the
vessel. A floor ran the full length
of the ship, broken with hatches
and companionways that gave to the
rocket rooms, cargo holds, and
quarters for crew and passengers
below. There was an enclosed lad-
der that led to bridge and navigat-
ing room in the dome above. The
hull formed an arched roof over it.
The deck was deserted, lit only
by three dim blue globes, hanging
from the curved roof. All seemed
in order—the fire-fighting equip-
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ment hanging on the walls, and the
huge metal patches and welding
equipment for repairing breaks in
the hull. Everything was clean,
bright with polish or new paint.
And all was very still. The si-
lence held a vague, brooding threat
that frightened Thad, made him

wish for a moment that he was -

back upon his rugged ball of metal.
But he banished his fear, and
strode down the deck.

Midway of it he found a dark
stain upon the clean metal. The
black of long-dried blood. A few
tattered scraps of cloth beside it.
No more than bloody rags. And a
heavy meat cleaver, half hidden be-
neath a bit of darkened fabric.

Mute record of tragedy! Thad
strove to read it. Had a man fought
here and been killed? It must have
been a struggle of peculiar vio-
lence, to judge by the dark spat-
tered stains, and the indescribable
condition of the remnants of cloth-
ing. But what had he fought? An-
other man, or some thing? And
what had become of victor and
vanquished?

He walked on down the deck.

The torturing silence was broken
by the abrupt patter of quick lit-
tle footsteps behind him. He turned
quickly, nervously, with a hand go-
ing instinctively to his welding arc,
which, he knew, would make a
fairly effective weapon.

T was merely a dog. A little dog,

yellow, nondescript, pathetically
delighted. With a sharp, eager bark,
it leaped up at Thad, pawing at his
armor and licking it, standing on
its hind legs and reaching toward
the visor of his helmet.

It was very thin, as if from long
starvation. Both ears were ragged
and bloody, and there was a long,
unhealed scratch across the shoul-
der, somewhat inflamed, but not a
serious wound.

The bright, eager

eyes were

alight with joy. But Thad thought
he saw fear in them. And even
through the stiff fabric of the Os-
prey suit, he felt that the dog was
trembling,

Suddenly, with a low whine, it
shrank close to his side. And an- -
other sound reached Thad’s ears.

A cry, weird and harrowing be-
yond telling. A scream so thin and
so high that it roughened his skin,
so keenly shrill that it tortured
his nerves; a sound of that peculiar
frequency that is more agonizing
than any bodily pain.

When silence came again, Thad
was standing with his back against
the wall, the welding arc in his
hand. His face was cold with sweat,
and a queer chill prickled up and
down his spine. The yellow dog
crouched whimpering against his
legs.

Ominous, threatening stillness
filled the ship again, disturbed only
by the whimpers and frightened
growls of the dog. Trying to calm
his overwrought nerves, Thad lis-
tened—strained his ears. He could
hear nothing. And he had no idea
from which direction the terrifying
sound had come.

A strange cry. Thad knew it had
been born in no human throat. Nor
in the throat of any animal he
knew. It had carried an alien note
that overcame him with instinctive
fear and horror. What had voiced
it? Was the ship haunted by some
dread entity?

OR many minutes Thad stood
upon the deck, waiting, tensely
grasping the welding tool. But the
nerve-shattering scream did not
come again. Nor any other sound.
The yellow dog seemed half to for-
get its fear, It leaped up at his
face again, with another short lit-
tle bark.
The air must be good, he thought,
if the dog could live in it. :
He unscrewed the face-plate of
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his helmet, and lifted it. The air
that struck his face was cool and
clean. He breathed deeply, grate-
fully. And at first he did not no-
tice the strange odor upon it: a
curious, unpleasant scent, earthly,
almost fetid, unfamiliar.

The dog kept leaping up, whin-
ing.

“Hungry, boy?” Thad whispered.

He fumbled in the bulky inside
pockets of his suit, found a slab of
concentrated food, and tossed it
out through the opened panel. The
dog sprang upon it, wolfed it eager-
ly, and came back to his side.

Thad set at once about exploring
the ship.

First he ascended the ladder to
the bridge. A metal dome covered
it, studded with transparent ports.
Charts and instruments were in
order. And the room was vacant,
heavy with the fatal silence of the
ship.

HAD had no expert’s knowl-

edge of the flier’s mechanism.
But he had studied interplanetary
navigation, to qualify for his Ili-
cense to carry masses of metal
under rocket power through the
space lanes and into planetary at-
mospheres. He was sure he could
manage the ship if its mechanism
were in good order, though he was
uncertain of his ability to make
any considerable repairs.
. To his relief, a scrutiny of the
dials revealed nothing wrong.

He started the gyro motors, got
the great wheels to spinning, and
thus stopped the slow, end-over-
end turning of the flier. Then he
went to the rocket controls, warmed
three of the tubes, and set them to
firing, The vessel answered readily
to her helm. In a few minutes he
had the red fleck of Mars over the
bow.

“Yes, I can run her, all right,”
he announced to the dog, which
had followed him up the steps,
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keeping close to his feet. “Don’t
worry, old boy. We’'ll be eating a
juicy beefsteak together, in a week.
At Comet’s place in Helion, down
by the canal. Not much style—but
the eats!

“And now we're going to do a
little detective work, and find out
what made that disagreeable noise.
And what happened to all your
fellow-astronauts. Better find out,
before it happens to us!”

He shut off the rockets,
climbed down from the
again.

When Thad started down the
companionway to the officers’ quar-
ters, in the central one of the five
main compartments of the ship, the
dog kept close to his legs, growl-
ing, trembling, hackles lifted. Sens-
ing the animal’s terror, pitying it
for the naked fear in its eyes,
Thad wondered what dramas of
horror it might have seen.

The cabins of the navigator, cal-
culator, chief technician, and first
officer were empty, and forbidding
with the ominous silence of the
ship. They were neatly in order,
and the berths had been made since
they were used. But there was a
large bloodstain, black and circu-
lar, on the floor of the calculator’s
room,

The captain’s cabin held evidence
of a violent struggle. The door had
been broken in. Its fragments, with
pieces of broken furniture, books,
covers from the berth, and three
service pistols, were scattered about
in indescribable confusion, all
stained with blood. Among the
frightful débris, Thad found sev-
eral scraps of clothing, of dissimi-
lar fabrics. The guns were empty.

and
bridge

TTEMPTING to reconstruct
the action of the tragedy from
those grim clues, he imagined that
the five officers, aware of some
peril, had gathered here, fought,

~and died.
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The dog refused to enter the
room. It stood at the door, look-
ing anxiously after him, trembling
and whimpering pitifully. Several
times it sniffed the air and drew
back, snarling, Thad thought that
the unpleasant earthy odor he had
noticed upon opening the face-
plate of his helmet was stronger
here,

After a few minutes of search-
ing through the wildly disordered
room, he found the ship’s log—or
its remains, Many pages had been
torn from the book, and the re-
mainder, soaked with blood, formed
a stiff black mass.

Only one legible entry did he
find, that on a page torn from the
book, which somehow had escaped
destruction. Dated five months be-
fore, it gave the position of the
vessel and her bearings—she was
then just outside Jupiter’s orbit,
Earthward bound—and concluded
with a remark of sinister implica-
tions:

“Another man gone this
morning. Simms, assistant tech-
nician. A fine workman. O’Deen
swears he heard something
moving on the deck. Cook
thinks. some of the doctor’s
stuffed monstrosities have come
to life. Ridiculous, of course,
But what is one ‘to think?”

Pondering the significance of
those few lines, Thad climbed back
to the deck. Was the ship haunted
by some weird death, that had
seized the crew man by man, mys-
teriously? That was the obvious
implication. And if the flier had
been still outside Jupiter’s orbit
when those words were written, it
must have been weeks before the
end. A lurking, invisible death! The
scream he had heard. ...

E descended into the forecas-
tle, and came upon another

such silent record

of frightful

carnage as he had found in the cap-
tain’s cabin. Dried blood, scraps of
cloth, knives and other weapons, A
fearful question was beginning to
obsess him. What had become of the
bodies of those who must have died
in these conflicts? He dared not
think the answer,

Gripping the welding arc, Thad
approached the after hatch, giving
to the cargo hold. Trepidation al-
most overpowered him, but he was
determined to find the sinister men-
ace of the ship, before it found
him. The dog whimpered, hung
back, and finally deserted him, con-
tributing nothing to his peace of
mind.

The hold proved to be dark. An
indefinite black space, oppressive
with the terrible silence of the flier.
The air within it bore still more
strongly the unpleasant fetor.

Thad hesitated on the steps. The
hold was not inviting. But at the
thought that he must sleep, un-
guarded, while taking the flier to
Mars, his resolution returned. The
uncertainty, the constant fear,
would be unendurable.

He climbed on down, feeling for
the light button. He found it, as
his feet touched the floor. Blue
light flooded the hold.

It was filled with monstrous
things, colossal creatures, such as
nothing that ever lived upon the
Earth; like nothing known in the
jungles of Venus or the deserts of
Mars, or anything that has been
found upon Jupiter’s moons.

They were monsters remotely re-
sembling insects or crustaceans, but
as large as horses or elephants;
creatures upreared upon strange
limbs, armed with hideously fanged
jaws, cruel talons, frightful, saw-
toothed snouts, and glittering
scales, red and yellow and green.
They leered at him with phos-
phorescent eyes, yellow and purple.

They cast grotesquely gigantic:
shadows in the blue light. . ..
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COLD shock of horror started

along Thad’s spine, at sight of
those incredible nightmare things.
Automatically he flung up the weld-
ing tool, flicking over the lever
with his thumb, so that violet elec-
tric flame played about the elec-
trode.

Then he saw that the crowding,
hideous things were motionless,
that they stood upon wooden ped-
estals, that many of them were
supported upon metal bars. They
were dead. Mounted. Collected
specimens of some alien life.

Grinning wanly, and conscious of
a weakness in the knees, he mut-
tered: “They sure will fill the mu-
seum, if everybody gets the kick
out of ’em that I did. A little too
realistic, I'd say. Guess these are
the ‘stuffed monstrosities’ men-
tioned in the page out of the log.
No wonder the cook was afraid of
them. Some of them do look hell-
ishly alive!”

He started across the hold,
shrinking involuntarily from the
armored enormities that seemed
crouched to spring at him, motion-
less eyes staring.

So, at the end of the long space,
he found the treasure.

Glittering in the blue light, it
looked unreal. Incredible. A daz-
zling dream. He stopped among the
fearful, silent things that seemed
gathered as if to guard it, and
stared with wide eyes through the
opened face-plate of his helmet.

He saw neat stacks of gold in-
gots, new, freshly smelted; bars of
silver-white iridium, of argent plat-
inum, of blue-white osmium. Many
of them. Thousands of pounds,
Thad knew. He trembled at thought
of their value. Almost beyond cal-
culation.

Then he saw the coffer, lying
beyond the piled, gleaming ingots
—a huge box, eight feet long, made
of some crystal that glittered with
snowy whiteness, filled with spar-
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kling, iridescent gleams, and inlaid
with strange designs, apparently in
vermilion enamel.

With a little cry, he ran toward
the chest, moving awkwardly in the
loose, deflated fabric of the Osprey
suit.

ESIDE the coffer, on the floor

of the hold, was literally a
mountain of flame—blazing gems,
heaped as if they had been care-
lessly dumped from it; cut dia-
monds, incredibly gigantic; mon-
ster emeralds, sapphires, rubies;
and strange stones, that Thad did
not recognize.

And Thad gasped with horror,
when he looked at the designs of
the vermilion inlay, in the white,
gleaming crystal. Weird forms.
Shapes of creatures somewhat like
gigantic spiders, and more unlike
them. Demoniac things, wickedly

fanged, jaws slavering. Executed
with masterly skill, that made them
seem living, menacing, secretly
gloating!

Thad stared at them for long
minutes, fascinated almost hypnot-
ically, Three times he approached
the chest, to lift the lid and find
what it heid. And three times the
unutterable horror of those crim-
son images thrust him back, shud-
dering.

“Nothing but pictures,” he mut-
tered hoarsely.

A fourth time he advanced, trem-
bling, and seized the lid of the
coffer. Heavy, massive, it was fash-
ioned also of glistening white crys-
tal, and inlaid in crimson with
weirdly hideous figures. Great
hinges of white platinum held it
on the farther side; it was fastened
with a simple, heavy hasp of the
precious metal.

Hands quivering, Thad snapped
back the hasp, lifted the lid.

New treasure in the chest would
not have surprised him. He was
prepared to meet dazzling wonders

LY
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of gems or priceless metal. Nor
would he have been astonished at
some weird creature such as one of
those whose likenesses were inlaid
in the crystal.

But what he saw made him drop
the massive lid.

A woman lay in the chest—mo-
tionless, in white,

N a moment he raised the lid

again; examined the still form
more closely. The woman had been
young. The features were regular,
good to look upon. The eyes were
closed; the white face appeared
very peaceful.

Save for the extreme, cadaverous
pallor, there was no mark of death.
With a fancy that the body might
be miraculously living, sleeping,
Thad thrust an arm out through
the opened panel of his suit, and
touched a slender, bare white arm.
It was stiff, very cold.

The still, pallid face was framed
in fine brown hair, The fair, small
hands were crossed upon the breast,
over the simple white garment.

A queer ache came into his heart.
Something made him think of a
white tower in the red hills near
Helion, and a girl waiting in its
fragrant garden of saffron and pur-
ple—a girl like this.

The body lay upon a bed of blaz-
ing jewels. :

It appeared, Thad thought, as if
the pile of gems upon the floor
had been hastily scraped from the
coffer, to make room for the quiet
form. He wondered how long it had
lain there. It looked as if it might
have been living but minutes be-
fore. Some preservative. . . .

His thought was broken by a
sound that rang from the open
hatchway on the deck above—the
furious barking and yelping of the
dog. Abruptly that was silent, and
in its place came the uncanny and
terrifying scream that Thad had
heard once before, on this flier of

mystery. A shriek so keen and
shrill that it seemed to tear out his
nerves by their roots. The voice of
the haunter of the ship.

HEN Thad came back upon

the deck, the dog was still
barking nervously. He saw the ani-
mal forward, almost at the bow.
Hackles raised, tail between its
legs, it was slinking backward,
barking sharply as if to call for aid.

Apparently it was retreating
from something between Thad and
itself. But Thad, searching the
dimly-lit deck, could see no source
of alarm. Nor could the structures
upon it have shut any large object
from his view.

“It’s all right!” Thad called, in-
tending to reassure the frightened
animal, but finding his voice queer-
ly dry. “Coming on the double, old
man. Don’t worry.”

The dog had reached the end of
the deck. It stopped yelping, but
snarled and whined as if in terror.
It began darting back and forth,
moving exactly as if something
were slowly closing in upon it,
trapping it in the corner. But Thad
could see nothing.

Then it made a wild dash back
toward Thad, darting along by the
wall, as if trying to run past an
unseen enemy.

Thad thought he heard quick,
rasping footsteps, then, that were
not those of the dog. And some-
thing seemed to catch the dog in
mid-air, as it leaped. It was hurled
howling to the deck. For a moment
it struggled furiously, as if an in-
visible claw had pinned it down.
Then it escaped, and fled whim-
pering to Thad’s side.

He saw a new wound across its
hips. Three long, parallel scratches,
from which fresh red blood was
trickling.

Regular scraping sounds came
from the end of the detk, where
no moving thing was to be seen—
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sounds such as might be made by
the walking of feet with un-
sheathed claws. Something was
coming back toward Thad. Some-
thing that was invisible!

ERROR seized him, with the

knowledge. He had nerved him-
self to face desperate men, or.a
savage animal. But an invisible be-
ing, that could creep upon him
and strike unseen! It was incred-
ible . . . yet he had seen the dog
knocked down, and the bleeding
wound it had received.

His heart paused, then beat very
quickly. For the moment he thought
only blindly, of escape. He knew
only an overpowering desire to
hide, to conceal himself from the
invisible thing. Had it been pos-
sible, he might have tried to leave
the flier.

Beside him was one of the com-
panionways amidships, giving ac-
cess to a compartment of the vessel
that he had not explored. He
turned, leaped down the steps, with
the terrified dog at his heels.

Below, he found himself in a
short hall, dimly lighted. Several
metal doors opened from it. He
tried one at random, It gave. He
sprang through, let the dog fol-
low, closed and locked it.

Trying to listen, he leaned weak-
ly against the door. The rushing
of his breath, swift and regular.
The loud hammer of his thudding
heart. The dog’s low whines. Then
—unmistakable scraping sounds,
outside.

The scratching of claws, Thad
knew. Invisible claws!

He stood there, bracing the door
with the weight of his body, hold-
ing the welding arc ready in his
hand. Several times the hinges
creaked, and he felt a heavy pres-
sure against the panels. But at last
the scratching sounds ceased. He
relaxed. The monster had with-
drawn, at least for a time.
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When he had time to think, the
invisibility of the thing was not so
incredible. The mounted creatures
he had seen in the hold were evi-
dence that the flier had visited
some unknown planet, where weird
life reigned. It was not beyond
reason that such a planet should be
inhabited by beings invisible to
human sight.

Human vision, as he knew, uti-
lizes only a tiny fraction of the
spectrum. The creature must be
largely transparent to visible light,
as human flesh is radiolucent to
hard X-rays. Quite possibly it
could be seen by infra-red or ultra-
violet light—evidently it was vis-
ible enough to the dog’s eyes, with
their different range of sensitivity.

USHING the subject from his

mind, he turned to survey the
room into which he had burst. It
had apparently been occupied by
a woman. A frail blue silk dress
and more intimate items of femi-
nine wearing apparel were hanging
above the berth. Two pairs of deli-
cate black slippers stood neatly be-
low it.

Across from him was a dressing
table, with a large mirror above it.
Combs, pins, jars of cosmetic clut-
tered it. And Thad saw upon it a
little leather-bound book, locked,
stamped on the back “Diary.”

He crossed the room and picked
up the little book, which smelled
faintly of jasmine. Momentary
shame overcame him at thus steal-
ing the secrets of an unknown girl.
Necessity, however, left him no
choice but to seize any chance of
learning more of this ship of mys-
tery and her invisible haunter. He
broke the flimsy fastening.

Linda Cross was the name writ-
ten on the fly-leaf, in a firm, clear
feminine hand. On the next page
was the photograph, in color, of a
girl, the brown-haired girl whose
body Thad had discovered in the
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crystal coffer in the hold. Her eyes,
he saw, had been blue. He thought
she looked very lovely—like the
waiting girl in his old dream of
the silver tower in the red hills by
Helion.

The diary, it appeared, had not
been kept very devotedly. Most of
the pages were blank. :

One of the first entries, dated a
year and a half before, told of a
party that Linda had attended in
San Francisco, and of her refusal
to dance with a certain man, re-
ferred to as “Benny,” because he
had been unpleasantly insistent
about wanting to marry her, It
ended:

“Dad said to-night that we’re
going off in the Dragon again.
All the way to Uranus, if the
new fuel works as he expects.
What a lark, to explore a few
new worlds of our own! Dad
says one of Uranus’ moons is
as large as Mercury. And Ben-
ny won’t be proposing again
soon!”

Turning on, Thad found other
scattered entries, some of them
dealing with the preparation for the
voyage, the start from San Fran-
cisco—and a huge bunch of flowers
from “Benny,” the long months of
the trip through space, out past the
orbit of Mars, above the meteor
belt, across Jupiter’s orbit, beyond
the track of Saturn, which was the
farthest point that rocket explorers
had previously reached, and on to
Uranus, where they could not land
because of the unstable surface.

HE remainder of the entries

Thad found less frequent,
shorter, bearing the mark of ex-
citement: landing upon Titania, the
third and largest satellite of
Uranus; unearthly forests, shelter-
ing strange and monstrous life; the
hunting of weird creatures, and

mounting them for museum speci-
mens.

Then the discovery of a ruined
city, whose remains indicated that
it had been built by a lost race of
intelligent, spiderlike things; the
finding of a temple whose walls
were of precious metals, containing
a crystal chest filled with wondrous
gems; the smelting of the metal
into convenient ingots, and the
transfer of the treasure to the hold.

The first sinister note there en-
tered the diary:

“Some of the men say we
shouldn’t have disturbed the
temple. Think it will bring us
bad luck. Rubbish, of course.
But one man did vanish while
they were smelting the gold.
Poor Mr. Tom James. I sup-
pose he ventured away from
the rest, and something caught
him.”

The few entries that followed
were shorter, and showed increas-
ing nervous tension. They recorded
the departure from Titania, made
almost as soon as the treasure was
loaded. The last was made several
weeks later. A dozen men had van-
ished from the crew, leaving only
gouts of blood to hint the manner
of their going. The last entry ran:

“Dad says I’'m to stay in here
to-day. Old dear, he’s afraid
the thing will get me—what-
ever it is. It’s really serious.
Two men taken from their
berths last night. And not a
trace. Some of them think it’s
a curse on the treasure. One
of them swears he saw Dad’s
stuffed specimens moving about
in the hold.

“Some terrible thing must
have slipped aboard the flier,
out of the jungle. That’s what
Dad and the captain think,
Queer they «can’t find it.
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They’ve searched all over.
Well. . .
Musing and . regretful, Thad

turned back for another look at the
smiling girl in the photograph.

What a tragedy her death had
been! Reading the diary had made
him like her. Her balance and hu-
mor. Her quiet affection for “Dad.”
The calm courage with which she
seemed to have faced the creeping,
lurking death that darkened the
ship with its unescapable shadow.

How had her body come to be
in the coffer, he wondered, when
all the others were—gone? It had
shown no marks of violence. She
must have died of fear. No, her
face had seemed too calm and
peaceful for that. Had she chosen
easy death by some poison, rather
than that other dreadful fate? Had
her body been put in the chest to
protect it, and the poison arrested
decomposition?

Thad was still studying the pic-
ture, thoughtfully and sadly, when
the dog, which had been silent,
suddenly growled again, and re-
treated from the door, toward the
corner of the room.

The invisible monster had re-
turned. Thad heard its claws
scratching across the door again.
And he heard another dreadful
sound—not the long, shrill scream
that had so gratedg on his nerves
before, but a short, sharp cough-
ing or barking, a series of shrill,
indescribable notes that could have
been made by no beast he knew.

HE decision to open the door
cost a huge effort of Thad’s
wiil. :

For hours he had waited, think-
ing desperately. And the thing out-
side the door had waited as patient-
ly, scratching upon it from time to
time, uttering those dreadful, shrill
coughing cries.

Sooner or later, he would have

" to face the monster,

Even if he
could escape from the room and
avoid it for a time, he would have
to meet it in the end. And it might
creep upon him while he slept.

To be sure, the issue of the com-
bat was extremely doubtful. The
monster, apparently, had succeeded
in killing every man upon the flier,
even though some of them had
been armed. It must be large and
very ferocious.

But Thad was not without hope.
He still wore his Osprey-suit. The
heavy fabric, made of metal wires
impregnated with a tough, elastic

composition, should afford con-
siderable protection against the
thing.

The welding arc, intended to fuse
refractive meteoric iron, would be
no mean weapon, at close quarters.
And the quarters would be close.

If only he could find some way
to make the thing visible!

Paint, or something of the kind,
would stick to its skin. . . . His
eyes, searching the room, caught
the jar of face powder on the dress-
ing table. Dash that over it! It
ought to stick enough to make the
outline visible.

So, at last, holding the powder
ready in one hand, he waited until
a time when the pressure upon the
door had just relaxed, and he knew
the monster was waiting outside.
Swiftly, he opened the door. . . .

HAD had partially overcome
the instinctive horror that the
unseen being had first aroused in
him. But it returned in a sickening
wave when he heard the  short,
shrill, coughing cries, hideously
eager, that greeted the opening of
the door. And the quick rasping
of naked claws upon the floor.
Sounds from nothingness!
He flung the powder at the -
sound.
A form of weird horror materi-
alized before him, still half invis-
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ible, half outlined with the white
film of adhering powder: gigantic
and hideous claws, that seemed to
reach out of empty air, the side of
a huge, scaly body, a yawning,
dripping jaw. For a moment Thad
could see great, hooked fangs in that
jaw., Then they vanished, as if an
unseen tongue had licked the pow-
der from them, dissolving it in
fluids which made it invisible.

That unearthly, half-seen shape
leaped at him,

He was carried backward into
the room, hurled to the floor. Claws
were rasping upon the tough fabric
of his suit. His arm was seized
crushingly in half-visible jaws.

ESPERATELY he clung to
the welding tool. The heated
electrode was driven toward his
body. He fought to keep it away;
he knew that it would burn through
even the insulated fabric of his suit.
A claw ripped savagely at his
side. He heard the sharp, rending
sound, as the tough fabric of his
suit was torn, and felt a thin pen-
cil of pain drawn along his body,
where a claw cut his skin.

Suddenly the suit was full of the
earthy fetor of the monster’s body,
nauseatingly intense. Thad gasped,
tried to hold his breath, and thrust
upward hard with the incandescent
electrode. He felt warm blood
trickling from the wound.

A numbing blow struck his arm.
The welding tool was carried from
his hand. Flung to the side of the
room, it clattered to the floor; and
then a heavy weight came upon his
chest, forcing the breath from his
lungs. The monster stood upon his
body and clawed at him.

Thad squirmed furiously. He
kicked out with his feet, encoun-
tering a great, hard body. Futilely
he beat and thrust with his arms
against the pillarlike limb.

His body was being mauled,
bruised beneath the thick fabric.

He heard it tear again, along his
right thigh., But he felt no pain,
and thought the claws had not
reached the skin.

It was the yellow dog that gave
him the chance to recover the
weapon. The animal had been run-
ning back and forth in the opposite

“end of the room, fairly howling in

excitement and terror. Now, with
the mad courage of desperation, it
leaped recklessly at the monster.

A mighty, dimly seen claw caught
it, hurled it back across the room.
It lay still, broken, whimpering.

For a moment the thing had lift-
ed its weight from Thad’s body.
And Thad slipped quickly from be-
neath it, flung himself across the
room, snatched up the welding tool.

In an instant the creature was
upon him again. But he met it with
the incandescent electrode. He was
crouched in a corner, now, where it
could come at him from only one
direction. Its claws still slashed at
him ferociously. But he was able
to cling to the weapon, and meet
each onslaught with hot metal.

Gradually its mad attacks weak-
ened. Then one of his blind, thrust-
ing blows seemed to burn into a
vital organ. A terrible choking,
strangling sound came from the air.
And he heard the thrashing strug-
gles of wild convulsions. At last
all was quiet. He prodded the thing
again and again with the hot elec-
trode, and it did not move. It was
dead.

The creature’s body was so heavy
that Thad had to return to the
bridge, and shut off the current in
the gravity plates along the keel,
before he could move it. He
dragged it to the lock through
which he had entered the flier, and
consigned it to space. . . .

IVE days later Thad brought
the Red Dragon into the at-
mosphere of Mars. A puzzled pilot
came aboard, in response to his
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signals, and docked the flier safely
at Helion, Thad went down into
the hold again, with the astonished
port authorities who -had come
aboard to inspect the vessel.

Again he passed among the gro-
tesque and outrageous monsters in
the hold, leading the gasping offi-
cers. While they marveled at the
treasure, he lifted the weirdly em-
bellished lid of the coffer of white
crystal, and looked once more upon
the still form of the girl within it.

Pity stirred him. An ache came
in his throat.

Linda Cross, so quiet and cold
and white, and yet so lovely. How
terrible her last days of life must
have been, with doom shadowing
the vessel, and the men vanishing
mysteriously, one by one! Terrible
—until she had sought the security
of death.

Strangely, Thad felt no great
elation at the thought that half the
incalculable treasure about him was
now safely his own, as the award
of salvage. If only the girl were
still living. . . . He felt a poignant-
ly keen desire to hear her voice.

Thad found the note when they
started to lift her from the chest.
A hasty scrawl, it lay beneath her
head, among glittering gems.

“This woman is not dead.
Please have her given skilled
medical attention as soon as
possible. She lies in a state of
suspended animation, induced
by the injection of fifty minims
of zeronel. :

“She is my daughter, Linda
Cross, and my sole heir.

“I entreat the finders of this
to have care given her, and to
keep in trust for her such part
of the treasure on this ship
as may remain after the pay-
ment of salvage or other claims.

“Sometime she will wake.
Perhaps in a year, perhaps in
a hundred. The purity of my
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drugs is uncertain, and the in-
jection was made hastily, so I
do not know the exact time
that must elapse.

“If this is found, it will be
because the lurking thing upon
the ship has destroyed me and
all my men.

“Please do not fail me.

Levington Cross.”

Thad bought the white tower of
his dreams, slim and graceful in
its Martian garden of saffron and
purple, among the low ocher hills
beside Helion. He carried the
sleeping girl through the silver
door where the girl of his dreams
had waited, and set the coffer in a
great, vaulted chamber. Many times
each day he came into the room
where she lay, to look into her
pallid face, and feel her cold wrist.
He kept a nurse in attendance, and
had a physican call daily.

A long Martian year went by.

OOKING in his mirror one

day, Thad saw little wrinkles
about his eyes. He realized that the
nervous strain and anxiety of wait-
ing was aging him. And it might
be a hundred years, he remembered,
before Linda Cross came frem be-
neath the drugs’ influence.

He wondered if he should grow
old and infirm, while Linda lay
still young and beautiful and un-
changed in her sleep; if she might
awake, after long years, and see in
him only a feeble old man. And he
knew that he would not be sorry
he had waited, even if he should
die before she revived.

On the next day, the nurse
called him into the room where
Linda lay. He was bending over her
when she opened her eyes. They
were blue, glorious. .

A long time she looked up at
him, first in fearful wonder, then
with confidence, and dawning -un-
derstanding. And at last she smiled.



Lords of the Stratosphere

A Complete Novelette

By Arthur J. Burks

CHAPTER 1
The Take-off

T seemed only fitting and
proper that the greatest of all
leaps into space should start
from Roosevelt Field, where so
many great flights had begun and
ended. "Fliers whose names had
rung—for a space—around the
world, had landed here and been
received by New

the lands of kings, to be received
by them when their journeys were
ended.

Of course Lucian Jeter and Tema
Eyer were disappointed that Franz
Kress had beaten them out in the
race to be first into the strato-
sphere above fifty-five thousand
feet. There was a chance that Kress
would fail, when it would be the
turn of Jeter and Eyer. They didn’t
wish for his fail-

York with all the
pomp of visiting
kings. Fliers had
departed here for

High into air are the great New
York buildings lifted by a ray whose
source no telescope can find.

ure, of course.
They were sports-
men as well as
scientists; but
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they were just human enough to
anticipate the plaudits of the world
which would be showered without
stint upon the fliers who succeeded.

“At least, Tema,” said Jeter
quietly, “we can look his ship over
and see if there is anything about
it that will suggest something to
us. Of course, whether he succeeds
or fails, we shall make the attempt
as soon as we are ready.”

“Indeed, yes,” replied Eyer. “For
no man will ever fly so high that
another may not fly even higher.
Once planes are constructed of un-
limited flying radius . .. well, the
universe is large and there should
be no end of space flights for a
long time.”

Eyer, the elder of the two part-
ner scientists, was given sometimes
to quiet biting sarcasm that almost
took the hide off. Jeter never mind-
ed greatly, for he knew Eyer thor-
oughly and liked him immensely.
Besides they were complements to
each other. The brain of each re-
ceived from the other exactly that
which he needed to supplement his
own knowledge of science.

They had one other thing in com-
mon. They had been “child prodi-
gies,” but contrary to the usual
rule, they had both fulfilled their
early promise. Their early preco-
cious wisdom had not vanished with
the passing of childhood. Each pos-
sessed a name with which to con-
jure in the world of science. And
each possessed that name by right
of having made it famous. And yet
—they were under forty.

Jeter was a slender athletic chap
with deep blue eyes and brown hair.
His forehead was high and unnat-
urally white. There was always a
still sort of tenseness about him
when his mind was working with
some idea that set him apart from
the rest of the world. You felt then
that you couldn’t have broken his
preoccupation in any manner at all
—but that if by some miracle you

did, he would wither you with his
wrath.

Tema Eyer was the good nature
cf the partnership, with a brain no
less agile and profound. He was a
swart fellow, straight as an arrow,
black of eyes—the sort which
caused both men and women to

.turn and look after him on the

street. Children took to both men
on sight.

The crowd which had come out
to watch the take-off of Franz
Kress was a huge one—huge and
restless. There had been much pub-
licity attendant on this flight, none
of it welcome to Kress. Oh, later,
if he succeeded, he would welcome
publicity, but publicity in advance
rather nettled him.

Jeter and Eyer went across to
him as he was saying his last words
into the microphone before step-
ping into his sealed cabin for the
flight. Kress saw them coming and
his face lighted up.

“Lord,” he said, “I'm glad to see
you two. I've something I must
ask you.”

“Anything you ask will be an-
swered,” said Jeter, “if Tema and
I can answer it. Or granted—if it’s
a favor you wish.”

Kress motioned people back in
order to speak more or less pri-
vately with his brother scientists.
His face became unusually grave.

“You've probably wondered —
everybody has—why I insist on
making this flight alone,” he said,
speaking just loudly enough to be
heard above the purring of the
mighty, but almost silent motor be-
hind him. “T’ll tell you, partly.
I’'ve had a feeling for the last
month that . . . well, that things
may not turn out exactly as every-
body hopes. Of course I'll blaze
the way to new discoveries; yes,
and I'll climb to a height of around
a hundred thousand feet . . . and
s ANly iR

Jeter and Eyer looked at each
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other. It wasn’t like Kress to be
gloomy just before doing some-
thing that no man had ever done
before. He should have been smil-
ing and happy—at least for the
movietone cameras—but he wasn’t
even that. Certainly it must be
something unusual to so concern
him. :

“Tell us, Kress,” said Eyer.

Kress looked at them both for
several moments.

“Just this,” he said at last:
“work on your own high altitude
plane with all possible speed. If I
don’t come back . . . take off and
follow me into the stratosphere at
once.”

Had Kress, possessor of one of
the keenest scientific minds in the
world, taken leave of his senses?
“If I don’t come back,” he had
said. What did he expect to do?
Fly off the earth utterly? That
was silly.

But when the partners looked
again at Kress they both had the
same feeling. It probably wasn’t as
silly as it sounded. Did XKress
know something he wasn’t telling
them? Did he really think he might

. well, might fly off the earth
entirely, away beyond her atmos-
phere, and never return? How ut-
terly absurd! And yet. . ..

“Of course we’ll do it,” said
Jeter. “We’d do it anyway, without
word from you. We haven’t stopped
our own work because of your
swiftly approaching conquest of the
greater heights. But why shouldn’t
you come back?”

OR a moment there was a look
of positive dread upon Kress’
face.
Then
quietly:
“You know all the stuff that’s
been written about my flight,” he
said. “Most of it has been non-
sense. How could laymen mnews-
paper reporters have any concep-

he spoke again, very
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tion of what I may encounter
aloft? They've tried to make some-
thing of the recent passage of the
Earth through an area of so-called
shooting stars. They’ve speculated
until they’re black in the face as to
the true nature of the recent bom-
bardment of meteorites. They've
pictured me as a hero in advance,
doomed to death by direct attack
from what they are pleased to call
—after having invented them—
denizens of the stratosphere.”

“Yes?” said Jeter, when Kress
paused.

Kress toop a deep breath.

“They’ve come nearer than they
hoped for in some guesses,” he
said. “Of course I don’t know it,
but I've had a feeling for some
time. You know what sometimes
happens when a man gets a sudden
revolutionary idea? He concen-
trates on it like all get-out. Then
somebody else bursts into the
newspapers with the same identical
idea, which in turn brings out
hordes of claims to the same idea
by countless other people. It’s no
new thing to writers and such-like
gentry. They know that when they
get such an idea they must act on
it at once or somebody else will,
because their thoughts on the sub-
ject have gone forth and impinged
upon the mental receiving sets of
others. Well, that’s a rough idea,
anyway. This idea of denizens of
the stratosphere has attacked the
popular imagination. You’ll remem-
ber it broke in the papers simul-
taneously, in thirty countries of
the world!”

A cold chill ran down the spine
of Tema Eyer. He saw, in a flash,
whither Kress’” thoughts were
tending—and when he saw that, it
thrilled him, too, for it seemed to
be proof of the very thing Kress
was saying.

“You mean,” he said hoarsely,
“that you too think there may be
something up there, something . . .
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well, sensate? Some great compos-
ite thought which inspires the gen-
eral dread of stratosphere deni-
zens?”

Kress shrugged. He wouldn’t
commit himself, being too careful
a scientist, but he hadn’t hesitated
to plant the idea. Jeter and Eyer
both understood the thoughts which
‘were teeming in Kress’ brain.

“We’ll do our part, Kress,” said
Eyer. Lucian Jeter nodded agree-
ment. Kress gripped their hands
tightly—almost desperately, Jeter
thought. Jeter was wusually the
leader where Eyer and himself
were concerned and he thought al-
ready that he foresaw cataclysmic
events.

RESS climbed into his plane.

The vast crowd murmured.
They knew he was adjusting every-
thing inside for the days-long en-
durance test ahead of him. Kress
had forgotten nothing. There was
even a specially made cylinder,
comparable to the globe which
Picard had used in his historic bal-
loon ascensions in Europe. This
was attached to a parachute which,
if the emergency arose, could be
dropped. Kress, in the ball, could
pass through the sub-arctic cold of
the stratosphere if necessity de-
manded. The ball, if it struck the
ocean, would preserve him for a
great length of time. It was even
equipped with rockets.

This plane was revolutionary. It
was, to begin with, carrying a vast
load. Kress was taking every con-
ceivable kind of instrument he fan-
cied he might need. There was food
as for a long siege.

Jeter shuddered. Why had he
thought of the word “siege”?

The great load would be carried
without difficulty, however, for this
plane was little short of a miracle.
Among other things, Kress would
be able, in case of fatigue, to set
his controls—as at sea a pilot may

sometimes lash “his wheel—and
sleep while his plane mounted en
up, and up, in great spirals.

Up beyond fifty-five thousand he
hoped to attain a thousand miles
an hour velocity. That meant, say,
breakfast in New York, lunch in
London, tea in Novo-Sibirsk, din-
ner in Yokohama—as soon as the
myriad planes which would follow
this one in design and capabilities
took off on the trail Kress was
blazing.

Jeter sighed at the thought. For
several years he had explored little-
known sections of the world. He
had visited every country. He had
entered every port that could be
reached from the ocean—and all
the time he had felt the Earth
shrinking before the gods of speed.
The time would soon come when
everything on Earth would be com-
monplace. Then man’s urge to go
places he hadn’t seen before would
take him away from the Earth en-
tirely—when he would begin the
task of making even the universe
shrink to appease the gods of
speed. Somehow the thought was a
melancholy one.

Now the crowd gave back as
Kress speeded up his motor, indi-
cating that he would soon take off.
Jeter and Eyer studied the outward
outline of Kress’ craft. It looked
exactly like a black beetle which
has just alighted after flight but
has not yet quite hidden its wings.
It was black, probably because it
was believed a black object could
be followed easier from the Earth.

There would be many anxious
eyes watching that spiraling ship
as it grew smaller and smaller,
climbing upward.

With a rush, and a spinning of
dust in the slipstream, the ship was
away. It lifted as easily as a bird
and mounted with great speed. It
was capable of climbing in wide
spirals at a hundred and fifty miles
an hour,
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A great sigh burst from the
thousands who had come to watch
history made. For solid hours now
they would watch the plane climb,
growing smaller, becoming a speck,
vanishing. Many curious ones
would stay right here until Kress
returned, fearful of being cheated
of a great thrill. For Kress was to
land right here when, and if, he
had conquered the stratosphere.

ETER and Eyer wormed their

way through the crowd to the
road and found their car in a jam
of other cars. Without a word they
climbed in and drove themselves to
their dwelling—combined home and
laboratory—in Mineola. There they
fell to on their own ship, which
was being built piece by piece in
their laboratory.

Every half hour or so one or the
other would go to the lawn and
gaze aloft, seeking Kress.

“He’s out of eyesight,” said Eyer,
the last to go. “Is the telescope
set up?”

“Yes, and arranged to cover all
the area of sky through which
Kress is likely to climb.”

At intervals through the night,
long after they had ceased work,
the partners rose from bed and
sought their fellow scientist among
the stars. They alternated at this
task.

“According to my calculations,”
said Jeter, when the eastern sky
was just paling into dawn, “Kress
has now reached a point higher
than man has ever flown before,
higher than any living—"

Jeter stopped on the word. Both
men remembered Kress’ last words.
Kress, upset or not, properly or
improperly, had hinted of living
things in the stratosphere—perhaps
utterly malignant entities.

It was just here, in the dawning
of the first day after Kress’ de-
parture, that the dread began to
grow on Jeter and Eyer. And dur-

ing the day they labored like Tro-
jans at their work, as though to
forget it.

The world had begun its grim
wait for the return of Kress.

They waited all that day . . .
and the next . .. and the next!

Then telegraph and radio, at the
suggestion of Jeter, instructed the
entire civilized world to turn its
eyes skyward to watch for the re-
turn of Kress.

The world obeyed that day . ..
and the next ... and the next!

But Kress did not return; nor,
so far as the world knew, did any
or all of his great airplane.

The world itself began to have a
feeling of dread—that grew.

CHAPTER II

The Ghostly Columns

RANZ KRESS had been gone

a week, when all the world
knew that he couldn’t possibly have
stayed aloft that length of time.
Yet no word was received from
him, no report received from any
part of the world that he had re-
turned. Various islands which he
might have reached were scoured
for traces of him. The lighter ves-
sels of most of the navies of the
world joined in the search to no
avail. Kress had merely mounted
into the sky and vanished.

The world’s last word from him
had been a few words on the radio-
telephone:

“Have reached
feet and—"

There the message had ended, as
though the speaker, eleven miles
above the earth, had been stran-
gled. Yet he didn’t drop, as far as
anybody in the world knew.

Lucian Jeter and Tema Eyer
worked harder than ever, remem-
bering the promise they had made
Kress at his take-off. Whatever had
happened to him, he seemingly in
part had anticipated. And now the

sixty thousand
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partners would go up, too, seeking
information—perhaps to vanish as
Kress had vanished. They were not
afraid. They shared the world’s
feeling of dread, but they were not
afraid. Of course death would end
their labors, but there were many
scientists in the world to take up
where they might leave off. :

There were, for example, Sitsumi
of Japan, rumored discoverer of a
substance capable of bending light
rays about itself to render itself
invisible; Wang Li, Liao Wu,
Yung Chan, of China—three who
had degrees from the world’s great-
est universities and had added
miraculously to the store of
knowledge by their own inspired
research. These three were patri-
otically eager to bring China back
to her rightful place as the leader
in scientific research—a place she
had not held for a thousand years.
It was generally agreed among sci-
entists that the three would shortly
outstrip all their contemporaries.

As Jeter thought of these four
men, Orientals all, it suddenly oc-
curred to him to communicate with
them. He talked it over with Eyer
and decided to send carefully word-
ed cables to all four.

In a few hours he received an-
swers to them:

From Japan: “Sitsumi does not
care to communicate.” There was a
world of cold hostility in the
words,  Jeter thought, and Eyer
agreed with him.

From China came the strangest
message of all: _

“Wang, Liao and Yung have
been cut off from world for past
four months, conducting confiden-
tial research in Gobi laboratories.
Impossible to communicate because
area in which laboratories situated
in Japanese hands and surrounded
by cordon of guards.”

Jeter and Eyer stared at each
other when the cable had been read
and digested.

“Queer, isn’t it?” said Eyer.

Jeter didn’t answer. That pre-
occupied expression was on his
face, that distant look which no
man could erase from his face by
any interruption until Jeter had
finished his train of thought.

“Queer,” thought Jeter, “that
Sitsumi should be so snooty and
the three Chinese totally unavail-
able.”

HERE were many strange

things happening lately, too,
and the queer things kept on hap-
pening, and in ever-increasing num-
bers, during the second week of
Kress’ impossible absence in the
stratosphere. Or was he there? Had
he ever reached it? Had he—Jeter
and Eyer had noticed his utter
gloom at the take-off —merely
climbed out of sight of the Earth
and then slanted down to a dive
into the ocean? Maybe he was a
suicide. But some bits of wreckage
of his plane should have turned up.
The plane had many unsinkable
parts about it—the parachute ball
for instance.

No, the solemn fact remained
that Kress had simply flown up
and hadn’t come down again. It
would have sounded silly and ab-
surd if it hadn’t been so serious.

And strange stories were seep-
ing into the press of the world.

Out in Wyoming a cattleman had
driven a herd of prime steers into
the round-up corral at night. Next
morning not one of the steers
could be found. No tracks led away
from the corral. The gates were
closed, exactly as they had been
left the night before. There had
been no eowboys watching the
steers, for the corral had always
been strong enough to hold the
most rambunctious.

The tale of the missing steers hit
the headlines, but so far nobody
had thought of this disappearance
in connection with Kress’. How
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could any one? Steers and scientists
didn’t go together. But it still was
strange.

At least so Jeter thought. His
mind worked with this and other
strange happenings even as he and
Eyer worked at top speed.

A young fellow in Arizona told
a yarn of wandering about the
crater of a meteor which had fallen
on the desert thousands of years
before. The place wasn’t important
nor did it seem to have anything to
do with the crater or meteors—but
the young fellow reported that he
had seen a faded white column of
light, like the beam of a great
searchlight, reaching up into the
sky from somewhere on the desert.

When people became amazed at
his story he added to it. There had
been five columns of light instead
of one. The one he had first men-
tioned had touched the Earth, or
had shot up from the Earth, with-
in several miles of his point of
vantage. A second glowed off to
the northwest, a third to the south-
west, a fourth to the southeast, the
fifth to the northeast. The first one
seemed to “center” the other four
—they might have been the five legs
of a table, according to their ar-
rangement. . . .

Arrangement! Jeter wondered
how that word had happened to
come to him.

HE story of the fellow who

had seen the columns of light
might have been believed if he had
stuck to his first yarn of seeing but
one. But when he mentioned five

. well, he didn’t have any too
good a reputation for veracity and
wasn’t* regarded as being overly
bright. Besides, he had stated that
the thickness of the columns of
light seemed to be the same from
the ground as far as his eyes could
follow them upward. Everybody
knew that a searchlight’s beams
spread out a bit.

“I wonder,” thought Jeter, “why
the kid didn’t say he saw those five
columns move—like a five-legged
animal, walking.”

Silly, of course, but behind the
silliness of the thought Jeter
thought there might be something
of interest, something on which to
work.

The Jeter-Eyer space ship still
was not finished—though almost—
when the world moved into the
third week since the disappearance
of Franz Kress.

An Indian in the Southwest had
reported seeing one of those col-
umns of light. However, this mer-
ited just a line on about page six-
teen, even of the newspaper clos-
est to the spot where the redskin
had seen the column.

“Eyer,” said Jeter at last, “we’ve
got to start digging into news-
paper stories, especially into stories
which deal with unusually queer
happenings throughout the world.
I've a hunch that the keys to
Kress’ disappearance may be found

in some of them, or a combination

of a great many of them.”

“How do you mean, Lucian?”

“Don’t you notice that all this
queer stuff has been happening
since Kress left? It sounds silly,
perhaps, but I feel sure that the
disappearance of those steers in
Wyoming, the story the boy told
about the columns of light—yes,
all five of them!—and the Indian’s
partial confirmation of it, are all
tied up together with the disap-
pearance of Kress.”

YER started. to grin his dis-
belief, but a look at his part-

ner’s tense face stopped him.
“What could want all those
steers, Lucian?” said Eyer softly.
“I can’t think of anything or any-
body disposing of such a bunch
on such short notice, except a
marching army, a marching column
of soldier ants, or all the world’s
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buzzards gathered together at one
place. In any case the animals
themselves would have created a
fuss, would have kicked up so
much noise that somebody would
have heard. But this story of the
steers seems to suggest, or say
right out loud—though I know you
can’t believe everything in
newspapers—that the steers van-
ished in utter silence.”

“Doesn’t it also seem funny to
you,” went on Jeter, “that the van-
ishing of the herd wasn’t discov-
ered #intil next morning? I've read
enough Western stuff to know that
a herd always makes noise. Yes,
even at night. The cowhands
wouldn’t have lost a wink of sleep
over that. But, listen, Tema, sup-
pose you lived in New York City
near some busy intersection which
was always noisy, even after mid-
night—and all the noise suddenly
stopped. Would you sleep right on
through it?”

“No, I'd wake up—unless I were
drunk or doped.”

“Yet nobody seems to have wak-
ened at that ranch when—and it
must have happened—the herd
stopped making any noise whatever.
The utter silence should have wak-
ened seasoned cowhands. It didn’t.
Why? What happened to them
that they slept so soundly they
heard nothing?”

Eyer did not answer. It wasn’t
the first time he had been called
upon to hear Jeter think out loud.

“It all ties up somehow,” repeat-
ed Jeter, “and I intend to find out
how.”

But he didn’t find out. Strange
stories kept appearing. The three
Chinese scientists still had not com-
municated with the outside world.
The chap out in Arizona had now
so elaborated on his yarn that no-
body believed him and the public
lost interest—all save Jeter, who
was on the trail of a queer idea.

Nothing happened however until

the.

near the end of the third week
after Kress’ disappearance.

Then, out of a clear sky almost,
Kress came back.

He came down by parachute,
without the ball in which he should
have sealed himself. His return
caused plenty of comment. There
was good reason. He had been gone
the impossibly long period of three
weeks.

He was dead—but had been for
less than seventy-two hours!

His body was frozen solid.

It landed on the roof of the
Jeter-Eyer laboratory; had he been
alive he couldn’t possibly have
maneuvered his chute to land him
on such a small place. x

The partners stared at each other.
It seemed strange to them indeed
that Kress should have come back
to land on the roof of the two who
had promised to follow him into
the stratosphere if he didn’t return.

Very strange indeed.

He had returned, though, releas-
ing Jeter and Eyer from their
promise. Strangely enough that fact
made them all the more determined
to go. And while the newspaper
reporters went wild over Kress’
return, the partners started making
additional plans.

CHAPTER III

Strange Levitation

“¥ N two days we'll be ready,

Tema,” said Lucian Jeter
quietly. “And make no mistake
about it; when we take off for the
stratosphere we’re going to en-
counter strange things. Nobody can
tell me that Kress’ plane actually

‘flew three weeks! And where did

it come down? Why didn’t Kress
use the parachute ball? Where is
it? I'll wager we’ll find answers to
plenty of those questions—if we
live!”

“If we live?”
“You mean—?"

repeated Eyer.
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“You know what happened to
Kress? Or rather you know the
result of what happened to him?”

“Sure.”

“Why should we be immune? I
tell you, Eyer, we're on the eve of
something colossal, awe-inspiring—
perhaps catastrophic.”

Eyer grinned. Jeter grinned. back
at him, If they knew they flew in-
escapably to death they still would
have grinned. They had plenty of
courage.

“We’d better go into town for a
meeting with newspaper people,”
went on Jeter. “You know how
things go in the news; there are
probably plenty of stories which
for one reason or another have not
been published. Maybe the law has
clamped down on some of them.
I've a feeling that if everything
were told, the whole world would
be frightened stiff. And you notice
how quickly the papers finished
with the Kress thing.”

Eyer knew, all right. The papers
had broken the story of the return
in flaming scareheads. Then the
thing had come to a full stop. It
was significant that no real satis-
factory explanation had been of-
fered by any one. The papers had,
on their own initiative, tried to
communicate with Sitsumi, and the
three Chinese scientists, and had
failed all around. Sitsumi did not
answer, denied himself to repre-
sentatives of the American press in
Japan, and crawled into an impene-
trable Oriental shell. The three
Chinese could not answer, accord-
ing to advices from Peking, be-
cause they could not be located.

Jeter called the publisher of the
leading newspaper for a confer-
ence.

“Strange that you should have
called just now,” said the publisher,
“for I was on the point of calling
you and Eyer and inviting you to
a conference to be held this eve-
ning at my office in Manhattan.”
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“What’s the purpose of your con-
ference? Who will attend?”

“I—I—well, let us say I had
hoped to make you and Eyer avail-
able to all interviewers on the eve
of your flight into the strato-
sphere.”

Jeter hesitated, realizing that the
publisher did not wish to tell
everything over the telephone.

“We’ll be right along, sir,” he
said.

T tock an hour for them to

reach the publisher’s office.
Wires had plainly been pulled, too,
for a motorcycle escort joined
them at the Queensboro Bridge
and led them, sirens screaming, to
their meeting with George Hadley,
the publisher.

They looked at each other in sur-
prise when they were admitted to
the meeting.

Hadley’s huge offices were
packed. The mayor was there, the
police commissioner, the assistant
to the head of Federal Secret Ser-
vice. The State Governor had sent a
representative. All the newspapers
had their most famous men sitting
in. Right in this one big room was
represented almost the entire pub-
lic opinion of the United States.
American representatives of for-
eign newspapers were there. And
there wasn’t a smile on a single
face.

It was beginning to be borne in
upon everybody that the Western
Hemisphere was in the grip of a
strange unearthly malady—almost
an other-earthly malady, but what
was it?

Hadley nodded to the two scien-
tists and they took the seats he
indicated.

Hadley cleared his throat and
spoke.

“We have here people who rep-
resent the press of the world,” he
said. “We have men who control
billions in money. I don’t know
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how many of .you have thought
along the same lines as I have, but
I feel that after I have finished
speaking most of you will. First,
there are certain news stories
which, for reasons of policy, never
reach the pages of our papers, I
shall now tell you
them. =2

The whole crowd shifted slightly
in its chairs. There was a strained
leaning forward. Grave faces went
whiter as they anticipated gripping
announcements.

“All the strange things have not
been happening in the United
States, gentlemen,” said Hadley.
“That young fellow who reported
seeing the columns of light in Ari-
zona—you remember?—"

There was a chorus of nods.

“He probably told the exact
truth, as far as he knew it. But it
isn’t only in Arizona that it has
been seen—those columns I mean.
Only there is just one column—
not five. It has since been reported
in Nepal and Bhutan, in Egypt
and Morocco and a dozen other
places. But in the cases of such
stories emanating from foreign
countries, a congress of publishers
has withheld the facts, not because
of their strangeness but because of
the effect they might have on the
public sanity. In Nepal, for exam-
ple, the column of light rested for
a moment on an ancient temple,
and when the light vanished the
temple also had vanished, with
everybody in it at the time for
worship! Rumor had it that some
of the worshipers were later found
and identified. They appear to have
been ‘scattered over half of Nepal
—and every last one was smashed
almost to a pulp, as though the
body had been dropped from an
enormous height.”

A concerted gasp raced around
the assemblage. Then silence again,
while the pale-faced Hadley went
on with his unbelievable story.

some of

% MAD story comes from the

heart of the terai, in India.
I don’t know what importance to
give this story since the only wit-
nesses to the phenomenon were ig-
norant natives. But the column of
light played into the terai—and
tigers, huge snakes, buffalo and
even elephants rose bodily over the
treetops and vanished. They started
up slowly—then disappeared with
the speed of light.”

“Were crushed animals later
found in the jungle?” asked Jeter
quietly.

Hadley turned his somber eyes on
the questioner. Every white face,
every fearful eye, also turned
toward Jeter. 3

And Hadley nodded.

“It’s too much to be coinci-
dence,” he said. “The crushed and
broken bodies in Nepal and India
—of course they aren’t so far apart
but that natives in either place
might have heard the story from
the other—but I am inclined to be-
lieve in the inner truth of the
stories in each case.”

Hadley turned to the two scien-
tists, There were other scientists
present, but the fact that Jeter and
Eyer, who were so soon to follow
Kress into the stratosphere—and
eternity?—held the places of honor
near the desk of the spokesman,
was significant.

“What do you gentlemen think?”
asked Hadley quietly.

““There is undoubtedly some con-
nection between the two happen-
ings,” said Jeter. “I think Eyer and
myself will be able to make some
report on the matter soon. We will
take off for the stratosphere day
after to-morrow.”

“Then you think the same thing
I do?” said Hadley. “If that is so,
can’t you start to-morrow? God
knows what may happen if we de-
lay longer—though what two of
you can do against something
which appears to blanket the earth,
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and strikes from the heavens, I
don’t know. And yet, the fate of

your country may be in your
hands.”
“We realize that,” said Jeter,

while Eyer nodded.

Hadley opened his mouth to make
some other observation, then closed
it again, tightly, as a horrible thing
happened.

The conference was being held
on the tenth floor of the Hadley
building. And just as Hadley
started to speak the whole build-
ing began to shake, to tremble as
with the ague. Jeter turned his eyes
on the others, to see their faces
blurred by the wvibration of the
entire building.

Swiftly then he looked toward
the windows of the big room.

Outside the south windows he
witnessed an unbelievable thing.
Out there was a twelve-story build-
ing, and its lighted windows were
moving—not to right or left, but
straight up! The movement gave
the same impression which passing
windows give to one in an elevator.
Either that other building was ris-
ing straight into the air, or the
Hadley building was sinking into
the Earth.

s UICK, Hadley!” yelled Jeter.
“To the roof the fastest way
possible!”

Even as Jeter spoke every last
light in the building across the way
went out. Jeter knew then that it
was the other building that was
moving—and that electrical connec-
tion with the earth had been sev-
ered.

_Hadley led the way to the roof,
four stories above. Fortunately this
was an old building and they didn’t
have to wait to travel a hundred
floors or so. The whole conference
followed at the heels of Hadley,
Jeter and Eyer.

They reached the roof at top
speed.

They were first conscious of the
cries of despair, of disbelief, of
horror, which rose from the street
canyons below them. But they for-
got these the next instant at what
they saw.

The Vandercook building, the
twelve-story building whose lights
Jeter had seen moving, was rising
bodily, straight out of the well
which had been built around it.
From the building came shrieks and
cries of mortal terror. Even as the
conference froze to horrified im-
mobility, many men and women
stepped to the ledges of those dark-
ened windows and plunged out in
their fear.

“God!” said Hadley.

“It’s just as well,” said Jeter in
a far-away voice, “they haven’t a
chance anyway!”

“I know,” replied Hadley. “God,
Jeter, isn’t there something we can
do?”

“I hope to find something,” said
Jeter. “But just now I'm afraid we
are helpless.”

The Vandercook building con- -
tinued to rise. It did not totter; it
simply rose in its entirety, leaving
the gaping hole into which, decades
ago, it had been built. It rose
straight into the sky, apparently of
its own volition. No rays of light,
no supernatural agencies could be
seen or fancied. The utterly impos-
sible was happening. A building
was a-wing.

Jeter and Eyer looked at each
other with protruding eyes.

HEN they looked back at the

Vandercook, whose base now
was on a level with the roof of the
Hadley building.

“See?” said Hadley. “Not so
much as a brick falls from the
foundation. It’s—it’s—ghastly.”

Jeter would never forget the
screams of mortal terror which
came from the lips of the doomed
who had been working late in the
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Vandercook building—for, horror
piled upon horror, those who had
sought to escape caiamity did not
fall to Earth at all, but, at the same
speed of the rising building, trav-
eled skyward with it, human flies
outside those leering dark windows.

Then, free of New York’s sky-
line, the flying building was gone
with a rush. A thousand feet above
New York’s tallest building, the
Vandercook changed direction and
moved directly into the west.

The conference watched it
g0y

“Commissioner,” Jeter yelled at
the police chief of Manhattan, “get
word out at once for all lights to
be put out in the city! Hurry!
Radio would be fastest.”

In ten minutes Manhattan was a
darkened, silent city . .. and now
the conference could see why Jeter
had asked for all lights to be ex-
tinguished.

Five thousand feet aloft, directly
over the Hudson River, the Vander-
cook building now hung motion-
less—and all eyes saw the thin col-
umn of light. It came down from
the dark skies from a vast distance,
widening to encompass the top of
the Vandercook building.

The Vandercook building might
almost have been a mouse caught in
the talons of some unbelievable
night-hawk.

As though some intellect had just
realized the significance of New
York’s sudden darkness; as though
that intellect had realized that the
column was ordinarily invisible be-
cause of Manhattan’s brilliant in-
candescents, and now was visible in
the darkness—the column of light
snapped out. . ..

“God Almighty! May the Lord of
Hosts save the world from destruc-
tion!”

From New York’s canyons, from
the roof of the Hadley building,
came the great composite prayer.

A whistling shriek, growing sec-

ond by second into enormous pro-
portions, came out of the west,
above the Hudson.

CHAPTER 1V
Frantic Scheming

HERE was no mistaking the

meaning of that whistling
shriek. Whatever agency had held
the Vandercook building aloft had
now released its uncanny grip on
the building, and thousands of tons
of brick and mortar, of stone and
steel, were plunging down in a
mass from five thousand feet above
the Hudson. The same force had
also released the ill-fated men and
women who had been carried aloft
with the building. And there must
have been hundreds of people in-
side the building.

It fell as one piece, that great
building. It didn’t topple until it
had almost reached the river and its
shrieking plunge became meteor-
like, the sound of its fall monstrous
beyond imagining. The conference
above the Hadley building fancied
they could feel the outward rush of
air displaced by the falling monster
—and drew back in fear from the
edge of the roof.

The Vandercook struck the sur-
face of the Hudson and an uprush
of geysering water for a few sec-
onds blotted the great building
from view. Then all Manhattan
seemed to shudder. Most of it was
perhaps fancy, but thousands of
frightened Manhattanites saw that
fall, heard the whistling, and felt
the trembling of immovable Man-
hattan,

The great columns of water fell
back into the turbulent Hudson
which had received the plunging
building. Not so much as a wooden
desk showed above the surface as
far as any one could see from
shore. Not a soul had been saved.
Shrieks of the doomed had never
stopped from the moment the Van-
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dercook building had started its
mad journey aloft.

Jeter whirled on Hadley.

“Will you see that all my sug-
gestions are carried out, Hadley?”
he demanded.

Hadley, face
nodded.

From Manhattan rose the long
abysmal wailing of a populace just
finding its voice of fear after a
stunning, numbing catastrophe.

“I’ll do whatever you say, Jeter,”
said Hadley. “We all agreed before
the arrival of Eyer and yourself
that your advice would be followed
if you chose to give any.”

“Then listen,” said Jeter, while
Eyer stood quietly at his elbow,
missing nothing., “Advise the peo-
ple of New York to quit the city
as quietly and in as orderly a man-
ner as possible. Let the police com-
missioner look after that. Then get
word to the leading aviation au-
thorities, promoters and fliers and
have them get to our Mineola lab-
oratory as fast as possible. We've
kept much of the detail of construc-
tion of our space-ship secret, for
obvious reasons. But the time has
come to forget personal aggrandize-
ment and the world must know all
we have learned by our labor and
research. Then see that every manu-
facturing agency capable of even a
little of what it will take for the
program, is drafted to the work—
by Federal statute if necessary—
and turn out copies of our plane as
quickly as God will let you.”

gray as ashes,

ADLEY’S eyes were bulging.
So were those of the others
who had crowded close to listen.
They seemed to think Jeter had
taken leave of his senses, and yet—
all had seen the Vandercook build-
ing perform the utterly impossible.
Hadley nodded.
“What do you want with the
fliers and others at your labora-
tory?”

“To listen to the details of con-
struction of our space ship. Eyer
will hold a couple of classes to ex-
plain everything. Then, when we've
made things as clear as possible,
Eyer and I will take off and get
up to do our best to counteract the
—whatever it is—that seems to be
ruling the stratosphere. We'll do
everything possible to hold the in-
fluences in check until you can
send up other space ships to our
assistance.”

Hadley stared.

“You speak as though you ex-
pected to be up for a long time.
Planes like yours aren’t made over-
night.”

“Planes like. ours must be made
almost overnight—and have you
forgotten that Kress was gone for
three weeks, and yet had been dead
but seventy-two hours when he
landed on our roof? Incidentally,
Hadley, that fall of his was guid-
ed by something or someone. He
didn’t fall on our roof by chance.
He was dropped there, as a chal-
lenge to us!”

“That means?”
hoarsely.

“That everything we do is known
to the intelligence of the strato-
sphere! That every move we make
is watched!”

“God!” said Hadley.

Then Hadley straightened. His
jaws became firm, his eyes lost
their fear. He was like a good sol-
dier receiving orders,

“All the power of the press will
be massed to get the country to
back your suggestions, Jeter. They
seem good to me. Now get back to
your ship and leave everything to
me. Suppose you do encounter
some intelligence in the strato-
sphere? How will you combat it,
especially if it proves inimical—
which to-night’s horror would seem
to prove?”

Jeter shrugged.

“We’ll take such armament as we

said Hadley



36 ASTOUNDING STORIES OF SUPER-SCIENCE

have. We have several drums of a
deadly volatile gas. We have guns
of great power, hurling projectiles
of great velocity; but I feel all of
that will be more or less useless.
The intelligence up there—well, it
knows everything we know and
far more besides, for do any of us

know how to strike at the earth -

from the stratosphere? Therefore
our only weapons must be our own
intelligence—at least that will be
the program for Eyer and me.
Later, when your planes which are
yet to be built follow us up the
sky, perhaps they will be better
armed. I hope to be able to com-
municate information somehow,
relative to whatever we find.”
Hadley thrust out his hand.
“Good luck,” he said simply.

HEN he was gone and Jeter

and Eyer were dropping swiftly
down in the elevator to the street
—to find that the streets of Man-
hattan had gone mad. The ban on
electric lights had been lifted, and
the faces of fear-ridden men and
women were ghastly in the bril-
liance of thousands of lights. Traf-
fic accidents were happening on
every corner, at every intersection,
and there were all too few police
to manage traffic.

However, a motorcycle squad was
ready to lead the way through the
press for Eyer and Jeter—two
grim-faced men now, who dared
not look at each other, because each
feared to show his abysmal fear to
the other. .

Automobiles raced past on either
side of them driven by crazy men
and hysterical women.

“Queénsboro Bridge will be
packed tight as a drum,” said Eyer
quietly.

Jeter didn’t seem to hear. Eyer
talked on softly, unbothered by
Jeter’s silence, knowing that Jeter
wouldn’t hear a word, that his part-
ner had drawn into himself and

was even now, perhaps, visualizing
what they might encounter in the
stratosphere. Eyer talked to give
shape to his own thoughts.

A world gone mad, a world that
fled from the menace which hung
over Manhattan. . . . Jeter hoped
that the calm brains of men iike
Hadley would at least be able to
quiet the populace somewhat, else
many of them would be self-
destroyed, as men and women de-
stroy one another in rushes for the
exits during great theater fire
alarms.

Fast as they traveled, some of
the foremost airmen of the adjoin-
ing country had reached Mineola
ahead of them. They understood
that many of them had arrived by
plane in obedience to word broad-
cast by Hadley. Hadley was doing
his bit with a vengeance.

The partners reached their lab-
oratory.

Their head servant met them at
the door.

“A Mr. Hadley frantically tele-
phoning, sir,” he said to Jeter.

Jeter listened to Hadley’s words
—which were not so frantic now,
as though Hadley had been numbed
by the awful happenings.

“The new bridge between Man-
hattan and Jersey,” said Hadley,
“has just been lifted by whatever
the unearthly force is. It was pulled
up from its very foundations. It
was crowded with cars as people
fled from New York—and cars and
people were lifted with the bridge.
Awful irony was in the rest of the
event. The great bridge was simply
turned, along its entire length—
which remained intact during the
miracle—until it was parallel with
the river and directly above mid-
stream. Then it was dropped into
the water.”

“No telling how many lives were
lost?” asked Jeter.

“No, and hundreds and thousands

of lives are being lost every mo-
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ment now. Frantic thousands are
swamping boats of all sizes in their
craze to get away. Dozens of over-
loaded vessels have capsized and
the surface of the river is alive
with doomed people, fighting the
water and one another. . ..”

ETER clicked up the receiver
on the horror, knowing there

was nothing he could do. There
would be no end to the loss of life
until some measure of sanity had
been argued into crazed humanity.

All the time he kept wondering.

What was doing all this -awful
business? He surmised that some
anti-gravitational agency was re-
sponsible for the levitation of the
Vandercook building, but what sort
of intelligence was directing it?
Was the intelligence human? Bes-
tial? Maniacal? Or was it some-
thing from Outside? Jeter did not
think the latter could be consid-
ered. He didn’t believe that any
planet, possibly inhabited, was
close enough to make a visit pos-
sible. At any rate, he felt that
there should be some sort of warn-
ing. He held to the belief that the
whole thing was caused by human,
and earthly, intelligence.

But why? The world was at
peace. And yet. ...

Thousands of lives had been
snuffed out, a twelve-story build-
ing had leaped five thousand feet
into the air, and the world’s big-
gest bridge had turned upstream as
though turning its back against the
mad traffic it had, at the last, been
called upon to bear.

Eyer was going over their plane
with the visitors, men of intellect
who were taking notes at top
speed, men who knew planes and
were quick to grasp new appli-
ances.

“Have any of you got the whole
story now?” Eyer asked.

A half dozen men nodded.

“Then pass your knowledge on

to the others. Jeter and I must get
ready to be off. Every minute we
delay costs wuntold numbers of
lives.” .

Willing hands rolled their ship
out to their ewn private runway,
while Jeter and Eyer made last
minute preparations. There was the
matter of food, of oxygen necessary
so far above the Earth, of cloth-
ing. All had been provided for and
their last duties were largely those
of checking and rechecking, to
make sure no fatal errors in judg-
ment had been made.

Eyer was to fly the ship in the
beginning.

A small crowd watched as the
partners, white of face now in the
last minutes of their stay on Earth
—which they might never touch
again in life—climbed into their
cabin, which was capable of being
sealed against the cold of the
heights and the lack of breathable
oxygen.

Nobody smiled at them, for the
world had stopped smiling.

Nobody waved at them, for a
wave would have been frivolous.

Nobody cheered or even shouted
—but the two knew that the best
wishes, the very hopes for life, of
all the land, went with them into
the ghastly unknown.

CHAPTER V
Into the Void

HEIR watches and the clock in
the plane were synchronized
with Hadley’s time, which was
Eastern Standard, and as soon as
the plane had reached eight thou-
sand feet altitude, Jeter spoke into
the radiophone and arranged for a
connection with the office of Had-
ley.
Hadley himself soon spoke into
Jeter’s ear.
“Yes, Jeter?”
“See that someone is always' at
your radiophone to listen to us. I'll
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- keep you informed of developments

as long as possible. Everything is
running like clockwork so far.
How is it with you?”

“Two additional buildings, older
buildings of the city, have been
lifted some hundreds of feet above
ground level, then dropped back

upon their own foundations, to be-

broken apart. Many lives lost de-
spite the fact that the city will be
deserted within a matter of hours.
It seems that the—shall we say
enemy?—is concentrating only on
old buildings.”

“Perhaps they wish to preserve
the new ones,” said Jeter quietly.

“What? Why?”

“For their own use, perhaps; who
knows? Keep me informed of every
eventuality. If the center of force
which seems to be causing all this
havoc shifts in any direction, ad-
vise us at once.”

“All right, Jeter.”

Jeter broke the connection tem-
porarily. Hadley could get him at
‘any moment. A buzzer would sound
inside the almost noiseless cabin
when anyone wished to contact
him over the radiophone.

Eyer was concentrating on the
controls. The plane was climbing in
great sweeping spirals. Its speed
was a hundred and fifty miles an
hour. Their air speed indicator
was capable of registering eight
hundred miles an hour. They hoped
to attain that speed and more, fly-
ing on an even keel above ninety
thousand feet.

Both Eyer and Jeter were perfect
navigators. If, as they hoped, they
could reach ninety thousand or
more, they could cross the whole
United States in four hours or less.
They could quarter the country,
winged bloodhounds of space, seek-
ing their quarry.

Jeter studied the sky above them
through their special telescopes,
seeking some hint of the location
of the point of departure of that

devastating column of light. He
could think of no ray that would
nullify gravitation—yet that col-
umn of light had been the visual
manifestation that the thing had
somehow been brought about.

If this were true, was the enemy
vulnerable? Was his base of attack
capable of being destroyed or crip-
pled if anything happened to the
column of light? There was no way
of knowing—yet. A search of the
sky above Manhattan failed to dis-
close any visible substance from
which the light beam might ema-
nate. That seemed to indicate some
unbelievable height. Yet, Kress
must have reached that base. Else
why had he been destroyed and
sent back to Jeter and Eyer as a
challenge?

ETER’'S mind went back to

Kress. Frozen solid . . . but
that could have been caused by his
downward plunge through space.
And what had happened to Kress’
plane? No word had been received
concerning it up to the time of the
Jeter-Eyer departure. Had the “en-
emy” taken possession of it?

The whole thing seemed absurd.
Nobody knew better than Jeter
that he was working literally and
figuratively in the dark. He was
doing little better than guessing.
He felt sure of but one thing, that
the agency which was wreaking
the havoc was a human one, and he
was perfectly willing to match his
wits and Eyer’s against any human
intelligence.

Jeter slipped into the cushioned
seat beside Eyer.

The altimeter registered fifteen
thousand feet. New York was just
a blur against the abysmal darkness
under their careening wings.

“You've never ventured an opin-
ion, Tema,” said Jeter softly, “even
to me.”

Eyer grinned.

“Who knows?” he said. “It may
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all be just the very latest thing in
aerial attack. If so, what country or
coalition of countries harbor de-
signs against our good Uncle Sam?
Japan? China?”

“How do you explain the Vander-
cook incident? The bridge thing?
The rise and fall of the other sky-
scrapers?”

“Some substance or ray capable
of being controlled and directed. It
creates a field, of any size desired,
in which gravitation is—well, shall
we say erased? Then any solid
which is thus made weightless
could be lifted by the two good
hands of a strong man, or even of a
weak one. How does that check
with your guessing?”

Jeter shook his head ruefully.

“I’ve arrived at the same conclu-
sions as yourself, Tema,” he said.
“I know we’re all guessing. I know
we're probably climbing off the
Earth on a wild-goose chase from
which we haven’t a chance of re-
turning alive. I know we’re a pair
of fools to think of matching a
few drums of gas and a bunch of
popguns against the equipment of
an enemy capable of moving moun-
tains—but what else is there to
do?”

“Nothing,” said Eyer cheerfully,
“and I've got a feeling that you
and I will manage to acquit our-
selves with credit.”

The radiophone buzzer sounded.

Hadley was speaking.

“One of the very latest types of
battle-wagons,” he said, “was steam-
ing this way from the open sea out-
side the Narrows, ordered here to
'stand by in case of need, by the
Navy Department. She was armed
to the minute with the very latest
ordnance. She carried a full

orew. 5 2

ADLEY paused. Jeter could
hear him take a deep breath,
like a diver preparing to plunge
into icy water. Jeter’s spine tine
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gled. He felt he guessed in advance
what was to come.

Hadley went on.

The world seemed to spin diz-
zily as Jeter listened. Out of all
the madness only one thing loomed
which served for the moment to
keep Jeter sane. That was the alti-
meter, which registered twenty-five
thousand feet.

“The battle-wagon—the U.S.S.
Hueber—was yanked bodily out of
the water. It was taken aloft so
quickly that it was just a blur. At
least this was the way the skipper
of a Norwegian steamer, a mile
away from the Hueber, described
it. The warship simply vanished
into the night sky. The exact time
was given by the Norwegian. Five
minutes before midnight. At that
moment nothing was happening in
New York City—nothing new, that
{-7is

Hadley paused again.

“Go on, man!” said Jeter
hoarsely.
“Twenty minutes later the

Hueber was lowered back into the
water, practically unharmed. It had
all happened so swiftly that the
sailors aboard scarcely realized
anything had happened. The skip-
per of the warship radios that the
sensation was like a sudden attack
of dizziness. One man died of heart
failure. He was the only casualty.”

Jeter’'s eyes began to blaze with
excitement, as he spoke.

“Now you can tell the world that
the thing which causes the havoc
Manhattan is experiencing is not
supernatural. It is human—and our
people have no fear of human
enemies.”

“But why was not the warship
dropped somewhere, as the build-
ings have been?” asked Hadley.

“Did you ever,” replied Jeter,
“hear what is described in the best
fiction as aburst of ironic laughter?
Well, that what the Hueber, as it
now stands, or floats, is! But the
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enemy made a foolish move and will
live to regret it bitterly.

“I wish I could share your sud-
den confidence,” said Hadley. “Con-
ditions here, where public morale
is concerned, have become more
frightful minute by minute since
you left.”

Jeter severed the connection.

HE altimeter said thirty-five

thousand feet. They were still
spiraling upward. Again Jeter sur-
veyed the sky aloft.

The earth below was a blur, save
through the telescopes. The two
had reached a height less than a
third of what they hoped to attain.

Still they could see nothing up
above them. They were almost over
the “shaft” of atmosphere through
which the Hueber must have been
lifted and lowered. Suppose, Jeter
thought, they had accidentally
flown into that shaft at exactly the
wrong moment? It brought a shud-
der. Still, Jeter’s mind went on, if
that had happened they would now,
in all likelihood, have been right
among the enemy—for gravity in
that shaft would not have existed
for them, either.

But would they have been low-
ered back to safety as the Hueber
and her crew had been?

Believing as he did that the
enemy knew everything that tran-
spired within its sphere of in-
fluence, Jeter doubted that Eyer
and himself would have been so
humanely treated.

He had but to remember Kress to
feel sure of this.

The altimeter said fifty thousand
feet.

CHAPTER VI

Stratosphere Currents

OW the partner-scientists con-
centrated on the tremendous
task of climbing higher than man
had ever flown before. Nobody

knew how high Kress had gone, for
the only information which had
come back had been the corpse of
the sky pioneer. Jeter and Eyer

‘hoped to land, too, but to be able

to tell others, when they did, what
had happened to them.

Somehow, away up here, the af-
fairs of the Earth seemed trivial,
unreal. What was the raising of an
entire skyscraper—in reality so
small that from this height it was
difficult to pick out the biggest
one through the telescope? What
mattered a bridge across the Hud-
son that was really less than the
footprint of an ant at this height?

Still, looking at each other, they
were able to attain the old per-
spectives. Down there people like
Jeter and Eyer were dying because
of something that struck at them
from somewhere up here in the
blue darkness.

Their faces set grimly. The plane
kept up its constant spiraling. Jeter
and Eyer flew the ship in relays.
Occasionally they secured the con-
trols and allowed the plane to fly
on, untended.

“But maybe we’d better not do
too much of that,” said Jeter du-
biously. “I'm sure we are being
observed, every foot of altitude we
make. I don’t care to run into
something up here that will wreck
us. Right now, Eyer, if we hap-
pened to be outside this sealed
cabin instead of inside it, we'd die
in less time than it takes to tell
about it.”

All known records for altitude—
the only unknown one being Kress’
—had now been broken by Jeter
and Eyer. They informed Hadley
of this fact.

“A week ago you’d have had
headlines,” came back Hadley. “To-
day nobody cares, except that the
world looks to you for information
about this horror. The enemy is
systematically destroying every
building in Manhattan which dates
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back over eight years. Fortunately,
save for the occasional die-hard
who never believes anything, there
are few deaths at the moment. But
we're all waiting, holding our
breaths, wondering what the next
five minutes will bring forth. Is
there any news there?”

How strange it seemed—as the
altimeter said sixty-one thousand
feet—to hear that voice out of the
void. For under the plane there
was no world at all, save through
the telescope. Perhaps when morn-
ing came they would be able to
see a little. Picard had reported
the world to look flat from a little
over fifty thousand feet.

“No news, Hadley,” said Jeter.
“Except that our plane behaves
perfectly and we are at sixty-one
thousand feet. Were it not for our
turn and bank indicators, our alti-
meter and air speed instruments,
and our navigational instruments,
it would be impossible to tell—by
looking at least, though we could
tell by our shifting weight—
whether we were upside down or
right side up, on one wing or on
an even keel. It’s eery. We wouldn’t
be able to tell whether we were
moving were it not for our air
speed indicator. There are no
clouds. The motor hum seems to
be the only thing here—except
ourselves of course—to remind us
that we really belong down there
with you.”

HE connection was broken

again as Jeter ceased speaking.
Things seemed to be marking time
on the ground, save for the strange
demolitions of the unseen and ap-
parently unknowable enemy. Would
they ever really encounter him, or
it?

When the sun came out of the
east they leveled off at ninety
thousand feet. By their reckoning
they had scarcely moved in any
direction from the spot where they
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had taken off. Jeter was satisfied
that they were almost directly
above Mineola. But the world had
vanished. The plane rode easily on.
Now and again it dipped one wing
or the other—and even the veteran
aviators felt a thrill of uneasiness.
From somewhere up here in this
immensity, Franz Kress had dropped
to his death. Of course, if it had
happened at this height he hadn’t
lived to suffer,

Or had he? What had been done
to him by the—the denizens of the
stratosphere?

Jeter sat down beside Eyer. It
seemed strange to eat breakfast
here, but the sandwiches and hot
coffee in a thermos bottle were ex-
tremely welcome. They ate in si-
lence, their thoughts busy. When
they had made an end, Jeter
squared his shoulders. Eyer grinned.

“We€1], Lucian,” he said, “are we
in enemy territory by your calcu-
lations? And if so how do you
arrive at your conclusions?”

“I'm still guessing, Tema,” said
Jeter, “but I've a feeling I'm not
guessing badly, and. ... Yes, we're
somewhere within striking distance
of the enemy, whatever the enemy
5

“What’s the next move?”

“We’ll systematically cover the
sky over an area which blankets
New York, Long Island, Jersey
City and surrounding territory for
a distance of twenty miles, If we’re
above the enemy, perhaps we can
look down upon him. We know he
can’t be seen from below, perhaps
not even from above. If we are
below him we’ll try to fly into that
column of his. What they’ll do to
us I. . .. You’re not afraid to find
out, are you?”

Eyer grinned. Jeter grinned back
at him.

“What they’ll do to us if we fly
into them I'm sure I don’t know.

"I don’t think they’ll kill our motor.
If whoever or whatever controls
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the light column decides to make
us prisoners. . . . Well, we’ll hope
to have better luck combating
them than Kress had.”

ND so began that hours-long

vigil of quartering the strat-
osphere over the unmarked area
which Jeter had set as a limit. Now
and again Hadley spoke to Jeter.
Yes, the demolitions were still con-
tinuing in Manhattan. Could all
telescopes on the ground pick out
their space ship? Yes, said Hadley,
and a young scientist in New Jer-
sey was constantly watching them.
Were they, since sunrise, ever out
of his sight? Only when clouds at
comparatively low altitudes inter-
vened. However, the sky was un-
usually clear and it was hoped to
keep their plane in sight during
the entire day.

“Hadley,” Jeter almost whispered,
“I’'m satisfied we’re above the area
of force, else we’d have flown into
the anti-gravitation field. Get in
touch with that Jersey chap by
direct personal wire or radiophone
if he is equipped with it. See that
his watch is set with yours, which
is synchronized with ours. Got
that?”

“Yes.”

“When you've done that give him
these instructions: He is never to
take his eyes off us for more than
a split second at a time—unless
someone else takes his place. I
doubt if, at this distance, this will
work, but it may help us a little.
If we become invisible for even the
briefest of moments, he is to look
at his watch and observe the ex-
act time, even to split seconds. We
shall try to follow a certain plan
hereafter in quartering the strato-
sphere, and I shall mark our lo-
cation on the navigational charts
every minute until we hear from
this chap, or until we decide noth-
ing is to be accomplished by this
trick. Understand?”

“You’re hoping that the enemy,
while invisible to all eyes, yet has
substance, . . .”

“Shut up!” snapped Jeter, but he
was glad that Hadley had grasped
the idea. It was a slim chance, but
such as it was it was worth trying.
If the plane were invisible for a
time, then it would be proof of
some opaque obstruction between
the plane and the eye of the be-
holder on the surface of the Earth.
Refraction had to be figured, per-
haps. Oh, there were many argu-
ments against it,

The fliers followed the very outer
edge of the area above the world
they had mapped out as their limit
of exploration. This circuit com-
pleted, they banked inward, short-
ening their circuit by about a mile
of space. A mile, seen at a distance
of ninety thousand feet, would be
little indeed.

It was almost midday when they
had their first stroke of luck.

The buzzer sounded at the very
moment Eyer uttered an ejacula-
tion. :

“The Jersey fellow says there is
nothing between his lens and your
plane to obstruct the view.”

“0O.K.” retorted Jeter. “At the
moment your buzzer sounded our
plane . suddenly jumped wupward.
That means an upcurrent of air
indicating an obstruction under us.
It must however, be invisible.”

He severed the connection. His
brow was furrowed thoughtfully.
He was remembering Sitsumi and
his rumored discovery.

They circled back warily. The
eyes of both were fixed downward,
staring into space. Their jaws were
firmly set. Their eyes were nar-
rowed.

And then. . ..

There was that uprush of air
again! It appeared to rise from an
angle of about sixty degrees. They
got the wind against their nose and
started a humming dive, feeling in
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the alien updraft for the obstruc-
tion which caused it.

CHAPTER VII
Invisible Globe

HE buzzer of their radiophone

was sounding, but so intent
were they on this phenomenon they
were facing, they paid it no heed.
Their eyes were alight, their lips
in firm straight lines of resolve, as
they dived down upon the invisible
obstruction—whatever it was—from
whose surface the telltale updraft
came,

It was Eyer who made the sug-
gestion:

“Let’s measure it to see what its
plane extent is.”

“How?” asked Jeter.

“Measure it by following the
wind disturbance. We travel in one
direction until we lose it. There is
one extremity. In a few minutes
we can discover exactly how big
the thing is. What do you think it
187"

Jeter shook his head. There was
no way of telling.

Jeter nodded agreement to Eyer.
Then he spoke into the radiophone,
telling Hadley what they had
found, to which he could give no
name.

“The world awaits in fear and
trembling what you will have to
report, Jeter,” said Hadley. “What
if you become unable to report, as
Kress did?”

“Don’t worry. We will or we
won’t. If we succeed we’ll be back.
If we fail, send up the other, . ..
No, perhaps you hadn’t better send
up the new planes. But I think
Eyer and I have a chance to dis-
cover the nature of this strange—
whatever-it-is. If you can’t contact
us, delay twenty-four hours before
doing anything. I—well, I scarcely
know what to tell you to do. We'll
just be shooting in the dark until
we know what we’re in for. You’ll
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tience. What did you want with
me?”

“Only to tell you of another
strange news dispatch. It gives no
details. It merely tells of strange
activity around Lake Baikal, be-
yond the Gobi Desert. Queer noises
at night, mysterious cordons of
Eurasians to keep all investigators
back, strange losses of livestock,
foodstuffs. . . .”

Jeter severed connection. There
was little need to listen further to
something which he couldn’t ex-
plain yet, in any case.

Eyer, at the controls, banked the
plane at right angles and flew on.
In shortly less than a minute he
banked again.

N five minutes he turned to Jeter
with a queer expression on his
face.

“Well,” he said, “what’s to do
about it? What is it? It seems to
be some solid substance approxi-
mately a quarter mile square. But it
can’t be true! A solid substance
just hanging in the air at ninety
thousand feet! It's beyond all
imagining!”

“What man can imagine, man
can do,” replied Jeter. “A great
newspaper editor said that, and
we're going to discover now just
how true it is.”

“What’s our next move?”

For a long time the partners
stared into each other’s eyes. Each
knew exactly what the other
thought, exactly what he would
propose as a course of action. Jeter
heaved a sigh and nodded his head.

“We’re as much in the power of
the enemy here as we would be
there, or anywhere else. We can’t
discover anything from here. Set
the wheels down!”

“We can’t tell anything about
the condition of the surface of that
stuff. We may crack up.”

Jeter had to grin.
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“Sounds strange, cracking up at
ninety thousand feet, doesn’t it?
Well, hoist your helicopter vanes
and drift down as straight as you
can—but be sure and keep your
motor idling.”

Again they exchanged long looks.

“O.K.,” said Eyer, as quietly as
he would have answered the same
order at Roosevelt Field. “Here we
go!”

He pressed a button and the
helicopters, set into the surface of
the single sturdy wing, snapped
up their shafts and began to spin,
effectually slowing the forward mo-
tion of the plane. Eyer fish-tailed
her with his rudder to help cut
down speed.

“We can’t see the surface of the
thing at all, Lucian,” said Eyer.
“I'll simply have to feel for it.”

“Well, you’ve done that before,
too. We can manage all right.”

Down they dropped. The updraft
was now a cushion directly under
them. And then their wheels struck
something solid. The plane moved
forward a few feet—with a strange
sickening motion. It was as though
the surface of this substance were
globular. First one wheel rose, then
dipped as the other rose. The plane
came to rest on fairly even keel,
and the partners, while the motor
idled, stared at each other.

“Well?” said Eyer, a trace of a
grin on his face.

“If it'll hold the plane it will
hold us. Let’s slide into our strato-
sphere suits and climb out. We
have to get clese to this thing to
see what it is.”

“Parachutes?” said Eyer.

Jeter nodded.

“It would simplify matters if the
thing happened to tilt over and
spill us off, I think,” said Jeter,
matching Eyer’s grin with one of
his own. “I can’t think with any
degree of equanimity of plunging
ninety thousand feet without a
parachute.”

“I'm not sure I'd care for it with
one,” said Eyer.

HEY were soon in the tight-

fitting suits which were cus-
tomarily used by fliers who climbed
above the air levels at which it was
impossible for a human being to
breathe without a supply of oxygen
in a container., Their suits were
sealed against cold. Set in their
backs were oxygen tanks capable
of holding enough oxygen for sev-
eral hours. Over all this they fas-
tened their parachutes.

Then, using a series of doors in
order to conserve the warmth and
oxygen inside their cabin, they let
themselves out, closing each suc-
cessive door behind them, until at
last they faced the last door—and
the grim unknown. They glanced
at each other briefly, and Jeter’s
hand went forth to grasp the
mechanism of the last door. Eyer
stood at his side. Their eyes met.
The door swung open.

They stepped down. The surface
of this stratosphere substance was
slippery smooth. Now that they
stood on its surface they could
sense something of its profile.
Movement in any direction sug-
gested watking on a huge ball. The
queer thing was that they could
feel but could not see. It was like’
walking on air. Their plane ap-
peared to be suspended in midair.

For a moment Jeter had an over-
powering desire to grab Eyer, jerk
him back to the plane, and take off
at top speed. But they couldn’t do
that, not when the world depended
upon them. Had Kress encountered
this thing? Perhaps. How must he
have felt? He had been alone.
These two were moral support for
each other. But both were acutely
remembering how Kress had come
back.

And his plane? They’d perhaps
discover what had happened to that,
too.
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Eyer suddenly slipped and fell,
as though he had been walking on
a carpet which had been jerked
from under his feet. From his al-
most prone position he looked up
at Jeter. Jeter dropped to his
knees beside him, Their covered
hands played over the surface of
their discovery, to find it smooth
as glass. As though with one
thought they placed their heads
against it, right ears down, to
listen. But the whole wvast field
seemed to be dead, lifeless. And
yet—a solid it was, floating here
in space—or just hanging. It seemed
to be utterly motionless,

“There should be a way of dis-
covering what this is, and why, and
how it is controlled if an intelli-
gence is behind it.” Jeter spelled
out the words in the sign language
they had both learned as boys.

Eyer nodded.

FI\HEY walked more warily

when they had, traveling slow-
ly and hesitantly, gone more than a
hundred feet from their plane.
They kept it in sight by constantly
turning to look back. It was now
several feet above them. No telling
what might happen to them at any
moment, and the plane was an
avenue of escape.

They didn’t wish to take a chance
on stepping off into the strato-
sphere—and eternity.

“It’s like an iceberg of space,”
- said the fingers of Jeter. “But let’s
go back and look it over to the
other side of the plane. We have
to keep the plane in sight and work
from it as a base. And say, what
sort of sensations have you had
about ‘this surface we're standing
on?”

Jeter could see Eyer’s shudder
as he asked the question. Slowly
the fingers of his partner spelled
out the answer.

“I've a feeling of eyes boring
into my back. I sense that the

substance under us is malignant,
inimical. I have the same feeling
with every step I take, as though
the unseen surface were endowed
with arms capable of reaching out
and grabbing me.”

“I feel it, too,” said Jeter’s fin-
gers. “But I'm not afraid of fin-
gers in the usual sense. I don’t
think of hands strangling us, or
ripping us to shreds, but of ques-
ting—well, call them tentacles,
which may clasp us with gentle-
ness even, and absorb us, and an-
nihilate us!”

Now the two faced each other
squarely. Now they did not try to
hide that their fear was an abysmal
feeling, horrible and devastating.

“Let’s get back to the plane and
take off. We haven’t a chance.”

They clasped hands again and
started running back, their plane
their goal. Before they reached it
they would change their minds, for
they were not ordinarily lacking in
courage—but so long as they ran
both had the feeling of being pur-
sued by malignant entities which
were always just a step behind, but
gaining.

They slipped on the smooth sur-
face and fell sprawling. Each felt,
when he fell, that he must rise at
once, with all his speed, lest some-
thing grasp him and hold him down
forever. It was a horrible trapped
feeling, and yet. . . .

They had but to look at each
other to see that they were free.
Nothing gripped their feet to hold
them back. Of course the way was
slippery, but no more so than an
icy surface which one essays in
ordinary shoes. What then caused
their fear?

HE plane, so plainly visible
there ahead and above, was like
a haven of refuge to them. They
panted inside their helmets and
their breath misted the glass of
their masks. But they stumbled on,
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making the best speed they could
under the circumstances.

Perhaps if they took off, and re-
gained their courage, returned to
normal in surroundings they knew
and understood, they could come
back and try again, after having
heard each other’s voices. The si-
lence, the sign manual, the odd,
awesome sensations, all combined
to rob them of courage. They must
get it back if they were to suc-
ceed. And they had been away
from the plane for almost an hour.
Hadley would be waiting for some
news.

The plane was twenty yards away
—and almost at the same time Eyer
and Jeter saw something queer
about it. At first it was hard to say
just what it was.

They rushed on. They were with-
in ten yards of the plane when a
wail of anguish was born—and died
—in two soundproof helmets. There
was no questioning the fact that
the plane had settled into the sur-
face of the field.

The plane was invisible below
the tops of the landing wheels, as
though the plane were sinking into
invisibility, slowly dissolving from
the bottom.

“Understand?” Jeter’s fingers al-
most shouted. “Understand why we
felt the desire to keep moving?
This field is alive, Eyer, and if we
stand still it will swallow us just
as it is swallowing our plane!
Let’s get in fast; maybe we can
still pull free from the stuff and
take off.” :

They were racing against time
and in the heart of each was the
feeling that whatever they did,
their efforts would be hopeless.
Still, the spinning propeller of
their plane gave them strength to
hope.

They went through the succes-
sion of doors as rapidly as they
dared. Once in the comfort of
their cabin they doffed their strata-

sphere suits with all possible speed.
Jeter was the first free. He jumped
to the controls and speeded up the
motor, In a matter of seconds it
was revving up to a speed which,
had it been free, would have pulled
the plane along at seven hundred
miles an hour at the height at
which they were.
But the plane did not move!

ETER slowed the motor, then

started racing it fast, trying to
jerk the fuselage free of the im-
bedded wheels, but they would not
be released. Both men realized that
the wheels had sunk from sight
while they had been delayed com-
ing through the succession of
doors—that the plane had sunk
until the invisible surface gripped
the floor of the fuselage.

Perspiration beaded the faces of
both men. Eyer managed a ghastly
grin, Jeter’s brow was furrowed
with frantic thought as he tried to
imagine a way out.

“If we could somehow cut our
landing gear free,” began Jeter,
“but—'”

“But it’s too late, Lucian,” said
Eyer quietly. “Look at the win-
dow.”

They both looked.

Countless fingers of shadowy
gray substance were undulating up
the surface of the window, like pale
angleworms or white serpents of
many sizes, trying to climb up a
pane of glass.

“Well,” said Jeter, “here we are!
You see? Outside we can see noth-
ing. Inside we begin to see a little,
and what good will it do us?”

Eyer grinned. It was as though
he lighted a cigarette and non-
chalantly blew smoke rings at the
ceiling, save that they dared not
use up any of their precious oxygen
by smeoking.

Their fear had left them utterly
when it would have been natural
for them to be stunned by it.
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CHAPTER VIII
Cataclysmic Hunger

YER thrust out his hand to
cut the motor. Jeter stayed
it.

“I’'ve an idea,” he said softly;
“let it run. We’ll learn something
more about the sensitiveness of
this material.”

The motor was cut to idling.
The plane scarcely trembled now
in the pull of the motor, so firmly
was she held in the grip of the
shadowy, vague tentacles. A grim
sort of silence had settled in the
cabin. The faces of the two part-
ners were dead white, but their
eyes were fearless. They had come
aloft to give their lives if need be.
They wouldn’t try to get them
back now. Besides, what use was
there?

Jeter paused for a moment in
thought.

Then he began to examine some
of their weapons. The only one by
which they could fire outside the
plane—due to the necessity of
keeping the cabin closed to retain
oxygen—was the rapid firer on the
wing. This could be depressed
enough to fire downward at an
angle of forty-five degrees. Jeter
hesitated for a moment.

He looked at Eyer. Eyer grinned.

“It can’t bring death to us any
sooner,” he said. “Let her go!”

Jeter tripped the rapid firer and
held it for half a minute, during
which time three hundred projec-
tiles, eight inches long by two
inches in diameter, were poured
into the invisible surface. The bul-
lets simply accomplished nothing.
It was almost as though the field
had simply opened its mouth to
catch thrown food. There was no
movement of the field, no jarring,
no vibration. Nor did the plane it-
self tremble or shake. Jeter had to
stop the rapid firer because its
base, the plane, was now so firmly

fixed that the recoil might kick the
gun out of its mount.

Now the partners sat and looked
out through the windows of un-
breakable glass, watching the work
of those tentacular fingers.

“How does it feel, Tema, to be
eaten alive?” asked Jeter.

“Have you radiophoned Hadley
about what’s happening to us?”

“No,” replied Jeter. “It would
frighten the world half out of its
wits. Besides, what can we say has
caught us? We don’t know.”

“And what are we going to do
about it?”

« E’RE going to wait. I've a

theory about some of this.
We know blamed well that, except
for the most miraculous luck, you
couldn’t have set the plane down
on this field without it slipping
off again. Well, there’s only one
answer to that: the rubbery resil-
ience of the surface. It must have
given a little to hold the plane—
and us when we walked on it.
What does that mean? Simply that
we were seen and the field made
usable for us by some intelligence.
That intelligence watches us now.
It saved our lives for some reason
or other. It didn’t destroy us when
were were afoot out there. It isn’t
destroying us now. It’s swallowing
us whole—and for some reason.
Why? That we’ll have to dis-
cover. But I think we can rest
easy on one thing. We’re not to be
killed by this swallowing act, else
we’d have been dead before now.”

“Have you any idea what this
stuff is?”

“Yes, but the idea is so wild and
improbable that -I'm reluctant to
tell you what I guess until I know
more. However, if it develops that
we are to die in this swallowing
act, then I'll give you a tip—and it
will probably knock you off your
pedestal. But the more I think. of
it the more certain I am that the
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whole thing is at least a variation
of my idea. And the brains behind
it, if my guess proves even approx-
imately correct, will be too great
for us to win mastery except by
some miraculous accident favoring
us—and true miracles come but
seldom in these days.”

“No? What do you call this?”

Jeter shrugged.

With many ports all around the
cabin, all fitted with unbreakable
glass, it was possible ‘for the part-
ners to see out in all directions.
The tentacle fingers had now
climbed up to a height sufficient
to smother both windows. The
fuselage was about half swallowed.

“I can almost hear the stuff sigh
inwardly with satisfaction as it
takes us in,” said Eyer:

“I have the same feeling. There’s
a peculiar sound about it, too; do
you hear it?”

They listened. The sound which
came into the cabin was such a
sound as might have been heard by
a man inside a cylinder lying on
the bottom of a still pond. A whis-
per that was less than a whisper—
a moving whisper. In it were life
and death, and grim terror.

ND then—remembering that

contact with the propeller
would shatter it, Tema cut the
switch—the propeller stopped, the
motor died, and utter silence, in
the midst of an utter absence of
vibration, possessed the comfort-
able little cabin. It was hard to be-
lieve. The cabin was a breath of
home. It was a home. And it was
being swallowed by some sub-
stance concerning which Eyer had
no ideas at all and Jeter but a
growing suspicion.

The plane sank lower and lower.
The surface of the field was now
almost to the top of the cabin
doors. Most of the windows had
been erased, but it made no par-
ticular difference in the matter of

light. Jeter had put out his hand
to snap on the lights, but stayed
it when he saw that light came
through to them.

Moment by moment the mystery
of the swallowing deepened. It
was like sinking into a snow bank.
There was a sensation of smother-
ing, though it was not uncomfort-
able because the cabin itself was
self-sufficient in all respects to
maintain life for a long period of
time.

It was like sinking slowly into
the depths of the sea.

The last port on the sides of the
plane was erased. Now the two sat
in their chairs and stared up at the
ceiling, and at the glass-protected
ports there. It was grim business.
They almost held their breath as
they waited.

At last those blurred tentacles
began to creep across the lowest of
the ceiling ports. Faster they came,
and faster. In a few minutes every
port was covered with a film of the
weird stuff.

“It may be a foot deep above us,”
said Jeter. “I don’t think we’ll be
able to tell how thick any bit of
the stuff is. The surface of the
field may be ten feet above our
heads right now. Well, Tema, old
son, we’re prisoners as surely as
though we were locked in a chrome
steel vault a thousand feet under-
ground. We can’t go anywhere, or
come back if we go there. We're
prisoners, that’s all—and all we
can do is wait.”

Eyer grinned.

Jeter began nonchalantly to slip
off his helmet and goggles. He
doffed his flying coat. In a short
time the two might have been sit-
ting over liquor and cigars in their
own library at Mineola.

“Expecting company?” = asked
Eyer.
“Most  emphatically,” replied

Jeter. “Company that is an un-
known quantity. Company that will
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be wholly and entirely interesting.”

So they waited. They could now
feel themselves sinking faster into
the substance. They settled on an
even keel, however, but more speed-
ily than before, as though the di-
recting intelligence behind all
these had tired of showing them
his wonders and was eager to get
on with the business of the day.

Eyer happened to look down at
one of the ports in the floor of the
cabin,

“Geod God!”
cian!”

he yelled. “Lu-

E was pointing. His face had

gone white again. His eyes
were bulging. Jeter stared down
into the floor ports—and gasped.

“l expected it, but it's a shock
just the same, Tema,” he said soft-
ly. “Get hold of yourself. You'll
need all your faculties in a minute
or two.”

Through the ports they found
themselves staring down all of
twenty feet upon a milky white
globe, set inside the greater, softer
globe through which they were
passing, like a kernel in a shell.

The plane was oozing through
the “rind” which protected the
strange globe below against the
cold and discomfort of the strato-
sphere.

“They’d scarcely bring us this
far to drop us, would they?” asked
Eyer.

He was making a distinct effort
to regain control of himself. His
voice was normal, - his breathing
regular—and he had spoken thus
to show Jeter that this was so.

“Whether we’re to be dropped or
lowered is all one to us,” he said,
“since we can do nothing in either
case. Twenty feet of fall wouldn’t
smash us up much.”

“Let’s keep our eyes on the ceil-
ing ports and see how this swal-
lowing job is really done.”

They alternately looked through
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the floor ports and the ceiling
ports.

Under them the gray mass was
crawling backward off the floor
ports, leaving them clear. Now all
of them were clear. Now the gray
stuff began to vanish from the
lower ports on either side of the
cabin,

“I feel as though we were being
digested and cast forth,” said
Jeter.

The action of the stuff was some-
thing like that. It had swallowed
them in their entirety and now was
disgorging them.

They watched the stuff move off
the ports one by one, on either
side. The lower ones were free.
Then those next above, the gray
substance retreating with what
seemed tec be pouting reluctance.
Finally even the topmost ports
were clear.

“The drop comes
Eyer.

“Wait, maybe not.”

soon,” said

HEY concentrated on the ceil-

ing ports for a moment; but
the clinging stuff did not vanish
from them. They turned back to
look through the floor ports. Right
under them was the milky globe
whose surface could easily accom-
modate their plane. If they had
needed further proof of some guid-
ing intelligence behind all this,
that cleared space was it. They
were being deliberately lowered to
a landing place through a portion
of the “rind” made soft in some
mechanical way to allow the weight
of their plane to sink through it.
They looked up again. Great
masses of the gray substance still
clung to the top of their cabin,
like sticky tar. The substance was
rubbery and lifelike in its resil-
iency, its tenacious grasp upon the
Jeter-Eyer plane. By this means
#the plane was lowered to the
“ground.” Jeter and Eyer watched,
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fascinated, as the stuff slipped and
lost its grip, and slowly retracted
to become part of the dome above.

The plane had come through this
white roof, bearing its two pas-
sengers, and now above them there
was no slightest mark to show
where they had come forth.

They rested on even keel atop
the inner globe which they now
could see was attached to the outer
globe in countless places.

“I wonder if we dare risk getting
out,” said Eyer.

“I think so,” said Jeter. “Look
there!”

A trapdoor, shaped something
like the profile of an ordinary milk
bottle, was opening in the white
globe just outside their plane.
Framed in the door was a face. It
was a dark face, but it was a hu-
man one—and the man’s body be-
low that face was dressed as
simply, and in almost the same
fashion, as were Jeter and Eyer
themselves. He wore no oxygen
tanks or clothing to keep out the
cold.

The partners, lips firmly set,
nodded to each other and began to
open their doors. Imperturbably the
dark man came to meet them.

Still other dark faces emerged
from the door.

CHAPTER IX
A Scheme Is Described

HE hands of the two wayfar-

ers into the stratosphere
dropped to their weapons as the
men came through that door which
masked the inner mystery of the
white globe.

One of the men grinned. There
was a threat in his grin—and a
promise. -

“I wouldn’t use my weapons if I
were in your place, gentlemen,” he
said. “Come this way, please. Sit-
sumi and The Three wish to see
you at once.”

Jeter and Eyer exchanged!
glances. Would it do any good to
start a fight with these people?
They seemed to be unarmed, but
there were many of them. And
probably there were many more
beyond that door. Certainly this
strange globe was capable of hold-
ing a small army at least.

Jeter shrugged. Eyer answered it
with an eloquent gesture—and the
two fell in with those who had
come to meet them.

“How about our plane?”
Jeter.

“You need concern yourself with
it no longer,” replied one. “Its
final disposal is in the hands of
Sitsumi and The Three.”

A cold chill ran along Jeter’s
spine. There was something too
final about the guide’s calm re-
ply. Both adventurers remembered
again, most poignantly, the fate of
Kress.

The leaders stepped through the
door. A flight of steps led down-
ward. =

Several of the swarthy-skinned
folk walked behind Jeter and Eyer.
There was no gainsaying the fact
that they were prisoners.

Jeter and Eyer gasped a little
as they looked into the interior of
the white globe. It was of unusual
extent, Jeter estimated, a complete
globe; but this one was bisected by
a floor at its center, of some sub-
stance that might, for its apparent
lightness, have been aluminum.
Plainly it was the dwelling place
of these strange conquerors of the
stratosphere. It might have been a
vast room designed as the dwelling
place of people accustomed to all
sorts of personal comforts.

On the “floor” were several
buildings, of the same material as
the floor. It remained to be seen
what these buildings were for, but
Jeter could guess, he believed, with
fair accuracy. The large building
in the center would be the central

said
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control room housing whatever ap-
paratus of any kind was needed in
the working of this space ship.
There were smaller buildings, most
of them conical, looking oddly like
beehives, which doubtless housed
the denizens of the globe.

HE atmosphere was much like

that of New York in early
autumn. It was of equable tempera-
ture. There was no discomfort in
walking, no difficulty in breathing.
Jeter surmised that at least one of
those buildings, perhaps the cen-
tral one, housed some sort of oxy-
gen renewer. Such a device at this
height was naturally essential.

The stairs ended. The prisoners
and their guards stopped at floor
level.

Jeter paused’ to look about him.
His scientific eyes were studying
the construction of the globe. The
idea of escape from the predica-
ment into which he and Eyer were
plunged would never be out of his
head for a moment.

“Come along, you!”

Jeter started, stung by the sav-
agery which suddenly edged the
voice of the man who had first
greeted him. There was contempt
in it—and an assumption of per-
sonal superiority which galled the
independent_Jeter.

He grinned a little, looked at
Eyer.

“I wonder if we have to take it,”
he said softly.

“It seems we might expect a lit-
tle respect, at least,” Eyer grinned
in answer.

The guard suddenly caught Jeter
by the shoulder.

“I said to come along!”

If the man had been intending
to provoke a fight he couldn’t have
gone about it in any better way.
Jeter suddenly, without a change
of expression, sent a right fist
crashing to the fellow’s jaw.

“Don’t use your gat, Eyer,” he
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called to his partner. “We may kill
a key man who may be necessary
to our well-being later on. But
black eyes and broken noses should
be no bar to efficiency.”

Without any fuss or hullabaloo,
the dozen or so denizens of the
globe who had met the partners
closed on them. They came on with
a rush. Jeter and Eyer stood back
to back and slugged. They were
young, with youthful joy in battle.
They were trained to the minute.
As fliers they took pride in their
physical condition. They were out-
numbered, but it was a matter of
pride with them to demand respect
wherever they went. It was also a
matter of pride to down as many
of the attackers as possible before
they themselves were downed.

T became plain that, though the

denizens of the globe were
armed with knives, they were not
to be used. And it didn’t seem
they would be needed. The fighters
were all muscular, well-trained
fighters. But for the most part they
fought in the manner of Chinese
ta chuen, or Japanese ju-jutsu men.
They used holds that were bone-
breaking and it taxed the pair to
the utmost to keep from being
maimed by their killing strength.

The swarthy men were men of
courage, no doubt about that. They
fought with silent ferocity. They
blinked when struck, but came back
to take yet other blows with the
tenacity of so many bulldogs. There
was no gainsaying them, it seemed.
They were here for the purpose of
subduing their visitors and nothing
short of death would stop them.

It wasn’t courtesy, either, that
failure to use knives, for Jeter saw
murder looking out of more than
one pair of eyes as their two pairs
of fists landed on brown faces,
smashed noses askew, and started
eyes to closing. :

“Their leader has them under ab-
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solute control—and that’s a point
for the enemy,” Jeter panted to
himself as the strain of battle be-
gan to tell on him. “They’ve been
instructed, no matter what we do,
to bring us to their master or mas-
ters alive.”

For a moment he toyed with the
idea of drawing his weapon and
firing pointblank into the enemy.
He knew they would be compelled
to take lives to escape—and that
the lives of all these people were
forfeit anyway because of the
havoc which had descended upon
New York City.

But he didn’t make a move for
his weapon. It would be sure death
if he did, for the others were
armed.

Brown men fell before the smash-
ing of their fists. But the end of
the fight was a foregone conclu-
sion. Jeter had a bruised jaw.
Eyer’s nose was bleeding and one
eye was closed when the reception
committee finally came to close
quarters, smothered them by sheer
weight of numbers, and made them
prisoners. Jeter’s right wrist was
manacled to Eyer’s left with a pair
or ordinary steel handcuffs. Their
weapons were taken away {from
them now.

The leader of the committee,
panting, but apparently uncon-
cerned over what had happened,
motioned the two men to lead the

way. He pointed to the Ilarge
building in the center of the
“floor.”

“That way,” he said, “and I hope
Sitsumi and The Three give us
permission to throw you out with-
out parachutes or high altitude
suits.”

“Pleasant cuss, aren’t you?” said
Eyer. “I don’t think you like us.”

The man would have struck Eyer
for his grinning levity; but at that
moment a door opened in the side
of the large building and a man in
Oriental robes stood there.

“Bring them here at once, Naka!”
he said.

HE man called Naka, the
leader whom Jeter had first
struck, bowed low, with deep re-
spect, to the man in the doorway.
“Yes, O Sitsumi!” he said. As he
spoke he sucked in his breath with
that snakelike hissing sound which
is the acme of politeness in Japan
—“that my humble breath may not
blow upon you”—and spread wide
his hands. “They are extremely low
persons and dared lay hands upon
your emissaries.”

Eyer grinned again,

“I think,” he called, “there trans-
pired what might be called a gen-
eral laying on of hands by all
hands.”

“I deeply deplore your inclina-
tion to levity, Tema Eyer,” said
the man in the doorway. “It is not
seemly in one whose intelligence
entitles him to a place in our coun-
sels.”

Eyer looked at Jeter. What was
the meaning of Sitsumi’s cryptic
utterance?

“Bring them in,
sumi.

Jeter studied the man with in-
terest. He knew instantly who he
was and understood why Sitsumi
had refused to answer his radio
messages to Japan. He couldn’t
very well have dene so in the cir-
cumstances. Here, under the broad
dome of Sitsumi, was probably the
greatest scientific brain of the cen-
tury. Jeter saw cruelty in his eyes,
too; ruthlessness, and determina-
tion.

The prisoners were marched into
the room behind Sitsumi, who
stepped aside, looking curiously at
Jeter and Eyer as they passed him.
Inside the door, pausing only a
moment to glance over the big
room’s appointments, Jeter turned
on Sitsumi.

“Just what do you intend doing

”»

snapped Sit-
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with us,* Sitsumi?” he asked. “I
suppose it’'s useless to ask you,
also, what the meaning of all this
is?”

“I shall answer both your ques-
tions, Jeter,” said Sitsumi. “Step
this way, please. The Three should
hear our conference.”

They were conducted into a
smaller room. Its floors were cov-
ered with skins. There were easy
chairs and divans. It might have
been their own luxuriously appoint-
ed rocms at Mineola. At a long
table three men—all Orientals—
were deeply immersed in some ac-
tivity which bent their heads ab-
sorbedly over the very center of
the table. It might have been a
three-sided chess game, by their at-
titudes.

“Gentlemen!” said Sitsumi.

The three men turned.

“My colleagues, Wang Li, Liao
Wu and Yung Chan,” Sitsumi in-
troduced them. “Without them our
great work would have been im-
possible.”

ERE were the three missing

Chinese scientists. Jeter and
Eyer had seen many pictures of
them. Jeter wondered whether
their adherence to Sitsumi were
voluntary or forced. But it was
voluntary, of course. The three
brains of these brilliant men could
easily have outwitted Sitsumi had
they been unwilling to associate
themselves with him. The three
Orientals bowed.

Jeter and Eyer were bidden to
take chairs side by side. The
guards drew back a little but never
took their eyes off the two. Sit-
sumi ranged himself beside his
colleagues at the table.

“T’ll answer your questions now,
gentlemen, in the presence of my
colleagues so that you shall know
that we are together in what we
propose. We wish you to join us.
The only alternative is . . . well,

you recall what happened to your
countryman, Kress? The same, or a
similar fate, will be yours if you
don’t ally yourselves with us.”

Jeter and Eyer exchanged
glances.
“Just what are you doing?”

asked Jeter. “I've seen some of
the results of your activities, but I
can see no reason for them. I
would pronounce everything you
have done so far to be the acts of
madmen.”

“We are not mad,” said Sitsumi.
“We are simply a group of people
of mixed blood who deplore the
barriers of racial prejudice, for one
thing. We are advocates of a delib-
erately contrived super-race, pro-
duced by the amalgamation of the
best minds and the best bodies of
all races. We ourselves are what
the world calls Eurasians. In our
youth people patronized us. In Asia
we were shunned. We were
shunned everywhere by both races
from which we trace our ancestry.
We are not trying to be avenged
upon the .world because we have
been pariahs. We are not so petty.
But by striving until we have be-
come the world’s four greatest sci-
entists we have proved to our own
satisfaction that a mixture of blood
is a wholesome thing. This expedi-
tion of ours, and its effect so far
on New York City, is the result of
our years of planning.”

“I see no need for wholesale
murder, Lecture platforms are open
to all creeds, all races. .. .”

Something suggestive of a sneer
creased Sitsumi’s lips. The Three
did not change expression in the
least.

4 EOPLE do not listen to rea-
XA, son. They listen to force.
We will use force to make them
listen, in the end, to reason—
backed in turn by force, if you like.
We have settled on New York
from which to begin our conquest



54 ASTOUNDING STORIES OF SUPER-SCIENCE

of the world because it is ‘the
world’s largest, richest, most rep-
resentative city. If we control New
York we control the wealth of the
North American continent, and
therefore the continent itself. Our
destruction of buildings in New
York City serve a twofold purpose.
It prepares the inhabitants to lis-
ten to us later because, seeing what
we are capable of doing, they will
be afraid not to. Our efficiency is
further shown in our destruction
of the old out-of-date buildings,
chosen for destruction simply be-
cause they are obsolete. The New
York City of our schemes will be
F-maric city. ok

“But what is your purpose, in a
few words?” insisted Jeter.

“The foundation of a world gov-
ernment; the destruction of the
mentally deficient; the scientific
production of a mixed race of in-
tellectuals, comparable to, but
greater than, that of ancient
Greece, which was great because it
was a human melting pot.”

“How are you going to do it—
after you've finished your grand-
stand plays?” said Eyer.

Sitsumi stared at Eyer, his eyes
narrowing. Eyer was making his
dislike entirely too plain. Jeter
nudged him, but the question had
been asked.

“With this space ship—and
others which are building,” replied
Sitsumi. “Haven’t you guessed at
any of our methods?”

“Yes,” said Jeter, “I know you
are the rumored inventor of a sub-
stance which is invisible because
light rays are bent around it in-
stead of passing through, yet the
result is as though they actually
passed through. I judge that the
shell, or skin, of this stratosphere
ship is composed of this substance,
whose formula of construction is
your secret. Light rays passing
‘around it would render it invisible,
yvet would make the beholding eye

seem to see in a straight line as
usual, disregarding refraction.”

Sitsumi nodded. The Three nod-
ded with him, like puppets. But
their eyes were glowingly alive.

“You are right. Are you further
interested? If you have no interest
in our theories there is little need
to pursue our plans further, where
you are concerned.”

“We are interested, of course,”
said Jeter. “We are interested in
your theories, without committing
ourselves to acceptance of them;
and we are naturally interested in
saving our lives. Let us say then,
for the moment, that we do not
refuse to join you.”

CHAPTER X

How It Came About

ol OU will have twenty-four
hours in which to decide
whether to join us,” was Sitsumi’s
ultimatum. “We would not allow
you five minutes were it not that
our cause would be benefited by
the addition of your scientific
knowledge.” :

Sitsumi did not repeat the alter-
native. Remembering Kress, Jeter
and Eyer did not need to ask him.
There was but one alternative—
death—a particularly horrible one.
That Sitsumi and the Three would
not hesitate was amply proved. Al-
ready they were guilty of the death
of thousands. They were in deadly
earnest with their scheme for a
world government.

Jeter and Eyer were kept
shackled together, and were, in ad-
dition, chained to the floor of the
main room of the white globe with
leg irons. Their keys were in the
hands of Naka, whose hatred of
Jeter for hitting him on the jaw
was so malevolent it fairly glowed
from his eyes like sparks shot
forth.

Food was brought them when
asked for. It wasn’t easy to partake
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of it, because their manacled hands
had to be moved together, which
made it extremely awkward.

Jeter and Eyer set themselves
the task of trying to figure some
way out in the twenty-four hours
of life still left them if they failed.
That Hadley, down in New York
City, and all the best minds who
were cooperating with Jeter and
Eyer in their mad effort to avert
world catastrophe, would make
every effort to come to their assist-
ance by sending up the planes
which must even now be nearing
completion, they hadn’t the slight-
est doubt.

Would they arrive in time? Even
if they did, was there anything
they could possibly do to save
themselves? Surely this space ship
must be vulnerable. Else why did
it climb so high into the strato-
sphere? It was far beyond the
reach of ordinary planes. High tra-
jectory  projectiles had slight
chance of hitting it, even if it
were visible. What then was its
vulnerability, which this hiding
seemed to indicate? They must
know within twenty-four hours.

So they sat side by side, watch-
ing events unfold. The Three talked
mandarin, Eyer, for all his levity,
was a man of unusual attainments.
He understood mandarin, for one
thing—a fact which even Jeter did
not know at first. The Chinese
never seemed even to consider that
either of them might know the
tongue. Chinese seldom found for-
eigners who did comprehend them.
In only so much were The Three
in the least bit careless.

Eyer strained his ears to hear
everything which passed between
Sitsumi and the Three. Both men
listened to any chance words in
English or French on the part of
all hands within the globe which
might give them a hint.

And in those twenty-four hours
the sky-scientists learned much.

HEY conversed together, when

they spoke of important mat-
ters which they wished hidden
from their captors, out of the cor-
ners of their mouths after the
method of criminals. They used it
with elaborate unconcern. They
might have seemed to be simply
staring into space at such moments,
dreading approaching death per-
haps, and simply twiddling their
fingers. But by each other every
word was clearly heard.

“That last outburst of Sitsumi’s
explains a lot of the reported ac-
tivity in the Lake Baikal region,
beyond the Gobi,” swiftly dropped
from Jeter’s lips. “The materials
which Sitsumi uses in the prepara-
tion of his light-ray-bending sub-
stance are found near there some-
how. And that means that the
Japanese guards—which may be
Eurasian guards, after what Sitsumi
told us—and employees of this un-
holy crowd, are busily engaged in
the preparation of other space
ships.”

“Does this thing seem to have
any armament?” asked Eyer.

Jeter signified negation with a
swift movement of his head.

“Their one weapon seems to be
the apparatus which causes that
ray. You know, the ray which lifts
buildings, pulling them up by the
roots.”

“Have you any idea what it is?”

“Yes. That last stuff of the
Three which you translated for me
gives me a clue. At first I thought
that they had perfected some sub-
stance, perhaps with unknown elec-
trical properties, which nullified
gravity. But that won’t prove out.
If the ray simply nullified gravity,
the buildings down there, while
weightless, would not rise as they
did. They might sway if somebody
breathed against them. A midget
might lift one with his finger; but
they wouldn’t fly skyward as they
did—and do!”
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For a moment the partners
ceased their whispering and talked
together naturally to disarm suspi-
cion. The fact that the space ship
and its ruthless denizens still en-
gaged in the awful work of devas-
tation was amply being proved. In
the main room it was possible,
through the use of telescopes and
audiphones—set into the walls so
that they were invisible, yet en-
abled any one in the room to see
everything, and hear everything
that transpired on the far earth
below—to keep close watch on the
work of the destroyers. Anything
close enough could be seen with
the naked eye through the walls of
the globe.

OW the space ship was sys-

tematically destroying build-
ings the length and breadth of
Manhattan Island. The river-front
buildings were destroyed in a sin-
gle sweep, from north to south, of
the ghastly ray. Farther back from
the Hudson, however, after the
water-front buildings had been re-
duced to mere piles of rubble, the
most beautiful, most modern build-
ings were left standing.

“Can’t you just imagine those
beautiful structures filled with the
monsters created by the genius of
Sitsumi and the Three—and their
as yet unknown lieutenants back at
Lake Baikal?”

Eyer gritted his teeth. His hands
closed atop the table at which they
were seated. The knuckles went
white with the strain. The lips of
both men were white. They realized
te the full the dreadful responsi-
bility which they had assumed.
They knew how abysmally hope-
less was their chance of accom-
plishing anything. And without
some gigantic effort being made,
the world as they knew it would
be destroyed. In its place would be
a race of strange beings, of venge-
ful hybrids endowed from birth

with the will to conquer, or destroy
utterly.

“You were speaking of the levi-
tating ray,” prompted Eyer with a
swift change to the sidewise whis-
pering.

“From what you heard I'm sure
it is something invented by Liao
Wu, Yung Chan and Wang Li. In
so much they have an advantage
over Sitsumi. I doubt if there is
any love lost among them, beyond
the fact that they need one an-
other. Sitsumi is master of the sub-
stance which bends light rays—
and thus is rendered invisible,
while the Three are masters of the
ray which not only propels this
space ship, but is the agency by
which buildings are torn up,
dropped and destroyed. It’s plain
to me that this room is the control
room of the space ship. The ray is
—well, it’s as difficult to explain as
electricity, and perhaps as simple
in its operation. The ray does more
than nullify gravity—can be made
to reverse gravity! Let’s call the
ray the gravity inverter for want
of a better name. It makes any-
thing it touches literally fall away
from the Earth, toward the point
whence the ray emanates!”

“And if we were to obtain con-
trol of the apparatus which har-
nesses the ray?”

“We lack the knowledge of the
Three for its operation. No, we've
got to find some simpler solution
in the brief time we have.”

T this point the partners had

been within the white globe
about ten hours and they had
learned much about it. The inner
globe, for example, maintained an
even keel, no matter how the space
ship as a whole moved on its rays
that seemed like table legs. The
gyroscopic principle was used. The
inner globe was movable within the
outer globe, or rind. If for any
reason the space ship listed in one
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direction or the other, the inner
globe, while it rose and fell nat-
urally, remained upright, its floor
always level so that, the gyroscope
controlling the whole, the central,
levitating, ray would always, must
always, as it proved, point down-
ward.

Try as they might, the partners
could not see how the Three
manipulated the ray. They guessed
that there were many buttons on
the table at which they sat. The
table itself was not an ordinary
table. What might have been called
a fifth leg, squarely under the cen-
ter of the table, was about three
feet square. Through this, Jeter
guessed, ran the wires by which
they controlled all their activities,
machinery to operate which had
been installed under the floor in
the unseen lower half of the inner
globe,

They knew that must remain for-
ever a secret from them.

There was a sudden stir among
the Three. Jeter and Eyer turned
aside for a moment to peer down
upon New York City. They held
their breath with horror as they
saw the smoking devastation which
must have buried thousands of peo-
ple. The wrecking had been all but
complete. Only the finest buildings
still stood. Jeter wondered why the
falling back of the shattered build-
ings had not shaken down those
which the Sitsumi crowd had not
wished to destroy. The repeated
shocks must almost have shaken
Manhattan Island on its founda-
tions.

They saw what had caused the
sudden stiffening of the Three. Sit-
sumi, busily engaged at something
else nearby, quietly approached the
Three.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Rescue planes,” said Wang Li.
“New York City sends six fliers to
rescue Jeter and Eyer. New planes.
They’ll reach wus, Sitsumi. We

should have thought to destroy all
dangerous air ports. A fatal over-
sight!”

Sitsumi’s eyes were grave. He
looked at each of the Three in
turn,

“God!” said Jeter's whispering
lips. “If we could read their minds!
If only we could guess what it is
they fear, we’d have the secret by
which we might destroy them.”

“They’re vulnerable,” said Eyer,
“but how?”

“Watch!” said Jeter. “Listen!
And here’s to those six unknowns
coming up to, maybe, get the same
dose we're due for! We were close-
ly watched. New York City knows
exactly where we vanished in the
sky. Those six planes are aiming at
us—at a spot in the stratosphere
they can’t see. And yet, why should
Sitsumi and the Three be so fear-
ful? All they have to do is move a
half mile in any direction and
they’ll never find them.”

“But to move will interfere with
their plans,” said Eyer. “Lucian,
look at the expressions on their
faces! Something tells me they are
vulnerable in ways we haven’t
guessed at. If we knew the secret
maybe we could destroy them.
We've got to discover their weak
spot.”

HERE was a long pause while

Jeter and Eyer watched the
rescue ships come climbing up the
endless stairways of the sky. Then
Jeter whispered again, guardedly as
usual.

“There seems to be nothing we
can do. If our friends are able, by
some miracle, to do something, you
know what that means to us?”

“It means we're as good as dead
no matter what happens,” replied
Eyer. “But we’re only two—and
there must be a million buried
under the debris in New York City
alone. If we can do anything at
alle. ..
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There he left it. The partners
looked at each other. Each read the
right answer in the other’s eyes.
When the showdown came they’d
die as cheerfully as they knew how,
hoping to the last to do something
for the people who must still hope
that, somehow, they would cause

this bitter cup of catastrophe to-

pass from them. And there were
thousands upon thousands whose
blood cried out for vengeance.

The hours sped as the six planes
fled upward. To the ears of the
partners, through the audiphones,
came the stern roaring of their
motors. In their eyes they bulked
larger and larger as the time fled
away.

The sand in the hour-glass was
running out. When it was all gone,
and the time had come, what could
the helpless Jeter and Eyer hope
to accomplish?

For an hour they studied the
concerned faces of Sitsumi and the
Three.

They were fearful of something.

What?

CHAPTER XI
To the Rescue

s HY should we run?” the

voice of Sitsumi suddenly
rang out in the control room.
“Must we admit in the very begin-
ning of our revolution that we are
vulnerable? Must we confess the
fears to which all humanity is
heir? We had not thought our-
selves liable to attack, but there
still is a way to destroy these up-
starts. To your places, everyone!
We shall fight these winged up-
starts and destroy them!”

The denizens of the space ship
were at their stations. Jeter and
Eyer could imagine the minions of
Sitsumi and the Three, below the
floor of the white globe, standing-
to on platforms -about the unseen
engines which gave life and mova-

bility to this ship of the strato-
sphere. How many there were of
them there was no way of knowing.
They had guessed two hundred.
There might have been a thousand.
It scarcely mattered.

Sitsumi’s face was set in a firm
mask. He, of all the “lords of the
stratosphere,” seemed to possess
endless courage. His example fired
the three.

“What do
Wang Li.

Jeter and Eyer listened with all
their ears.

“We have only one weapon in
this unexpected emergency,” said
Sitsumi quietly. “We cannot direct
the ray upward or laterally: it is
not so constructed. But we can at-
tack with the space ship itself!
And remember that so long as our
outer rind remains intact and hard
we are invisible to attackers.”

Jeter and Eyer exchanged
glances.

“If only we could find the way
to break or soften that outer rind,”
said Jeter.

“What can we do?” asked Eyer.
“If it is impervious to the cold of
these heights; if it is so strong
that it is impervious to the tre-
mendous préssure inside the globe
—which must be kept at a certain
degree to maintain human life—
what can we do? We tried bullets.
We might as well have used peas
and pea-shooters. If .our friends
try bombs they will still be unsuc-
cessful. If only we could somehow
open up the outer rind or soften
it, so that our friends could see the
inner globe and reach it with their
bombs !”

Jeter’s face was now dead white.
His eyes were aglow with excite-
ment.

you plan?” asked

“Tema,” he whispered, “Tema,
that’s their wvulnerability! That’s
what they fear! They're scared

that the outer rind may be broken
—which would spell destruction to
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the space ship and everybody in
L

“Including wus,” replied Eyer,
“but, anyway—well, what’s the
odds? We're only two—and with
this thing destroyed the nightmare
will end. Of course there should
be some way to raid the Lake Bai-
kal area and destroy any other
ships in the making, besides ferret-
ing out the secret of the invisible
substance and the elements of the
gravity inverter. If we somehow
survive, and this ship is destroyed,
that’s the next thing to do.”

Jeter nodded and signaled Eyer
to cease whispering.

HEY devoted their attention
now to the six planes. They
were coming up in battle forma-
tion. They were in plain view and
through the telescopes it could be
seen that each was armed with
bombs of some kind. Useless
against the invisible space ship as
matters now stood; but what would
those bombs do to the inner globe?
It still lacked several hours of
the time allowed in the ultimatum
to Jeter and Eyer of Sitsumi and
the Three, when the six planes
leveled off within a couple of miles
of the space ship. They knew about
where the stratosphere had swal-
lowed up Jeter and Eyer. Now
they were casting about for a sign,
like bloodhounds seeking the spoor
of an enemy.

Jeter and Eyer held their breaths
as they watched. Now and again
they stole glances at Sitsumi and
the Three, who were watching the
six planes with the intensity of
eagles preparing to dive.

Naka stepped up close to Jeter.

“When the time comes,” he said
menacingly, “and it apears that we
may be in difficulties with the fools
who think to thwart Sitsumi and
the Three and rescue you, it shall
give me great pleasure to destroy
you with your own automatic.”

“Pleasant fellow,” said Eyer.
“Shall I smash him, Lucian?”

Jeter shook his head.

“Qur friends out there will look
after that, Tema,” he said in a nat-
ural tone of voice. “I'll bet you
two to one they get this ship with-
in an hour. Not that a bet will
mean anything, as they’ll get us,
too!”

“Your friends,” said Naka, “will
be destroyed. They will not even
be given the opportunity you were
given. Sitsumi and the Three will
waste but little time on them!”

“What,” said Jeter calmly, “is
Sitsumi’s hurry? Why is he
scared?”

“Scared?” Naka seemed on the
point of hitting Jeter for the blas-
phemy. “Scared? He fears nothing.
We’ll down your friends long be-
fore their motors—"

Sitsumi suddenly turned and
looked at Naka. The look in Sit-
sumi’s eyes was murderous. Naka
went dead white.

“I think your master believes
you talk too much, Naka,” said
Jeter, but Jeter’s eyes were gleam-
ing, too.

As soon as Sitsumi had turned
back to his station Jeter’s lips be-
gan to move.

“See?” he said. “It isn’t their
machine guns these people fear. It
isn’t their bombs—it’s their motors!
I wonder why. .. .”

Y now the six planes were fly-

ing abreast, in battle forma-
tion, almost above the space ship,
at perhaps a thousand feet greater
elevation. A strange humming
sound was traveling through the
space ship. The whole inner globe
was vibrating, shaking—and vibra-
tion was a menace to glass or
crystal!

“We've got the answer!” said
Jeter. “The outer rind, while capa-
ble of being softened—in sections
at least, with safety—for special
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reasons, such as happened when we
were ‘swallowed,” can be hardened
to the point of disruption. It can
be shattered, Tema, by vibration!
That's why the space ship keeps
far above the roar of cities! The
humming of countless automobile
engines might shatter the rind!
God, I hope this is the answer!”

In his mind’s eye Eyer could
picture it—the outer rind “freez-
ing” solid, and cracking with the
thunderous report of snapping ice
on a forest lake. No wonder Sit-
sumi and the Three must destroy
the six planes.

“Now!” yelled Sitsumi. “Shift
position! The space ship will be
hurled directly at the formation of
planes! Wang Li, to the beam con-
trols!”

Wang Li sprang to the table,
pressed a button. The humming
sound in the space ship grew to
mighty proportions. The trembling
increased.

Jeter and Eyer kept their eyes
glued to the six planes above.
Without tilting their noses the six
planes seemed to plunge straight
down toward the surface of the
space ship. Thus the two knew that
the space ship was in motion—it-
self being bodily hurled, as its only
present weapon of offense, against
the earthling attackers.

A split second—

Cne of the planes struck the sur-
face solidly and crashed. Instantly
its wheels and its motor were
caught in the outer rind.

The other five ships scattered
wildly, escaping the collision by
some sixth sense, or through pure
chance.

“Poer devil!” said Jeter. “But his
buddies can see his plane and know
that it marks the spot where they
could conveniently drop their
bombs.”

Eyer was on the point of nod-
ding when Sitsumi shouted.

“Quickly, Wang Li! Spin the

outer shell before the enemy uses
the wrecked plane as an aiming
point!”

WHIRRING sound. The plane

whirled around as thcugh it
were twirled on the end of a
string, To the five other pilots it
must have seemed that the plane
had struck some invisible obstruc-
tion, been smashed, and now was
whirling away to destruction after
a strange, incomprehensible hesita-
tion in the heart of the strato-
sphere.

“Quickly, you fool!” shouted Sit-
sumi at Wang Li. “You’re napping!
You should have got all those
planes! And you should have spun
the outer globe instantly, before
the remaining enemy had a chance
to find out our location.”

“I can move away a half mile,”
suggested Wang Li.

“We’ve got to silence those
motors, fool!” yelled Sitsumi. “You
know very well that we can’t run.
Charge them again, and take care
this time that you crash into the
middle of their formation.”

“They’re scattered over too great
an area. I should wait for them to
reform.”

“Fool! Fool! Don’t you think I
know the weakness in my own in-
vention? The proper vibration will
destroy us! If the rind is softened
we become visible. We dare not
wait for them to reform! Attack
each plane separately if necessary,
and at top speed!”

Jeter began to speak rapidly out
of the corner of his mouth. Even
Naka’s attention was fastened on
the five planes and Wang Li’s ef-
forts to destroy them.

“Gag Naka!” said Jeter. “The
keys! In some way we’ve got to get
to our plane. It's barely possible.
If we can start the motor. . . .
Hurry! Now, while the whole out-
fit is watching our friends out
there!” '
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Eyer rose and reached for Naka
with his right hand.

He dared not miss his lunge. He
did not. His huge hand fastened in
the throat of their keeper. Nobody
—neither Sitsumi nor the Three—
turned as Naka gasped and strug-
gled. Eyer pulled the man back
over the table and, his neck thus
within reach of both hands,
snapped it as he would have broken
the neck of a chicken.

Jeter was already searching the
body for the keys. He found them.

Their leg irons were just falling
free when Sitsumi turned. Eyer was
feeling for the automatics in
Naka’s belt.

“We won’t need them!” yelled
Jeter. “There isn’t time. Let’s go!”

Jeter was away at top speed, al-
most pulling Eyer off his feet be-
cause their hands were still fast-
ened together with the handcuffs.

They were outside on the floor
level.

And through many doors deni-
zens of the lower control room,
hurried out by the commands of
Sitsumi, were racing to head them
off. But nothing could stop them.
One man got in their way and
Eyer’s right fist caved in his face
with one deadly, devastating blow.
They had now reached the stairs.

HE space ship was being
hurled at the five remaining
planes. Even as the two men

reached the stairs and started up,
another of the dauntless rescuers
paid with his life for his courage.
Several bombs exploded as his
plane struck the space ship, but
they caused no damage whatever.
The hard outer rind seemed to be
impervious to the explosions. Ob-
viously no explosive could destroy
the space ship.

“Quickly, Tema,” said Jeter.
“The rind can be shattered by vi-
bration, and we’ve got to do it
somehow.”
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“And after that?” panted Eyer.
“Our friends out there can then

see the inner globe. They’ll drop

bombs. They’ll smash in the globe
and—"

“I know,” said Eyer. “Its inhabi-
tants, including us, will start off in
all directions through the strato-
sphere, with great speed, and prob-
ably in many pieces.”

Jeter laughed. Eyer laughed with
him. They didn’t fear death, for
now they felt they were on the
verge of destroying this monster
of space.

Their pursuers were following
them closely.

Jeter frantically tried to un-
fasten the handcuffs as they ran.
He didn’t manage it until the door
was almost reached. He left one
cuff dangling on his right wrist.

Then, they were through the
door.

“Now, Tema,” shouted Jeter, “if
you believe in God—if you have
faith—pray for strength to move
this plane!”

“Where?”

“So that its wheels and nose go
through this open door! Then it
won’t travel forward when we start
the motor—and our pursuers won’t
be able to get through to stop us.”

“You think of everything, don’t
you?” There was a grin on Eyer’s
face. But his eyes were stern. He
wasn’t  belittling their deadly
danger. And there was also a
chance that Jeter’s vibration idea
was wrong.

“Those four planes,” panted
Jeter, as the two tried to get their
plane in motion toward the door,
“cause, from a distance, through
thin air, a slight vibration, varying
with their distance from the globe;
our plane, motor racing and actu-
ally in contact with the globe, can
set up a tremendous vibration by
its great motor speed. If we can
vibrate the globe up to its shatter-
ing point there’s a chance!” '
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“We can’t pull her, Lucian,” said
Eyer. “I'll do a Horatius at the
door. You get in, start the motor,
taxi her wuntil the wheels go
through. I’ll keep the crowd back.”

“Right!”

Jeter went through the doors
into -the plane. In a few seconds
the propeller kicked over, hesitat-
ed, kicked again. Then the motor
coughed, coughed again, and broke
into a steady roaring.

CHAPTER XII
High Chaos

HE plane moved forward. Its

tail swung around. Its wheels
headed for the door. They dropped
through, into the faces of the fore-
most pursuers, all of whom were
thus effectually blocked off.

The plane was held as in a vise.
The propeller vanished in a blur
as Jeter let the motor out. It was
humming an even, steady note. The
doors came open again.

Jeter came out, his eyes glowing.

“We haven’t the chance of the
proverbial celluloid dog chasing
the asbestos cat,” he shouted to be
heard above the roar of the motor.
“But grab your high altitude suit,
oxygen container, and parachute,
and let’s get as far away from this
plane as we can. Who knows?
When the end comes we may get a
break, at that!”

They ran until the bulge of the
inner globe all but hid the plane
from them. They could see only
the top wing. They did not go
farther because they wished to
make sure that the enemy did not
dislodge the plane and nullify all
their* work.

“They won’t be able to,” said
Jeter, “for that motor is pulling
against the wheels and holding
them so tight against the side of
that door that a hundred men
couldn’t budge the plane. But we
can’t take chances.”

Quickly the partners slipped into
their suits, adjusted their oxygen
tanks and parachutes. Then Jeter
slipped back the elastic sleeve of
his suit and motioned Eyer to do
the same. The manacles were
brought into view again. They
looked at each other. Eyer grinned
and held out his left hand. Jeter
snapped the second cuff to Eyer’s
wrist.

The act was significant.

Whatever happened, to them,
would happen to both in equal
measure. It was a gesture which
needed no words. If they were
slain when their friends—if their
theory was correct—finally saw the
space ship, they would die together.
If by some miracle they were
hurled into outer space and lived
to use their parachutes—well, the
discomfort was a small price to
pay to stay together.

Now they devoted all their at-
tention to their own situation.
Four planes still spun warily above
the space ship. Wang Li was pat-
ently trying with all his might to
get all four of them before the
Jeter-Eyer plane, by shattering the
rind, disclosed the inner core to
the bombs of the remaining planes.

“Lucian!” said the fingers of
Eyer. “Can you tell whether any-
thing is happening to the rind?”

Jeter hesitated for a long time.
There was a distinct and almost
nauseating vibration throughout all
the space ship. And was there not
something happening to the rind
over a wide area, directly above
the Jeter-Eyer plane?

They could fancy the snapping

of ice on a forest lake in mid-
winter.
They couldn’t  hear, in their

suits. They could only feel. But
all at once the outer rind, above
their plane, vanished. At the same
instant the plane itself, propeller
still spinning, rose swiftly up
through the hole in the rind. The
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air inside the globe was going out
in a great rush.

The partners looked at each
other. At that moment the four
planes swooped over the space

ghip: . .
ETER and Eyer knew that the
inner globe had at last become

visible, for from the bellies of the

four planes dropped bomb after
bomb. They fell into the great
aperture. Jeter and Eyer flung
themselves flat. But the bombs had
worked sufficient havec. They had
removed all protection from the
low-pressure stratosphere. The air
inside the space ship went out with

a rush. Jeter and Eyer, hearing

nothing, though they knew that

the explosions must have been cata-
clysmic, were picked up and
whirled toward that opening, like

chips spun toward the heart of a

whirlpool.

But for their space suits they
would have been destroyed in the
outrush of air. Out of the inner
globe came men that flew, sprawled
out, somersaulting up and out of
apertures made by the crashing
bombs. Ludicrous they looked.
Blood streamed from their mouths.
Their faces were set in masks of
agony. There were Sitsumi and, one
after another, the Three.

Then, fastened together by the
cuffs, the partners were being
whirled over and over, out into
space. Their last signals to each
other had been:

“Even if you’re already dead,
pull the ripcord ring of your
chute!”

Crushed, buffeted, they still re-
tained consciousness. They sought
through the spinning stratosphere
for their rescuers. Thousands of
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feet below—or was it above?—they
saw them. Yes, below, for they
looked at the tops of the planes.
Their upward flight had been dizzy-
ing. They waited until their up-
ward flight ceased.

Then, as they started the long
fall to Earth, they pulled their
rings and waited for their chutes -
to flower above them.

Soon they were floating down-
ward. Side by side they rode.
Above them their parachutes were
like two umbrellas, pressed almost
too closely together.

They looked about them, seek-
ing the space ship.

The devastation of its outer rind
had been complete, for they now
could see the inner globe, and it
too was like—well, like merely part
of an eggshell.

The doomed space ship—gyro-
scope still keeping the ray pointed
Earthward—describing an erratic
course, was shooting farther up-
ward into the stratosphere, pro-
pelled by that ghastly ray which,
now no lenger controlled by Wang
Li, drove the space ship madly
through the outer cold.

Far below the partners many
things were falling: broken fur-
nishings of mad dreamers’ strato-
sphere  laboratories, parts of
strange machines, whirling, somer-
saulting. things that had once been
men.

The partners looked at each
other.
The same thought was in the

mind of each, as the four remain-
ing planes came in toward them to
convoy them down—that when the
lords of the stratosphere finally
reached the far Earth, only God
would know which was Sitsumi and
who were the Three.




The End of Time

By Wallace West

HERE is no doubt of it!”
The little chemist pushed
steel-bowed spectacles up
on his high forehead and
peered at his dinner guest with
excited blue eyes. “Time will come
to an end at six o’clock this morn-
ing.”

Jack Baron, young radio engi-
neer at the Rothafel Radio labora-
tories, and protégé of Dr. Manthis,
his host, laughed heartily.

“What a yarn you spin, Doctor,”
he said. “Write it for the movies.”

“But it’s true,” insisted the older
man. “Something
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jective conditions of the intui-
tion of things. For in the
former case it would be some-
thing real, yet without present-
ing to any power of perception
any real object. In the latter
case, as an order of determina-
tion inherent in things them-
selves, it could not be ante-
cedent to things, as their
condition, nor discerned or in-
tuited by means of synthetical
propositions a priori. But all
this is quite possible when we
regard time as merely the sub-
jective condi-

is paralyzing our
time - sense. The
final stroke will
occur about day-

their

By millions of millions the crea-
tures of earth slow and drop when
time-sense

paralyzed.

tion under
which all our
intuitions take
place.

is mysteriously

break.”

“Bosh! You mean the earth will
stop rotating, the stars blink out?”

“Not at all. Such things have
nothing to do with time. You may
know your short waves, but your
general education has been sadly
neglected.” The scientist picked up
a weighty volume. “Maybe this will
explain what I mean. It’s from Im-
manuel Kant’s ‘Critique of Pure
Reason.’ .Listen:

“‘Time 1is not something
which subsists of itself, or
which inheres in things as an
objective determination, and
therefore remains, when ab-
straction is made of the sub-

“There. Does that make it clear?”

“Clear as mud,” grinned Baron.
“Kant is too deep for me.”

“Tll give you another proof,”
snapped Manthis. “Look at your
watch.”

The other drew out his time-
piece. Slowly his face sobered.

“Why, I can’t see the second
hand,” he exclaimed. “It’s just a
blur!”

“Exactly! Now look at the min-
ute hand. Can you see it move?”

“Yes, quite clearly.”

“What time is it?”

“Half past one. Great Scott! So
that’s why you spun that yarn.”
Baron hoisted his six feet one out
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of the easy chair. “It’s ’'way past
your bedtime. Didn’t mean to keep
you up.” He stared again at his
watch as if it had betrayed him.
“It seems we just finished dinner.
I must have dozed off. , . .”
“Nonsense,”. sniffed Manthis.
“You arrived at eight o’clock—an
hour Iate. You and I and my daugh-
ter had dinner. Then the two of us
came in here. We smoked a ciga-
rette or two. Now it’s half-past
one. Do you need more proof?”
“Your theory’s all wet some-
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A few remained standing like statues.

where,” the younger man protested
with a shaky laugh. “If my watch
isn’t broken, time must be speeding
up, not stopping.”

“That comes from depending on
your senses instead of your intelli-
gence. Think a minute. If the watch
seems running double speed that
would indicate that your percep-
tion of its movements had slowed
down fifty per cent.”

Baron sank back into his chair,
leaned forward and gripped his
curly black hair with trembling
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fingers. He felt dizzy and befud-
dled.

“June,” called the doctor. Then
to the agitated youth he added:
“Watch my daughter when she
comes in if you still think I'm
crazy.”

As he spoke the door flew open
and a slim, golden-haired girl shot
into the room like a motion picture
character in one of those comedies
which is run double speed. Jack’s
eyes could hardly follow her move-
ments.

She came behind her father and
threw one slim arm about his shoul-
ders. She spoke, but her usually
throaty wvoice was only a high-
pitched squeak.

“Can’t understand you, dear,” in-
terrupted her father. “Write it
down.”

“June is using a drug which I
prepared to keep her time sense
normal,” Manthis explained as the
girl’s pen raced over a pad. “That’s
why she disappeared after dinner.
I wanted you to get the full effect.
Now read this.”

“The deadline is approaching,”
the girl’s message read. “You’d bet-
ter take your injection now. It is
2:30-A. M.

“All right, prepare the hypoder-
mics,” directed the chemist. He had
to repeat this in a falsetto voice
before June understood. “Make one
for Jack too.”

June went out at express-train
speed.

Baron glanced at his watch again.
The minute hand was moving with
the speed at which the second hand
usually traveled. Three fifteen al-
ready!

When he looked up June was in
the room again with two hypoder-
mic needles. Quickly she removed
her father’s coat and made the in-
jection, '

“Let her fix you up too, boy, un-
less you want to become a graven
image,” commanded Manthis. His

voice, which started at the ordinary
pitch, went up like a siren at the
end as the drug took effect. Dazed-
ly Jack held out his arm.

HE sting of the needle was

followed by a roaring in his
ears like a hundred Niagaras. The
room seemed to pitch and quiver.
Staring down at the watch he still
clutched, Jack saw the hands slow
down and at last resume their ac-
customed pace. Gradually the un-
pleasant sensations died away.

“That was a close shave,” com-
mented the doctor, drawing a long
breath. “I wouldn’t have waited so
long, except that I wanted to ex-
perience the sensation of coming
back from the edge of the infinite.
Not very nice! Like being pulled
out of a whirlpool. It's 4:30 now.
Took us an hour to return to nor-
mal, although it seemed only min-
utes. We have an hour and a half
before the end. June, have you no-
ticed anything unusual on the
streets?”

“Yes,” whispered his daughter,
her usually piquant face pinched
and white.- “I've been watching
from the balcony. It’s dreadful. The
people creep about like things in a
nightmare.”

Manthis tried to reassure her. On
his face was a great sadness which
was, however, overshadowed by a
greater scientific curiosity.

“There’s nothing we can do for
them now,” he said. “But we must
learn all we can. Let’s go down and
watch the city die.”

They descended in an automatic
elevator and hurried through the
hotel lobby. The lights of Fifth
Avenue gleamed as brightly as
ever. The streets near the lower
end of Central Park still were
crowded. But such crowds! They
moved with infinite langour. Each
step required many seconds.

Yet the people apparently did
not know that anything unusual
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was happening. Many perhaps were
puzzied because their watches
seemed to be misbehaving but this
did not stop their conversation as
they traveled home from theaters or
night clubs. Two white-haired men
passed by, engaged in a discussion
of business affairs. Their voices
were pitched so low that they
were almost inaudible to the trio
of watchers, while their gestures
looked like the slow waving of the
antennae of deep sea plants.

L Y God, man!” cried Baron,

at last awakening from his
horror - stricken  silence. “Why
didn’t you warn the world? This is
criminal. If what you say is true,
all these people will become rooted
in their tracks at six o’clock like—
like characters from ‘The Sleeping
Beauty.”

“I only discovered the danger a
week ago while working out a
chemical formula.” Manthis’ eyes
showed the strain he was enduring.
“It was a very delicate piece of
work having to do with experi-
ments I am making on chlorophyl—
quick adjustments, you know. I'd
dcne the thing before many times,
but last week I couldn’t mix the
ingredients fast enough to get the
necessary reaction. Puzzled, I made
further experiments. The result
was that I discovered my percep-
tion of time was slowing down. I
tested June and found the same
thing. There was but one conclu-
sion.”

“But the drug we are using. How
did you hit on that?”

“I recalled that such drugs as
hashish greatly speed up the time
sense, An addict is able to review
his entire past life or plan an elab-
orate crime between two heartbeats.
So I collected a small supply of the
stuff.”

“But hashish in large doses is
deadly, and I've heard that users of
it sooner or later develop homicidal
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mania—run amuck as they say in
India.”

“True enough,” admitted the
chemist, “but Andrev, the Russian,
you know, recently worked out a
formula to neutralize the deadly
effects of the drug but retain its
time-expanding effect for medical
purposes. I've added that to the
pure drug. There isn’t enough of
it in New York to keep all these
people normal for five minutes.
Why should I have frightened the
poor things?”

He relapsed into silence and the
others found no heart to ask fur-
ther questions as they watched the
coming of the end of a world. The
procession of  passers-by had
thinned somewhat by now. The
street lights had grown dim. There
was a look of increasing puzzle-
ment on the faces of the pecople
who remained. Something was
wrong. They knew not what.

LOATING along the sidewalk

like a figure in a slow motion
picture came a tiny tot of three.
She was sobbing. Great tears
formed with painful slowness and
slid down her flushed cheeks.

“She’s lost,” exclaimed June.
“Here, darling, I'll find your mama.”

She picked up the child and
looked up and down the street. The
mother was not in sight. Auto-
matically she turned to a police-
man who stood nearby.

“Officer,” she said quickly, “this
girl is lost. Will you ... ?”

She stiffened in dismay.” The
policeman was staring through her
as if his eyes had not registered
her approach. Slowly his gaze
came into focus. A puzzled look
came over his Irish face. He spoke.
It was only a blurred rumble,

“What can I do for her, Father?”
June cried, turning away from the
officer in despair. “She’s dying.
See? Couldn’t we give her some. of
the drug?”
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“There’s only enough for us,”
her father replied firmly.

“But she’ll be quite dead in an
hour!”

“I’'m not so sure of that. Perhaps
only in a state resembling catalepsy.
We must wait. Jack, take her into
the lobby. Put her on a sofa
there.”

Dawn was. paling the blue-black
sky as the radio engineer re-
turned. The street lights fluttered
fitfully and at last died. The
streets had become deserted al-
though groups still eddied slowly
about the subway kiosks.

“Five forty-five,” whispered Man-
this. “The end should come any
moment.”

As he spoke a white-garbed
street sweeper, who had been lean-
ing on his broom at the curb ever
since the onlookers had reached
the sidewalk, decided to move on at
last. With infinite slowness his foot
came up. He poised, swung for-
ward, then, the universal paralysis
overcoming him, remained in a
strangely ludicrous position for a
moment before crashing downward
on his face.

As far as they could see in the
semidarkness, others were falling.
A few, balanced with feet wide
apart, remained standing like stat-
ues. Those who collapsed writhed
slowly a time or two and were
still,

After the thudding of the bodies
had ended the silence became
ghastly. Not an awakening bird
twittered in the trees of Central
Park. Not a sheep bleated in the
inclosure. Except for their own
breathing and the sighing of the
wind, not a sound! Then a far-
away clock boomed six notes. The
noise made them start and turn
pale faces toward each other.

“Come,” said the doctor heavily.
“It’s all over. We might as well go
up. We’ll have to walk. All power
will be off. Twenty stories!”

HE lobby of the Hotel Atchi-

son, on the roof of which the
penthouse apartment was located,
was empty ncw except for a few
clerks and bellboys. These sat with
bowed heads before their grills or
on their benches as if they had
merely succumbed to the unpardon-

- able sin of sleeping on duty. But

they did not breathe.

June clung to her father’s arm
as they crossed noiselessly over
the heavy carpet.

“The city will be a charnel house
when these bodies start to decom-
pose.” Baron hesitated. “Shouldn’t
we get out of town while there is
a chance?”

Manthis shook his head. “No.
I’m convinced these people aren’t
dead. They’re simply outside of
time. Change cannot affect them.
If I’'m not mistaken they will re-
main just the same indefinitely.”

“But there will be fires through-
out the city.”

“Not many. The electricity is off.
The day is warm so no furnaces
are going. Not even a rat is left to
nibble matches, for the animals
must be affected in the same way
that humans are. The world is
asleep.”

FTER mounting interminable

stairs they regained the apart-
ment and went out on the balcony.
It was full daylight now but not a
smoke-plume trailed from tall
chimneys. Not a bird was on the
wing. Elevated trains stood on
their tracks, passengers and guards
asleep inside.

“I still don’t understand,” mut-
tered Baron. “The sun comes up.
The wind blows. How can that be
if there is no time? Might this not
be some plague?”

“In a way you are right, boy. It
is a plague which has paralyzed
man’s sense of time. You have be-
come involved by not remembering
Kant’s axiom that time is purely
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subjective. It exists in the mind
only. It and space are the only
ideas inherently in our brains. They
allow us to conduct ourselves
among a vast collection of things-
in-themselves which time does not
affect.”

“Bu‘t—”

“Wait a moment, Granting that
time is in the mind rather than in
the outside world, what will hap-
pen if the time-sense is paralyzed?
Won’t the effect be similar to hyp-
nosis whereby a man is reduced to
a cataleptic state? The thought
chain which usually passes cease-
lessly through the brain is halted.”

Seeing that the engineer still
looked puzzled, June interposed:

“It’s something like enchant-
ment,” she explained. “The old leg-
ends are full of it—the Sleeping
Beauty, Brunhilde, Rip Van Win-
kle. I am convinced that in ancient
times a few persons knew how to
draw a fairy ring about those they
wished to injure or protect, plac-
ing them thus outside the reach of
time and change. This has now hap-
pened the world over, perhaps
through some drift in the ether or
germ in the brain. That is what we
must find out so we can solve the
mystery and take steps to reawaken
the world—"

“Perhaps this will help,” inter-
rupted Manthis in his turn. “As
you know, all the great scientists
—Einstein, Jeans, Pavlov—are con-
vinced that everything in the uni-
verse is a form of vibration. Even
thought, they believe, operates
somewhat like a very short radio
wave. What if some agency, either
inside or outside the universe, be-
gan interfering on the thought-
wave channel?”

“Granting your  supposition,”
—Jack was on his own ground now
—*“transmission would be impossi-
ble on that channel.” :

“Exactly! Well, that’s what I am
convinced is taking place. I'm a
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chemist, not an engineer. I've given
you the lead. You’ll have to do the
rest. Do you think you might locate
such interference?”

“Possibly. I'll do my best.”

“Fine! Of course, if it is coming
from outside the stratosphere as the
cosmic rays do, there is no hope.
But if someone is broadcasting such
a devilish wave from an earthly
station we may have a chance to
stop it.

“Now, Baron, my boy,” he con-
tinued, dropping into a more jovial
tone and leading his friend into
the laboratory, “you’ll have to get
busy if you intend to keep us tick-
ing. This equipment is at your dis-
posal.” He waved toward a newly
installed short wave radio trans-
mitter. “Here are storage batteries,
all charged.” He opened another
door. “I have a five kilowatt gen-
erator installed here. It is operated
by a gasoline engine. If you need
other equipment you can raid the
Rothafel plant.”

”»

ETURNING to the main lab-
oratory he indicated the work
table set close to a great double
window overlooking Central Park.
“Couldn’t ask for anything bet-
ter, could you?” he smiled. “Plenty
of light and air and a view of the
city. Look, you can even see those
poor devils lying around the sub-
way kiosk.” His face became bleak.
Then he shrugged and tried to
throw off his depression. “June
and I will help you as much as we
can. We can raid stores for pro-
visions and hashish. Now let’s have
breakfast.”

The next few days were filled
with unending labor for the tem-
poral castaways. From daybreak
until far into the night, with radio
receivers clamped over their ears,
the three twisted dials, adjusted
rheostats and listened in on long
and short wave bands. But the
ether, which once had pulsated with
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music and friendly voices, now was
silent, except for static.

“Makes me think of Sunday
mornings when I was a boy,” Man-
this once commented. “Only this is
more quiet. It gives me the jitters.”
There was a note of hysteria in his
voice.

When the doctor’s nerves began
to quiver in that manner, Baron al-
ways insisted that they all rest.
During such recesses they ate,
played cards and helped June with
the housework. The younger man
was continually amazed by the
calmness with which the girl faced
their desperate situation. Clad in a
blue smock which brought out the
color of her eyes, she flitted about
the apartment, manufacturing de-
licious meals out of canned goods
and always having a cheery word
when the others became discour-
aged. Yet she never would look out
the window.

“I can’t bear to see those poor
souls lying about like rag dolls,”
she explained. “The only thing that
keeps me sane is the hope that we
may reawaken them.”

T was on the evening of the

third day that Baron lifted the
headset from his burning ears and
admitted failure.

“We've explored everything but
the super-short waves,” he sighed.
“T'll have to get equipment from
the laboratories before we start on
those.”

June nodded from where she
perched on a high stool across the
table. But Manthis did not hear.
He was making delicate adjust-
ments on his receiving set and lis-
tening with rapt attention.

“I’'ve got something,” he cried.
“Jack. June. Plug in on my panel.
" Someone is talking. It’s very loud.
Must be close.”

Instantly the others did as he
ordered, but were able to catch only
the last inflections of a ringing

voice. Then silence settled once
more.
“What did he say,” the young-
sters cried in one breath.
“Couldn’t understand. Some for-
eign language.” The chemist was
furious with disappointment, “But

I'd recognize that voice among a

thousand. We must get in touch

with him. Perhaps he can help us.
God knows we need assistance.
Quick, Jack. You’re an expert. See
if you can pick up a reply.”

Baron leaned over his instru-
ments, heart thumping. The dread-
ful loneliness against which he had
been fighting was broken. Others
were alive!

Minutes passed and the evening
light died away. They were too
excited to strike a light. Shadows
crept out of the corners and sur-
rounded them. At last a faint voice
grew in their ears. But again the
words were unintelligible,

“Sounds a little like Greek,”
puzzled the girl, “but it isn’t.”

Baron adjusted the direction
finder and made scribbled calcula-
tions.

“Coming from the southeast and
far away,” he breathed.

“I caught a word then,” gasped
the doctor. “‘Ganja,’ it was.”

“What does that tell us?” snapped
Jack, his nerves jumping.

“Ganja is the Hindu word for
hashish, that’s all. My Lord, man,
don’t you understand? The station
is in India. Those who operate it
are using Andrev’s solution as we
are. I—"

“Listen!” shouted Jack.

HERE was a grinding and

A clashing in the receivers. Then
a new voice, harsh and strained
with excitement, almost burst their
eardrums,

“Beware! Beware!” it screamed.
“Do not trust him. He is a devil
and has put the world asleep. His
mind is rotten with hashish. He is
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a demon from-—" Then came a dull,
crunching sound. The voice
screamed and died away.

In the darkened laboratory the
faces of the three listeners stood
out like ovals of white cardboard.

“What do you make of that?”
stammered Baron at last.

“It looks as if the only persons
alive, in New York at least, are
hashish addicts—the most debased
and murderous of drug fiends.”
The doctor stopped, his eyes dilat-
ing with horror. June crept close
to him and threw an arm around
his shaking shoulders. “Can’t you
see? Their time-sense expanded too.
Like us they were unaffected. But
unlike us they use the pure drug.
Hashish smokers are without ex-
ceptien homicidal maniacs, vicious
criminals. God!”

“Are they responsible for the
end of time?” queried Jack.

“I don’t know. Perhaps some
master mind among them is back of
it—some engineering wizard who
has succumbed to the drug so re-
cently, or who has such a strong
constitution that his intelligence
has not been destroyed.”

The little doctor dragged off his
headset, disarranging his sparse
gray hair. His face was tired and
worn but his jaw thrust forward
‘pugnaciously.

“We're making headway,” he
cried. “We know the probable
author of the catastrophe is a drug
addict and that he is located near-
by. We know he has no scruples,
for the man who warned us un-
doubtedly was killed. And I'm con-
vinced those extremely short wave
bands hold the secret. Let’s knock
off for the day. We look like
ghosts. To-morrow morning you and
June get what equipment you need
from across the river. I'll stay here
on guard. Youw’d hetter raid a drug-
store and get some more of our
life-saver, too. It’s listed under
Cannibis Indica.”

HE next morning dawned

clear and cold. It was early
October and there was a chill in
the apartment. Baron swung his
legs over the edge of the davenport
in the living room and stared out
at the frost-covered trees of Cen-
tral Park. The leaves were falling
before the brisk wind and forming
little eddying mounds over the
forms of those lying about the
streets. Jack shivered at the thought
of the millions and millions of vic-
tims of the disaster who littered
the Earth. They seemed to accuse
him of still being alive. Well, if
Manthis was right, perhaps ail
could be revived before winter set
in.

June was singing as he and the
doctor came to breakfast. Appar-
ently she wished to forget the
events of the previous night, so
they laughed and joked as though
they intended to go on a picnic
rather than across a dead city.

The hotel lobby was as they last
had seen it when they descended.
The bellboys still nodded on their
benches. A traveling salesman was
bunched over a week-old Times as
if he would awake in a few min-
utes, glance about guiltily and re-
sume his reading. The child they
had rescued still lay on the divan.
Her golden hair framed her cheels
like a halo. Cne arm was threwn
above her head. She seemed ready
to awake, though she had not
breathed for days.

“It all makes me feel so lonely,”
whispered June, clinging to the en-
gineer’s arm. “I want to cry—or
whistle to keep up my courage.”

“Don’t worry,” Jack replied soft-
ly, patting her hand and speaking
with more assurance than he felt.
“We'll find a way out.”

She squeezed his arm and smiled
at him with new courage. For
months, in fact ever since his first
visit to the Manthis apartment,
Baron had admired the doctor’s
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charming daughter. Although noth-
ing had been said of love between
them they often had gone to a
dance or the theater together, while
a firm friendship had been cement-
ed. Now their closer association
and the unflinching bravery which
she showed was ripening this into
a stronger bond.

HEY went out into the crisp

morning, stepped across the
body of a street sweeper who lay
in the gutter, and entered the doc-
tor’s automobile. Through the
silent city they drove, Baron watch-
ing carefully to avoid striking
stalled cars or grotesquely sprawl-
ing bodies.

There was a tangle of wrecked
automobiles in the center of the
Queensboro Bridge and they were
forced to push them apart to get
through. While they were engaged
in this arduous work, a drifting
ferry bumped into a pier, shaking
the dreaming captain into a sem-
blance of life at the wheel.

“I used to like fairy tales,”
moaned June., “They’re dreadful,
really.” :

She clung to him like a fright-
ened child. He drew her close and
kissed her.

“I love you, June,” he whispered,
as though fearful that the sleep-
ing drivers of the tangled cars
might overhear. “Don’t be afraid.”

“I’m not—now,” she smiled
through eyes filled with tears.
“I've loved you for months, Jack.
Whatever happens, we have each
other.” :

He helped her back into the car
and drove on in silence, At last
the Rothafel plant gloomed before
them, forbidding as an Egyptian
tomb, With a feeling that he was
entering some forbidden precinct,
Jack led the way to his office.
Somehow, without its usual bustle
and bright lights, it seemed alien.

Once inside he forgot his hesita-

tion and set about collecting equip-
ment—queerly shaped neon tubes,
reflectors, coils, electrodes. Soon
there was a pile of material glint-
ing on top of his desk.

They were exploring a deep cab-
inet with the aid of a flashlight
when a strange clicking sound

. made them whirl simultaneously.

In a corner of the room a deeper
blot of shadow caught their eyes.
Jack snapped on the flash. In the
small circle of light a long, cadav-
erous face appeared. Thin lips
were drawn back over wide-spaced
yellow teeth. Black eyes stared un-
winkingly into the light. The flash
wavered as the engineer tried to
get his nerves under control.

“It’s nothing,” he assured the
trembling girl. “A night watchman
caught as he was making his
rounds, probably. Don’t get excit-
ed.” He wet his lips.

“He’s alive!” screamed June.
“The eyelids! They moved!”

¢t ES, I'm alive,” boomed a

hoarse voice. “I thought I
was the only man God had spared.
Pardon me for frightening you. I
was so thunderstruck. . ..”

The stranger stepped forward.
He was dressed in a long black
topcoat, high collar and string tie.
The clicking noise was explained
when he rubbed his long white
hands  together, making the
knuckles pop like tiny firecrackers.

“Ivan Solinski, at your service.”
He smiled with what evidently was
intended to be warmth, again show-
ing those rows of teeth like picket
fences. “I suppose we’re all here on
the same mission: to find a solution
for the mystery of the world’s
paralysis.” The apparition lit a
long and bloated cigarette and
through the acrid smoke surveyed
them quizzically.

“I’m Jack Baron, formerly on the
staff here, and this is June Man-
this, daughter of Dr. Frank Man-
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this, head of the chemical research
department.” The engineer winced
as Solinski enfolded his hand in a
clammy grip.

“Ah yes, I know the doctor by
hearsay. A great scientist. He has
a lovely daughter”—bowing deeply
to June as he let his beady eyes
wander over her face and figure.
“Perhaps we can join forces, al-
though I must admit I have aban-
doned hope. It is God’s will.” He
rolled his eyes toward heaven, then
riveted them once more upon June.

“Why, certainly.” Jack was striv-
ing to overcome his growing dis-
like. “We’ll be driving back in a
few minutes. Would you care to
come with us?”

“No.” The pupilless eyes skit-
tered toward Baron for a moment.
“I know the doctor’s address. I will
come to visit you soon. Now I must
be going.” Solinski turned as if to
depart, then strode to the desk and
looked down at the mass of equip-
ment. “Ah, super-short wave tubes,
I see. Very clever.” His dexterous
fingers lingered over them a mo-
ment. Then he bowed and was gone.

HE two remained staring at
the empty doorway.

“I—I wish he’d been dead—
sleeping,” whispered June at last,
twisting her handkerchief with
trembling fingers. “He—I didn’t
. like the way he kept looking at
me.”

“He seemed all right to me.”
Jack tried to forget his own preju-
dice. “He’s willing to_help us.”

“Might he not be one of the
hashish addicts? Those eyes—the
pupils were mere pinpoints—and
those ‘evil-smelling cigarettes.”

“Then why should he have of-
fered to help?” puzzled Jack. “He
could have killed us.”

“Nevertheless I hope we’ve seen
the last of him. Are you about
through? Let’s get out of this awful
place. He looked like a mummy!”

They drove back to the apart-
ment so completely preoccupied
that both forgot to obtain the drug
which the doctor had requested.

“Yes, I've heard of him,” Manthis
said after he had been informed of
the encounter. “A naturalized Rus-
sian. Used to do quite a bit of
valuable work in various fields of
physics. But he was some sort of
radical—seems to me an old-fash-
ioned anarchist—and not popular.
He dropped out of sight several
years ago. I presumed he was dead.”

They soon had the new equip-
ment installed and again began
exploring the wave bands, begin-
ning with the comparatively
lengthy ones and working down
into those only slightly longer than
light. It was tedious work, but all
were by now as adept as Jack in
combing the ether and their task
progressed rapidly. Despite the
labor, however, nothing could be
heard. There was only the univer-
sal, breathless silence. At times
they moved to the commercial
bands and tried to pick up the
stations they had heard on the
previous day, but even there they
met with failure.

Y the evening of the third day

they had left the wave bands
which could be measured in meters
and were exploring those strange
and almost wholly uncharted
depths of the ether which must be
calculated in centimeters. There at
last luck favored them. It was Jack
who caught a strange pulsating
tone on the three-centimeter band.
It rose and fell, rose and fell, then
died away like the keening of a
lost soul.

“Listen,” he whispered. “Plug in
here. I've found something.”

June and the doctor followed his
instructions. Delicately fingering
the coils, Baron picked wp the
sound again, only to lose it. Then
it came once more. This time he
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followed it as it changed to the
five centimeter band. Back and
forth it went .as though weaving
an intricate and devilish web.
“What do you make of
queried the doctor at last.
“Don’t know.” Jack bit his lips.
“Is no natural phenomenon, I'll

g

swear. Somebody is manipulating a

broadcasting station of terrific
power not far from here and play-
ing with that wave as a helmsman
brings a sailing ship into the wind
and lets her pay off again.”

“What do we do now?” The lit-
tle chemist, finding his theory ap-
parently confirmed, was at a loss.
“Could we wreck that station?”

“Fat chance!” The engineer
laughed bitterly as he reached for
a cigarette. “Whoever has con-
ceived that bit of hellishness is
well guarded. The three of us
wouldn’t have a ghost of a show.
What I can’t understand is—"

“No use talking about theories
now.” Manthis sat down, crushed.
Dropping his head in his hands, he
pulled his few hairs as though that
might drag out an idea. “What’s to
be done? Do you realize that we
hold more responsibility than ever
man has held before? Caesar! Napo-
leon! They were pikers. We have to
save a world.”

ILENCE greeted his outburst.

The scratching of a match as
June lit a cigarette sounded like
an explosion. Then the smoke ed-
died undisturbed while the three
stared vacantly into space, trying
to think.

“Couldn’t we”—the girl swal-
lowed hesitantly as she realized her
ignorance of radio engineering—
“couldn’t we interfere with that
wave? Interfere with the wave
which already is breaking up the
thought waves. Cancel its power.
Oh, Jack, you must know what I
mean.”

“With this dinky five-kilowatt

station? We couldn’t reach Yonkers
against the power they’ve got. By
Jove!” He leaped to his feet as a
new thought struck him. “Maybe
we could just wake up New York.
Get help from the police then!
Smash -that other station after-
wards!”

“But we don’t know whether in-
terference would break the spell,”
interposed the practical doctor.
“And it will take a lot of prac-
tise to follow that wave. It jumps
back and forth like a grasshopper.”

“And if we don’t do it right the
first time, whoever is operating that
station will be dewn on us like a
ton of brick,” admitted Jack.

“Let’s get the child we saved,”
suggested June. “We can bring
her up here. Then we'll need only
a little power, just enough to be
‘effective in this room, to bring her
to life if we can. They wouldn’t
hear our wave.”

“Great!’” Jack bent over and
kissed her. “You're a real help. I'll
be back in a minute.” He dashed
out. Soon they heard his step on
the stairs and he reappeared, ten-
derly bearing his golden-haired bur-
den. :

“Now, June,” he commanded
briskly, “place her in a comfortable
position on the work table while I
get ready.” He began arranging
equipment and connecting it with
the bank of storage batteries,

“Shall I adjust a headset for
her?” asked the impatient doctor.

“Be yourself!” Jack placed a
crooked vacuum tube near the
child’s head and clamped two flat
electrodes on her temples. “This
wave must act directly on the brain.
The sense of hearing has nothing
to do with it.

“All right, Sleeping Beauty.”
He stretched the kinks out of his
aching back. “Let’s see what we
can do for you. Pardon me, Doctor,
if T seemed rude. This is ticklish
work. Pick up the outside wave for
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me. Thanks. Now I've got our
dinky sending station set on the
same wave length at a different
frequency. It’s adjusted so that as
I keep in touch through this tun-
ing coil, our wave will fluctuate
over the same path as the other. It
should take six or eight hours to
overcome the effect on her, I judge.
Here we go. June, you'd better get
yourself and your dad some food.
Doctor, you examine the kid from
time to time. In an hour or so June
can relieve me.”

He pressed a switch. The tubes
filled with a green glow.

WO hours passed, and the sun

was sinking behind the trees
of the park in a bloody haze when
Jack at last signaled for June to
handle the dials. For a time he
guided her slim fingers. Then, as
she caught the trick, he rose and
stretched his cramped muscles.

“Don’t lose the wave for a mo-
ment or we’ll have to start all over
again,” he warned. “Now for din-
ner!”

She nodded and, frowning slight-
ly, bent over the dials.

At that moment there came a
heavy knock on the apartment
door.

“Who’s that?” gasped Manthis,
his face turning grey.

“Probably Solinski,” replied Jack,
feeling his spine crawl as he re-
membered the moldy Russian. “Fine
time he chose for a visit.”

“Shall I let him in?”

“Don’t see what else there is to
do.”

“Good evening,” cried their
guest as Manthis opened the door.
“Ah,*Dr. Manthis, I believe. I have
heard so much about your work.”
His hoarse yet ringing voice made
the little man start violently and
caused June to shake her head in
annoyance as the sound interfered
with the humming of the vagrant
wave. “Sorry I could not come

earlier.” Solinski advanced into the
laboratory, giving the effect of driv-
ing the chemist before him. “Try-
ing to revive one of the sufferers, I
see. May God aid you in this noble
work.”

E spread the tails of his long

coat and sat down. As he
talked his eyes flashed about the
room, taking in every detail and
at last fastening on June’s fresh
beauty like those of a vampire.
“Not,” he boomed as he lighted a
cigarette, “not that I believe it
possible—"

Catching an agonized glance from
June, Jack interrupted:

“You’ll have to speak softly, sir.
This is ticklish work.”

“I beg your pardon.” The Rus-
sian lowered his voice so that it
squeaked piercingly like a rusty
hinge. He wrung his hands aud-
ibly.

“Perhaps we’d better move into
the living room,” suggested the
doctor, hovering in the background.
“There we can talk without inter-
rupting.”

Their guest unfolded joint by
joint like a collapsible rule.

“Of course, if you think I’'m spy-
ing,” he grated.

“Not at all,” protested Jack, al-
though he longed to strike the brute
across the face. “It’s just that voices
of certain pitches interfere. Surely
you have seen radio operators go
all to pieces when spoken to.”

Ungraciously Solinski allowed
himself to be ushered into the out-
er room. Once there he disposed
his lean form on another chair,
unctuously refused a highball, and,
forgetting his momentary anger,
soon was deep in a scientific dis-
cussion of the problems involved
in revivifying the world.

He mentioned the nearby radio
station but declared that he had
been unable to locate it despite .a
careful search. Dismissing this he
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turned to other topics, displaying
a vast knowledge of all depart-
ments of scientific achievement
and, despite his depressing person-
ality, holding his hearer’s atten-
tion so closely they forgot the pas-
sage of time until the clock struck
ten.

“Time for daily injection,” said
the doctor. “Do you use Andrev’s
solution too, sir?”

“Naturally,” replied the other,
lighting one cigarette from the butt
of another.

Manthis hurried into the labora-
tory. A few moments later he re-
appeared in the doorway and called
to Jack in an agitated voice. As
the younger man joined him he
closed the door and turned a white
face to him.

“The drug is almost gone.” Man-
this said. “Didn’t you cbtain a new

supply?”

¢ E—I forgot it,” admitted

Jack, feeling his own face
grow pale. “The shock of running
across Solinski at the laboratory
upset me.”

“Well, that’s all right, then. It
gave me a turn, but we have plenty
of time.” The doctor laughed shak-
ily. “Run docwn to the nearest drug
store, There should be a supply
there. Better take a flashlight.”

He pushed open the door, then
shrank back. Leaning against the
jamb was the Russian. His manner
had changed subtly. His thin lips
spread from ear to ear in a wolfish
grin. His fingers clicked like cas-
tanets. :

“Ah,” he purred. “So you have
used up the last of your solution?”

“What’s that to you?” The doc-

tor was gripped by celd unreason-

ing fear.

“Only that you wiil be unable to
obtain more. Since my first meet-
ing with your daughter I have had
my men collect all the Cannibis
Indica in the city.”

“Your men!” Manthis was thun-
derstruck.

“Certainly, you old fool. Do you
think I'm a bungling theorist like
yourself? Who do you think is
operating that short-wave station?
I am. Who do you think put the
world to sleep? I did. Who do you
think will wake it? I will.,”

Solinski’s figure appeared to ex-
pand. He took deep drafts from his
cigarette. The smoke seemed to im-
pell some terrific force into his
gaunt frame.

“So it was your voice I heard!”
cried Manthis bitterly. “And those
awful tales about you were true.
A hashish smoker! A person whose
mind is rotting, in control of the
world!” He seemed about to leap
at the other, and his chubby figure,
in that attitude, would have seemed
ludicrous if it had not been tragic.
“It shall not be!” he shouted.

“Now see here, Doctor”—Solinski
assumed a friendly tone—“you’re
making a grave mistake. I have
something to offer better than you
ever dreamed of.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just this. How would you like to
be assistant to the King of the
World?”

ke RAZY already,” sneered the
doctor, squinting up at his
tormentor.

“Crazy or not, when the world
awakes I will be its king.”

“Why, damn you, I thought you
were an anarchist and wanted to
do away with kings and govern-
ments,” sputtered the little man.

Selinski burst into a gale of fiend-
ish laughter.

“An anarchist is merely a capital-
ist without money or power,” he
quoted.

“What do you want of us?” de-
manded Manthis, playing for time.

“Very simple. This: I intend soon
te begin awakening those who will
serve me, first in New York and
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then throughout the world. When
I have a skeleton government built
up, I will withdraw the wave and
allow the people to revive. Clever,
isn’t it? Especially for such a mad-
man as you think me.” He snapped
his fingers and leered cunningly at
them.

The doctor choked but Jack’s
hand on his arm steadied him.

“You have a very beautiful
daughter,” resumed their diabolical
visitant.

“Leave my daughter’s name out of
this,” cried Manthis, recoiling.

“Not at all. Her charm and ability
have greatly impressed me—so im-
pressed me that I have decided to
make her my queen.”

“You scum of the gutter. You
filthy beast. I'd die before I'd be
a party to such a thing!” The doc-
tor was beside himself.

“I consider myself justified,” re-
plied the cther, taking great de-
light in baiting his foe. “The world
was never able to govern itself.
We anarchists have bided our time,
although overshadowed by com-
munists, Fascists and such ridicu-
lous experimenters. Now comes our
turn. I shall be the viceroy of God.
Under my rule and that of Queen
June the world shall become a sec-
ond heaven.”

He rolled his eyes upward at
those words. As he did so, Jack,
who had been awaiting just such
an opportunity, struck him on the
jaw.

HE blow would have felled an

ox but Solinski merely stag-
gered back a step and snarled. Be-
fore Baron could renew the attack
he jerked an automatic from be-
neath his coat and leaped to the
hall door.

“You I shall kill,” he grinned
evilly, “But not now. First you
must taste the horror of sinking
into the long sleep. You have no
more drug, nor can Yyou obtain

any. Those pitiful storage batteries
will be exhausted by the time you
have aroused the child. So you must
sleep unless you have the courage
to kill yourself. Doctor, I deeply
regret that this has occurred, but
you see that I must let you and
June sleep too. When I have need
of you I will recall you. That is
all. Farewell. May God pity you,
Baron. I will not.”

He sprang through the door and,
the tails of his black coat flapping
like the wings of a gigantic bat,
vanished down the stairs.

Manthis slammed the door and
locked it, then Ileaned weakly
against the panels and wiped his
round face. His hands shook piti-
fully.

“This then is the end,” he whis-
pered hoarsely.

“Is there none of the drug
left?” Jack shook him out of his
lethargy.

“Enough for a half portion for
all of us,” sighed the doctor. “But
what use of that? Better we pois-
oned ourselves now and escaped
that demon.”

“Nonsense. A half portion means
twelve hours of life. In that time
I can rig up the big transmitter.
Perhaps there is still time to revive
New York. Solinski won’t know
we have a generator until we turn
on the power. Quick. Poor June
must be nearly frightened to death
at our shouting.”

UT they found the girl sitting
tense and jubilant at the con-
trols.

“Father! Jack!” she cried as the
door opened. “It’s working. I saw
her move. That means we may be
able to revive the world!” Her face
was streaked with tears.

“Her heart’s beating,” whispered
the doctor, feeling the child’s pulse.
“Slow but steady. She’ll regain con-
sciousness any moment now.” E

“No time to wait.” Disregarding
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June’s cry of protest Jack stripped
off the electrodes. “We must get
the big machine working.”

“But the little thing will die
again,” cried June, throwing her-
self on her knees beside the tot. “I
didn’t think you could be so cruel.”

“Solinski has cut off our drug
supply,” explained Mamthis gently.
“He’s operating the other station.
Don’t blame Jack. We must work
fast.”

“You mean that Russian
sponsible for all this?”

“Yes, child. But maybe we can
defeat him yet. Don’t losé courage.
Now I must go and prepare what’s
left of the drug. We're overdue
for it now.”

Meanwhile Jack was busy run-
ning leads from the generator room,
connecting banks of tubes, string-
ing an aerial on the terrace.

“Twelve hours! Twelve hours!”
he muttered. “Just time to make it
- if the doctor’s calculations are cor-
rect. June, hand me those pliers, but
be careful of the wires. I haven’t
time to insulate them. When we
start the dynamo they’ll be carry-
ing twelve thousand volts.”

“But won’t Solinski and his men
come back and kill us?” For the
first time the full weight of despair
descended upon her brave spirit.

“Probably. Does your father have
a revolver?”

“I—1I think so.”

“Find out.” Jack connected a
loading coil with deft fingers.
“Then go down to a sporting goods
store and get some ammunition. If
there are any shotguns in the place
bring two back with plenty of buck-
shot shells. I don’t think we’re be-
ing ‘watched yet, but if you're at-
tacked, run for it.”

is re-

Noting she looked hurt at his

abruptness, he kissed her quickly.
“Sorry, darling. Every second
counts. Run along, like a good girl.”
She smiled for the first time in
a long while and patted his hand.

HEN she returned, two

shotguns and several boxes
of shells held like wood in her bent
arms, the generator was sparkling
merrily. The gasoline engine barked
steadily and the vacuum tubes
glowed green.

Manthis came in at that moment
and injected all the remaining drug
as Jack gave crisp orders. Auto-
matically the engineer had taken
command.

“I'll get things going and han-
dle the dials until Solinski sends
his rats down on us. June, you
watch the street door. Run up at
the first sign of an attack. After
that you’ll take my place and hold
it, no matter what happens, until
we succeed or are killed. The doc-
tor and I will go downstairs when
you come up, and hold them off or
retreat slowly. Thank heaven we
can command both the front and
rear stairways from the halls. Now
doctor, watch the circuit breaker.
I'm going to throw on full power.”

As he advanced the rheostat the
tubes glowed brighter, bathing the
room in unearthly light. Jack ad-
justed his headset and smiled up
at June. She kissed him bravely
before hurrying to her dangerous
post.

Once more he sat listening te
that whining, fluctuating wave, The
engineer’s thoughts wavered be-
tween speculations on the future,
fond memories of June and impa-
tience with the dragging hours.
Would nothing ever happen?
Through the earphones now came
a jangling, agonized whine, as if
the two antagonistic waves were
endowed with life and actually
struggling in the ether.

From time to time his glance
wandered to the child, who, hav-
ing obtained a head start through
her preliminary treatment, now was
stirring fretfully.

Slowly the time plodded by. Jack
smoked cigarette after cigarette in
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an effort to fight off the drowsiness
which loaded his eyelids with lead.

It must have been three o’clock
when a whimper from the divan
apprised them that the child at last
had awakened.

“Where’s mama?” She blinked
into the glare. “I've lost my mama.”

“There, there, honey,” soothed
the doctor, stopping his pacing up
and down the room and picking her
up. “Your mama had to go away
for awhile. She’ll be back any min-
ute. Let’s go find a drink of water.
And I’ve something for you to play
with too.” Gently he carried her
into June’s bedroom.

Soon he reappeared and patted
Jack on the shoulder.

“Our first victory,” he said in a
broken voice.” She’s in perfect con-
dition and sleeping naturally now.
I gave her one of June’s old dolls
to play with.,” He sighed and col-
lapsed into the nearest chair. “I'm
almost dead with the strain of it.
Do you think there’s a chance?”

“Three more hours should turn
the trick. I don’t understand why
Solinski—

The crash of a shotgun, coming
faint but clear from the street be-
low, brought him up short. The
shot was answered by a volley of
rifle fire.

ACK almost lost the wave in

his excitement, but regained it
with a desperate twist of the wrist.
No time for nerves now., He must
be calm!

“Go down and hold them until
June can get back to relieve me,”
he ordered. “Hurry. They may rush
her any moment.”

The doctor seemed ten years
younger as he thrust a revolver
into his pocket, snatched a shot-
gun from behind the door and ran
out.

The commotion had awakened the
child, who started whimpering, add-
ing further to Jack’s distractions.

Yet he managed, in spite of ghastly
mental pictures of June being torn
to pieces by her attackers, to keep
his hands steady.

A few minutes later she slipped
into the room and laid her cold
cheek against his before taking her
place at the instruments.

“It’s all right,” she added. “l1
don’t think they’ll attack in the
dark. There are five of them. I'm
sure I wounded or killed one. They
weren’t expecting a guard. I left
the gun with father. He’s behind
the cashier’s desk.” Then, all her
courage evaporating, she turned
an appealing, little girl face to-
ward her lover. “Don’t let yourself
be killed, Jack. I'd die too.”

“June, you're wonderful,” he
whispered. “I didn’t know there
was a girl alive as brave as you.
Good-by. No matter what happens,
keep the wave in tune.” He kissed
her tenderly, trying not to think he
had done so for the last time, and
hurried out.

The stairs were black as the in-
side of a tomb. Once he stumbled
over the body of a charwoman and
came near falling headlong.

“Nothing’s happened since that
first volley,” whispered Manthis
when Jack slipped into the cage.
“They’re holding off for dawn.
Look!” his voice wavered. “Was
that a face at the window?” He
fired wildly. Glass tinkled.

“Easy,” warned Baron. “Don’t
waste ammunition. Besides, if you
get this place full of smoke they’ll
jump us.”

AWN was painting the win-

dows gray when the assault
began. Their first warning came
when a smalt object was tossed into
the lobby. It exploded in a cloud
of white vapor.

“Tear gas,” yelled Jack. “Back
to the stairs.,” They ran for cover,
weeping and choking.

Then began a slow retreat up the
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stairways, Jack guarding the front
and Manthis the back passages. At
first it was a simple matter for
their enemies to toss tear bombs
through the fire doors, then, pro-
tected by respirators, capture an-
other floor. But as the light in-
creased this became more and more

hazardous. Twice a spray of buck-.

shot laid a Solinski man low.

“He hasn’t many men available,”
called Jack as the attack slackened.
“But watch out. His time’s about
up. Hey, look at that woman!” A
white-uniformed maid, whom he re-
membered having seen lying in the
same spot every time he climbed
the stairs, had stirred weakly, as
though about to wake.

It was their glance at the sleep-
ing form which undid them. When
they looked up both fire doors were
open and helmeted figures were
emerging from them.

The shotguns roared. Two of
their attackers collapsed, but the
others came on. Before there was
time for another shot they were
at close quarters. Standing back to
back, Manthis and Jack clubbed
their guns and held their ground.

The fact that Solinski and his
men wore respirators handicapped
them immensely, so that the two
defenders kept a cleared circle
about them.

One of the attackers, more dar-
ing than the rest, leaped forward to
engage the engineer. He collapsed
with a crushed skull

Then, when victory seemed in
their grasp, luck turned. At Jack’s
next blow the stock of his weapon
parted from the barrel, leaving him
almost defenseless. At the same
time Manthis slipped and col-
lapsed from a knife thrust.

ACK was left alone to face three
enemies and would have been
zilled within the minute had not
Solinski, recalling the little time
he ‘had left to stop the interfering

wave, deserted his comrades and
sprinted for the laboratory.

The seeming defection of their
chief threw the other two attack-
ers into momentary confusion. Be-
fore they could recover, Jack
knocked one out with the gun bar-
rel, then made a flying tackle at
the other.

But he had caught a tartar. His
remaining enemy was a gigantic
Negro. Recovering from his sur-
prise the latter lifted high a glit-
tering knife to finish his disarmed
foe. Jack snatched at the uplifted
arm—missed!

A revolver cracked. The hooded
Negro staggered, then crashed for-
ward.

“Remembered my pistol just in
time,” gasped the doctor from the
floor. “Don’t bother about me. I'm
all right. Stop Solinski, for God’s
sake.”

Although his lungs seemed burst-
ing Baron turned and flew up the
stairs. Being familiar with every
turn, he gained on the Russian and
caught sight of the dreadful black
coat-tails as his enemy burst
through to the twentieth floor. The
locked door of the apartment baffled
him only a moment. Stepping back,
Solinski hurled his giant frame
against the panels. They splintered
and crashed inward. But the delay
allowed Jack to catch up.

He leaped on the Russian’s back.
Locked together they reeled into
the living,h room. For a fleeting
moment Jack saw June sitting
rigidly at the instruments. Her
eyes were starting from their sock-
ets but her hands were steady.

“I warned you to kill yourself,”
Solinski’s voice rose in a scream-
ing whisper through the respirator.
“Now I will do it.” Displaying the
strength of madness he hurled Jack
from him. Losing all control of his
limbs, the younger man flew across
the room and demolished the divan
in his fall. But the thought of what
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Solinski would do to June brought
him back to the attack.

HE fury of their struggle

wrecked the living room. Both
bled from numerous wounds. One
of the Russian’s bleak eyes closed
under a well-directed blow, but
otherwise he seemed unaffected.
Jack grappled again and realized
his mistake as he was caught in a
bone-cracking grip and forced into
the laboratory.

Baron felt a rib snap. A sweat
of agony broke out over his body.
Holding his enemy helpless the
invader worked his way toward the
work table. They bumped against
it, making the equipment totter
perilously. Solinski released his
grip, snatched a bottle of distilled
water and swung.

Jack felt his head explode. The
room went dark. But in his semi-
consciousness he remembered he
must not let the Russian reach that
switch. As he slid slowly to the
floor he grasped the other’s legs.

The drug fiend tried to kick free,
stumbled, struck the table with his
hips. Throwing out his arms to
regain his balance he plunged one
hand among the naked cables which
led from the generator to the trans-
formers and tubes.

A blinding flash of light and the
scream of a soul in torment fol-

lowed. As a nauseating odor of
burning flesh filled the room, the
Russian was hurled backward like
a rubber bail. He struck the win-
dow which overlooked the park,
crashed through the large panel and
fell!

June sat as though hypnotized,
forcing herself to manipulate those
dials.

Jack crawlied to the window and

watched the black body swcop
downward like a wounded bird,
the coat flapping like crippled

wings. After what seemed an eon
it struck the edge of the subway
kiosk, bounced like a rag doll and
sprawled across the pavement.

Still Jack did not move. Through
a haze of his own blood he stared,
the fate of his enemy forgotten.
All about the kiosk bodies which
had laid so still for the past week
were moving. The little figures,
not much larger than ants from
that height, yawned, sat up and
stretched as though it was the com-
monest thing in the world to take
a nap in the midst of Fifth Avenue.
It was as if the last swoop of that
batlike figure had returned them to
consciousness.

“The world is alive! The world
is alive!” Baron croaked wildly as
he felt his senses slipping from
him. “We have won, June! We
have won!”
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The Death-Traps of FX-31

A Commander John Hanson Adventure

By Sewell Peaslee Wright

DO not wish to appear preju-
diced against scientists. I am
not prejudiced, but I have ob-
served the scientific mind in
action, on a great many occasions,
and I find it rather incomprehen-
sible.
It is true that there are men with
a scientific turn of mind who, at
the same time, you can feel safe to
stand with shoulder to shoulder, in
an emergency. Young Hendricks,
who was my junior officer on the
Ertak, back in those early days of
the Special Patrol Service, about
which I have written so much,
was one of these.

long-winded meetings which the
Silver-sleeves devoted largely to the
making of new rules and regula-
tions for the confusion of both men
and officers of the Service, but he
came out long enough to give me
the Ertak’s orders in person.

“Glad to see you here at Base
again, Commander,” he said, in his
crisp, business-like way. “Hear some
good reports of your work; keep
it up!”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, wonder-
ing what was in the air. Any time
the Chief was complimentary, it was
well to look out for squalls—which is
an old Earth term

Nor, now that
I come to think
of the matter in
the cool and-

Commander John Hanson recalls
his harrowing expedition among
the giant spiders of FX-31.

for unexpected
trouble,

*Not- at-—all,
Commander, not

impartial manner
which is typical of me, was young
Hendricks the only one. There was
a chap—Ilet’s see, now. I remember
his face very well; he was one of
those dark, wiry, alert men, a na-
tive of Earth, and his name was—
Inverness! Carlos Inverness. Old
John Hanson’s memory isn’t quite
as tricky as some of these smart
young - officers of the Service, so
newly commissioned that the silver
braid is not yet fitted to the curve
of their sleeves, would lead one to
believe.

I met Inverness in the ante-room
of the Chief of Command. The
Chief was tied up in one of the
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at all. And now,
let me present Carlos Inverness,
the scientist, of whom you have
undoubtedly heard.”

I bowed and said nothing, but we
shook hands after the fashion of
Earth, and Inverness smiled quite
humanly.

“I imagine the good captain has
been too busy to follow the activi-
ties of such as myself,” he said,
sensibly enough.

“A  commander”—and I laid
enough emphasis on the title to
point out to him his error in ter-
minology—*“in the Special Patrol
Service usually finds plenty to oc-
cupy his mind,” I commented,



At the same instant
two other trap-doors swung up.

wondering more than ever what was
up. :

“True,” said the Chief brisky.
“You’ll pardon me if I'm exceeding-
ly brief, Commander, but there’s a
sizeable group in there waiting my
return.

“I have a special mission for you;
a welcome relief from routine pa-
trol. I believe you have made spe-
cial requests, in the past, for as-
signments other than the routine
work of the Service, Commander?”

He was boxing me up in a cor-
ner, and I knew it, but I couldn’t

deny what he said, so I admitted
it as gracefully as I could.
“Very well,” nodded the Chief,

and it seemed to me his eyes
twinkled for an instant. “Inverness,
here, is head of a party of scien-
tists bent upon a certain explora-
tion. They have interested the
Council in the work, and the Coun-
cil has requested the cooperation
of this Service.”

He glanced at me to make sure
I understood. I certainly did; when
the Supreme Council requested
something, that thing was done.

83
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“Very well, sir,” I said. “What
are your orders?”

The Chief shrugged.

“Simply that you are to cooper-
ate with Inverness and his party,
assist.ng them in every possible
way, including the wuse of your
ship for transporting them and a

reasonable amount of equipment, to-

the field of their activities. The
command of the ship remains, of
course, in you and your officers, but
in every reasonable way the Ertak
and her crew are to be at the dis-
posal of Inverness and his group.
Is that clear, Commander?”

“Perfectly, sir.,” Nothing could
have been clearer. I was to run the
ship, and Inverness and his crew
were to run me. I could just imag-
ine how Correy, my fighting first
. officer, would take this bit of news.
The mental picture almost made
me laugh, disgusted as I was.

“Written orders will, of course,
be given you before departure, I
believe that’s all. Good luck, Com-
mander!” The Chief offered his
hand briefly, and then hurried back
to the other room where the Sil-
ver-sleeves had gathered to make
more rulings for the confusion of
the Service,

“CIINCE when,” asked Correy

bitterly, “are we running ex-
cursions for civilians? We’'ll be
perscnally conducting elderly Ia-
dies next thing.”

“Or put on Attached Police Serv-
ice,” growled Hendricks, referring
to the poor devils who, in those
days, policed the air-lanes of the
pepulated worlds, cruising over the
same pitiful routes day after day,
never rising beyond the fringe of
the stratosphere.

“Perhaps,” suggested the level-
headed Kincaide, “it isn’t as bad as
it sounds. Didn’t you say, sir, that
this Inverness was rather a decent
sort of chap?”

I nodded.

“Very much so. You'd scarcely
take him for a scientist.”

“And our destination is—what?”
asked Kincaide.

“That I don’t know. Inverness is
to give us that information when
he arrives, which will be very short-
ly, if he is on time.”

“Our destination,” said Correy,
“will probably be some little ball
of mud with a tricky atmosphere
or some freak vegetation they want
to study. I'd rather—"

A sharp rap on the door of the
navigating room, where we had
gathered for an informal council
of war, interrupted.

“Party of three civilians at the
main exit port, Port Number One,
sir,” reported the sub-oificer of the
guard. “One sent his name: Carlos
Inverness.”

“Very good. Admit them at once,
and recall the outer guards. We
are leaving immediately.”

As the guard saluted and hurried
away, I nodded to Correy. “Have
the operating room crew report for
duty at once,” I ordered, “and ask
Sub-officer Scholey to superintend
the sealing of the ports. Mr. Kin-
caide, will you take the first watch
as navigating officer? Lift her easily
until we determine our objective
and can set a course; this is like
shoving off with sealed orders.”

“Worse,” said Hendricks un-
happily. “Sealed orders promise
something interesting, and—"

“Carlos Inverness and party,” an-
nounced the guard from the door-
way.

Inverness nodded to me in friend-
ly fashion and indicated his two
companions.

“Commander Hanson,” he said,
“permit me to present Godar Ti-
pene and Cleve Brady, who are my
companions on this expedition.” I
bowed, and shook hands with Bra-
dy; Tipene was a Zenian, and
hence did not offer me this greeting
of Earth., Then, quickly, I com-
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pleted the round of introductions,
studying Inverness’s companions
with interest as I did so.

RADY was short, and rather

red-faced; a beefy, taciturn
type, with a trap-like mouth and
thoughtful, discerning eyes. He
struck me as being one with whom
most men would like to be friend-
ly, but who would have exceeding-
ly few friends.

The Zenian was a perfect foil
for him, Tipene was exceedingly
tall and slender, like all his race,
and very dark. His eyes were al-
most womanly in their softness,
and he had the nervous grace of a
thoroughbred—which is an Earth
animal of particularly high breed-
ing, raised for show purposes. He
had the happy faculty of speaking
the language of Earth without a
trace of Zenian or Universal ac-
cent; the Zenians are exceeded by
none in linguistic ability, which
was a real accomplishment before
these decadent days when native
languages are slipping so rapidly
into obscurity.

“And now,” said Inverness crisp-
ly, when the introductions were
over, “I presume you'll wish to
know something about our desti-
nation and the objects of this ex-
pedition, sir?”

“It would be helpful in charting
our course,” I admitted, smiling.

Inverness, with beautiful disre-
gard for the necessities of space
navigation, spread voluminous pa-
pers over the table whose surface
was formed by the pair of three-
dimensional charts which were the
Ertak’s eyes in outer space.

“Our destination,” he said, “is a
body designated on the charts as
FX-31. You are familiar with it,
Commander Hanson?”

“Hardly familiar,” I admitted,
smiling at Correy. “The universe is
rather sizable, and even the named
bodies are so numerous that one

is able to be familiar with but an
exceedingly small percentage. Its
designation, of course, gives me
certain information regarding its
size, location and status, however.”

“How much information, Com-
mander?” asked Tipene nervously.

“Well, ‘F’ indicates that it is
large; larger than Earth, for ex-
ample. The numerals tells me where
to locate it upon our space charts.
And the ‘X’ would indicate that it
is inhabited, but not by intelligent
beings. Or that there is reasonable
doubt as to the nature of those in-
habiting it.”

“A very good summary of the
knowledge we have,” nodded In-
verness approvingly. “I can add but
one bit of information which may
cr may not be accurate: that the
sphere known as FX-31 is popu-
lated by a ruling class decidedly
unusual in type, and possessed of
a degree of intelligence which has
made them virtual masters of the
sphere.” - :

“What are they like?” asked Cor-
rey. “Will they put up a fight? Are
they dangerous?”

) UR knowledge came from a
luckless tramp liner which
set down on FX-31 in search of
water, their water-producing equip-
ment having been damaged by care-
lessness. They found water, a great
river of it, and sent a party of five
men to determine its fitness for
human consumption. They were
snapped up before they had gone
a hundred feet from the ship—and
no more men were sent out. They
hovered over the stream and drew
up the water in containers devised
for the purpose.”
“Snapped up?” asked Correy im-
patiently. “By whom? Or what?”
“By spiders!” replied Inverness,
his eyes shining with the fanatical
gleam of a scientist who scents
something strange. “Great spiders—
perhaps not true spiders, but akin
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to them, from the descriptions we
have—of what is known on Earth
as the trap-door variety, but pos-
sessed of a high degree of intelli-
gence, the power of communication,
and definitely organized.”

“Organized,” put in Tipene, “in
the sense that they work together
instead of individually; that there
are those to command and those to
obey.”

“You say they are large,” I com-
mented. “How large?”

“Large enough,” said Inverness
grimly, “to enable one of them to
instantly overpower a strong man.”

I saw Correy glance forward,
where our largest disintegrator-ray
tubes were located, and his eyes lit
up with the thought of battle,

“If there’s anything I hate,” he
gritted, “it’s a spider. The hairy,
crawling beasts! I'll man one of
the tubes myself, just for the fun
of seeing them dissolve into nice
brown dust, and—"

“I’'m afraid not, Mr. Correy,”
said Inverness, shaking his head.
“We're going to study them—not to
exterminate them. Our object is to
learn their history, their customs,
their mode of communication, and
their degree of intelligence—if pos-
sible.”

“Yes,” grunted Brady. “If pos-
sible.”

INCAIDE set the Ertak down

on FX-31, close to the shore
of a river, as gently as a feather
settling to earth, Correy and I
made our way to the exit port,
where Inverness and his compan-
ions had gathered, with a consid-
erable amount of scientific appara-
tus, and what seemed to be a boat,
ingeniously taken down for ship-
ment,

All three.of the scientists were
clad in suits of some gray material,
flexible as cloth, but possessed of
a certain metallic sheen, which com-
pletely covered them. The material

had been stiffened to form a sort
of helmet, with a broad band of
transparent material set in at the
eye level, so that the wearer could
see to both sides, as well as to the
front. I could also discern the
outlines of menores—the crude and
cumbersome type of thought-trans-

- ference instrument used in that day

—apparently built into the helmets,
Belted around their middles were
atomic pistols of the latest and most
deadly model.

“For emergency use only, Com-
mander,” explained Inverness, ob-
serving my glance. His voice came
quite clearly through the fabric
which covered his face, so I gath-
ered it was sufficiently porous to
admit air for breathing. “This gar-
ment we wear will be sufficient pro-
tection, we believe; their mandibles
are the weapons of the creatures
we are to study, and this fabric
should be ample protection against
much more deadly weapons.

“Now, we shall walk to the shore
of the river; if we are not molested
—and I believe we shall not be,
here, because the infiltration of wa-
ter would quickly fill any passage
sunk into this sandy earth so close
to the river—please have your men
bring our supplies to us, the boat
first.”

I nodded, and the three men
walked through the open port, out
across the gleaming, golden sand,
to the water’s edge. A number of
great scarlet birds, with Ilong,
fiercely taloned legs, swooped about
them curiously, croaking hoarsely
and snapping their hawkish beaks,
but offering no real molestation.

My men quickly carried their
supplies to them, and before the
last of the equipment had been
delivered, the boat was assembled
and afloat: a broad-beamed craft
with hollow metal ribs, covered
with some shining fabric which was
unfamiliar to me. There was a small
cabin forward and a small atomic
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engine housed back near the sterm.
I walked to the edge of the water
and shook hands with Inverness and

Brady; with Tipene I exchanged
bows.
“I am sorry,” said Inverness,

“that I am facing you with what
will, undoubtedly, be a monoctoncus
and wearying vigil, for we shall
probably be gone several weeks.”
He referred, I must explain, to a
period of seven Earth days, a com-
mon unit of time on Earth.

“We’'ll make the best of it,” I
said, thinking of Correy, and how
he would rage at such a period of
inaction, “The best cf luck to you!”

“Thanks; we’ll remain no longer
than necessary,” smiled Inverness,
smiling, his shining eyes already
fixed on the river ahead.

“And that will be no short time,”
said the taciturn Brady. “Shall we
start?”

ORREY raged. I had expected

that, and I was in complete
sympathy with him. Routine patrol
was better than being earth-fast on
this barren and uninteresting ball
of mud.

“Have I your permission, sir,”
asked Correy on the fourth day,
“to make a little tour of inspection
and exploration? We might run
into some fresh meat.”

“I'm not sure that would be wise.
These spider creatures—"

“Pardon me, sir,” interrupted
Correy eagerly, “but we could take
a small landing force, armed with
pistols and grenades. Even a field
ray tube, Certainly we could handle
anything which might turn up,
then.”

“And you rather hope that some-
thing will turn up, Mr. Correy?”

Correy grinned and shrugged his
shoulders.

“It would break the monotony,
wouldn’t it, sir? And, too, if any-
thing should happen to them”-—and
he glanced up the river, in the di-

rection taken by the three scien-
tists—“we’d know something about
what had to contend with, wouldn’t
we?”

I'm not sure whether it was Cor-
rey’s argument or my own venture-
some disposition which swayed me,
but immediately after lunch Correy
and I, with a picked crew of men,
started out from the ship.

Up until that time, we had con-
fined our activities to the area be-
tween the ship and the shore—a
small enough space at best. Now we
rounded the shining blunt bow of
the Ertak and headed inland, Cor-
rey and myself in the lead, the two
portable disintegrator ray men im-
mediately behind us, and the four
other men of the party flanking the
ray operators, two on each side.

It was hot, but the air was dry
and invigorating., There was not a
cloud visible in the sky. Far ahead
was a low line of bluish, fronded,
vegetation; whether small trees or
some fern-like undergrowth, we
could not determine. The ground
between the ship and the line of
vegetation was almost completely
barren, the only growth being a
Fchenous sort of vegetation, gray-
green in color,

ERE and there on the ground

were the imprints of sharp,
split hoofs, and Correy pointed
these out to me with the comment
that one of the guards had reported
seeing a number of slender-legged
animals roaming here in the star-
light, apparently seeking water, but
frightened by the strange appari-
tion of our ship.

“From the way he described them,
they’re something like the deer we
used to have on Earth,” he said.
“I’'ve seen the fossils in the mu-
seums, and they had little sharp,
split hoofs like—"

One of the men behind us shouted
a warning at that instant, and, we
both whirled in our tracks. My
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eyes fell instantly upon one of the
strangest and most fearsome sights
I have ever seen—and I have ex-
plored many strange and terrible
worlds,

To our left, a huge circular sec-
tion of the earth had lifted, and
was swinging back on a hinge of

glistening white fibers; a disk as.

great in diameter as the height of
a man, and as thick as a man’s
body.

Where the disk had been, gaped
a tunnel slanting down into the
earth, and lined with the same glis-
tening white fibers which covered
the bottom of the disk, and hinged
it in place. As I looked, there
sprang from this tunnel a thing
which I shall ‘call a spider, yet
which was too monstrous to be
called by such an innocuous name.

It was rust red in color, with
eight bristling legs, each tipped
with three curved and tufted claws.
On each side of its face was an
armored mandible, tipped with shin-
ing fangs, and beside them, slender,
six-jointed palps stretched hungrily.

The man who had seen the disk
fly up opened fire without orders,
and if he had not done so, some of
us would not have returned to the
ship. As it was, the atomic pistol
whispered a steady stream of death
which spattered the hairy body
into an oozing pulp while it was
still in mid-air. We leaped away,
adding our fire to that of the alert
guard who had first seen the appa-
rition, and the spider, a twitching
bundle of bespattered legs, fell on
the spot where, an instant before,
we had been.

Almost at the same instant two
other * great circular trap-doors
swung up, just beyond the first, and
their hairy, malignant occupants
leaped toward us,

UR pistols were ready, now,
however, and the portable ray
equipment was humming. The ray

dissolved the first into a sifting of
reddish dust, and our pistols
slashed the other into ribbons.

“Back to the ship!” I shouted.
“Look, Mr. Correy—there are hun-
dreds of them!”

Before us score upon score of
the great disks were lifting, and

from the tunnel each revealed,
monstrous rust-red bodies were
pouring,

Our retreat covered by the two
ray operators, we made our way
swiftly to the ship. The great spi-
ders, apparently alarmed by the
magical disappearance of those of
their comrades upon which the dis-
integrator ray rested, hesitated for
a moment, their tremendous legs
tensed, and their mandibles quiver-
ing with venomous anger, and then
scuttled back into their holes,
swinging their covers into place as
they did so.

“We didn’t do so badly, at that,”
grinned Correy rather breathlessly,
as we gained the welcome shelter
of the Ertak. “There are a score
and more of those potlids still
standing open—which means that
many spiders didn’t go back to tell
about what happened to them.”

“True—but had they waited un-
til they could have surrounded us,
the Ertak would have been short-
handed on the return trip. She
would have been just two officers
and six men short.”

I have never seen a real expres-
sion of fear on Correy’s face, but I
came as close to it then as I ever
did.

“They’re tough customers,” he
said. “I never did like spiders, and
I like them less, now. Those things
stood half again as high as a man
on their long legs, and could jump
half the length of the ship.”

“Hardly that,” I said. “But I’ll
say this: if they’re the gentry In-
verness and the other two are in-
vestigating, they’re welcome to their
jobs!” ‘
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HERE wasn’t any difficulty in
keeping the men close to the
ship after that, although waiting
was -a tedious and nerve-racking

procedure.
We watched the spider-invested
territory closely, however, and

found that they fed at night upon
the deer-like creatures Correy had
mentioned. These unwary beasts,
seeking water, were pounced upon
the instant they came close to one
of the hidden dens, and dragged
swiftly out of sight. These obser-
vations were made by television,
and Correy in particular would sit
up half the night watching the crea-
tures at work.

It was the second day of the
fourth week that the sentry on
duty called out that the boat was
returning. We hastened down to
the river to welcome them back, and
I for one felt very much relieved.

But as the boat approached, I felt
my fears returning, for there was
only one man visible: Tipene.

The Zenian, bedraggled and
weary, had lost or discarded the
protective suit he had worn, and
his lean, dark face was haggard.

“We leave immediately, Comman-
der Hanson,” he said as he disem-
barked. “Please give the necessary
orders.”

“But the others, sir? Where are
Inverness and Brady?”

“Dead,” said Tipene. “The Ara-
nians got them. I barely escaped

myself.”

“And who are the Aranians?” I
asked. i

“The creatures which control

this world. The spider creatures.
Aranians, they call themselves, Do
we leave at once, as I ordered?”

I thought quickly. I didn’t like
Tipene, and never had, and I fan-
cied even less the high-handed atti-
tude he was taking.

“I would suggest, sir, that you
first give us an account of what has
happened,” I said shortly. “If there

is anything we can do for the other
two, perhaps—"

“I said they were dead,” snapped
Tipene. “You can’t do anything for
dead men, can you?”

“No. But we must have a report
to enter on our log, you understand,
and—TI’ll be very busy on the return
trip. I'd like to have your story be-
fore we start.”” Somehow, I was
suspicious of Tipene.

“Very well, Although I warn you
I shall report your delay to your
superiors.” I shrugged, and led the
way to the dining saloon which,
smail as it was, held chairs enough
to seat us all.

. Y story is very brief,” he
said, when my three offi-
cers, Tipene, and myself were
seated. “We proceeded up the river
to a spot which we deemed suited
as a point of entry into the coun-
try, and far enough from the ship
so that its presence would not be
alarming to the inhabitants,

“We permitted ourselves to be
captured by the Aranians, knowing
that our protective suits would pre-
vent them from doing us serious
bodily injury.

“You have seen the creatures—
word of your adventure with them
precipitated our misfortune, I might
say here—and you know of their
tunnels. We were taken down one
of these tunnels, and into a still
larger one. This in turn gave onto
a veritable subterranean avenue,
and, in time, led to a sort of under-
ground metropolis.”

“What?” growled Correy. “An
underground city of those things?”

“I should like to ask that you do
not interrupt,” said Tipene coldly.
“Thic metropolis was really no
more than a series of cubicles, open-
ing off the innumerable crisscross-
ing tunnels, and many layers in
thickness. Passage from one level
to another was by means of slant-
ing tunnels.
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“Some of these cubicles were very
large, and utilized as storage rocms.
Others were used for community
activities, schools, entertainments,
and so forth. We learned these
things later, and explored them by
means of our ethon lamps—the en-
tire system of tunnels being, of
course, in utter darkness.

“The first few days they were

exceedingly hostile, and tried to
tear us to pieces, When they could
not do this, word was sent to some
of their more learned members, and
we were investigated. By the use of
extra mencres we had brought with
us, we established a contact with
their minds; first by the wusual
process of impressing pictures of
our thoughts upon their minds, and
later by more direct process,

“¥Y WILL say nothing of the

great scientific value of our
discoveries, for you would neither
understand nor appreciate them—
although they will set the scien-
tific universe agog,” continued Ti-
pene, his eyes gleaming suddenly
with a triumphant light. “As we
perfected communication, we con-
vinced them that we were friendly,
and we gained their complete con-
fidence.

“They are a very ancient race.
Very slowly have they come to
their present stage of mental de-
velopment, but they now possess
reasoning faculties, a language—
and a form of community govern-
ment. There is much more, which,
as I have said, would be of no
significance to you. )

“And then word came that beings
like ourselves had attacked and
killed many of the Aranians. The
news had traveled slowly, for their
system of communication is crude,
but it reached the community cen-
ter in which we were staying.

“Instantly, all was hostility. They
felt they had been betrayed, and
that we might betray them. Brady

and Inverness, always rash and
thoughtless, had discarded their
protective suits, feeling sure they
were perfectly safe, and they were
torn to pieces.

“I, having a more scientific and
cautious mind, doubting everything
as a true scientific mind must, still
wore my armor. By the liberal use
of my pistol, I managed to fight my
way to the surface, and to the boat.
And now, Commander Hanson, will
you start back, as I have ordered?”

I don’t know what I would have
said if I had not caught a peculiar
glance from Correy, a glance ac-
companied by a significant, momen-
tary closing of one eye (a gesture
of Earth which means many things,
and which is impossible to explain)
and a slight nod.

“Very well, Mr. Tipene,” I said
shortly. “We’ll start at once. Gen-
tlemen, will you join me in the
navigating room?”

ORREY was the last to arrive

in the navigating room, and
when he came in his eyes were
dancing.

“I've just transferred Tipene to
another stateroom, sir,” he said.
“A specially equipped stateroom.”

“You what?”

“If you’ll give orders, sir, for an
immediate start, I'll tell you all
about it,” chuckled Correy. “Tipene
says he’s worn out, and is going to
retire as soon as we start. And
when he does—we’ll learn some-
thing.”

I nodded to Kincaide, and he
gave the general attention signal.
In a few seconds the outer sentry
was recalled, and the exit port had
been sealed. Slowly, the FErtak
lifted.

“Maybe I'm wrong, sir,” said Cor-
rey then, “but I'm convinced that
Tipene is lying. Something’s wrong;
he was in altogether too much of a
hurry to get away. -

“So, before I transferred him to
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the other stateroom, I concealed a
menore under the mattress of his
bunk, immediately under where his
head will lie. It’s adjusted to full
strength, and I believe it will pick
up enough energy to emanate what
he’s thinking about. We’ll be in the
next stateroom and see what we
can pick up. How does that sound,
sir?”

“Like something you’d cook up,
Mr. Correy!” I said promptly. “And
I believe, as you do, that if it
works at all, we’ll find out some-
thing interesting.”

We equipped ourselves with
menores, adjusted to maximum
power, and silently filed into the
stateroom adjacent to Tipene’s.

He was moving about slowly, ap-
parently undressing, for we heard
first one boot and then another
drop to the floor. And we could
sense vague emanations, too faint
to be intelligible, and unmistakably
coming from him,

“Probably sitting on the edge of
his bunk,” whispered Correy.
“When he lies down, it'll work
like a charm!”

It did—almost too well. Sudden-
ly we caught a strong emanation,
in the Universal language.

¢t URLY individual, that Han-
son—didn’t like my giving
orders—hurt his dignity. But I had
my own way, and that’s all that’s
important. Seemed to be suspicious
—they all were, Maybe I was a bit
urgent—but I was afraid—those
damned Aranians might have
changed their spidery minds.
“They can’t be very intelligent—
to think I'd come back with tribute
to *pay for the spiders that fool
Hanson and his men killed. Why,
the ship’s rays could wipe them all
out, drill a hole in the ground—
they didn’t realize that. Thought
that by holding Brady and that
conceited Inverness for hostages,
they’d be safe—and I'd be idiotic

enough to not see this chance to get
all the glory of the expedition for
myself—instead of sharing it with
those two. You're a quick thinker,
Tipene—the true, ruthless, scien-
tificprind. o

I motioned for my officers to fol-
low me, and we made our way,
silent and grim-faced, to the navi-
gating room.,

“Nice, friendly lad, isn’t he?”
snarled Correy. “I thought there
was something up. What are your
plans, sir?”

“We’ll go to the rescue of In-
verness and Brady, of course. Mr.
Correy, place Tipene under arrest,
and bring him here at once. Mr.
Kincaide, take over the ship; give
orders to set her down where we
were. And you, Mr. Hendricks, will
take personal command of the for-
ward ray tubes.”

My officers sprang to obey orders,
and I paced restlessly up and down
the room, thinking, Just as the
Ertak settled softly to earth, Cor-
rey returned with his prisoner. Two
men stood on guard with drawn
atomic pistols at the door.

“What’s the meaning of this in-
dignity, sir?” flared Tipene. He had
dressed hurriedly, and was by no
means an imposing spectacle. He
drew himself up to his full height,
and tried to look domineering, but
there was fear in his eyes. “I shall
report you—"

“You’ll do no reporting, Tipene,”
I broke in coldly. “I’ll do the re-
porting. You see, we know all about
your little plan to desert your com-
rades, held by the Aranians as hos-
tages, and to grasp all the glory
of your findings for yourself, But—
the plan doesn’t work. We're go-
ing back.”

IPENE’S face drained a dirty
yellow—a Zenian can never be
actually pale.
X ou-,~.-how.
ed.

.« he flounder-
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“A menore, under your pillow,”
I explained crisply. “But that
doesn’t matter, now. You will guide
us to the spot where you found
the Aranian city, and establish com-
munication with the Aranians.
When that’s done, I'll give you
further orders.”

“And if I won't?” breathed Ti-

pene, his teeth clenched in a shak-
ing rage.

“But you will. Otherwise, we'll
permit you to continue your ex-
plorations on this interesting little
sphere—minus your protective suit.”

Tipene stared at me with horror-
stricken eyes. I think he saw that
I meant exactly what I said—and
I was not bluffing,

“I—P1l do it,” he said.

“Then watch the river carefully,”
I ordered. “Kincaide, lift her
just enough so we can get a good
view of the river. Tipene will tell
you where to set her down.”

Navigating visually, Kincaide fol-
lowed the winding course of the
river, covering in a few minutes a
distance it had taken the scien-
tists a day to navigate.

“There—there is the place,” said
Tipene suddenly. “Just this side
of th. patch of vegetation.”

“Very good. And remember what
happens if you play any tricks,” I
nodded grimly. “Descend to with-
in a few yards of the ground, Mr.
Kincaide; we'll drep Tipene through
the trap.”

Correy hurried the prisoner away,
and I ordered the trap in the bot-
tom of the Ertak’s hull to be
opened.

“Now,” I informed Tipene, “we’ll
let you down and you will estab-
lish communication with the Ara-
nians, Tell them you have brought
back, not tribute, but an enemy
powerful enough to blast their en-
tire city out of existence. It will
be a simple matter for you to pic-
ture what an atomic grenade or one
of the ship’s rays will do. We'll

arrange a little demonstration, if
they’re not convinced. And tell
them that if they don’t want to be
wiped out, to bring Inverness and
Brady to us, unharmed, as fast as
their eight long legs will manage.”

“They won’t do it,” whined Ti-
pene. “They were very angry over
the killing of those others. I'm
just risking my life without the
possibility of gain.”

“You obey my orders, or you go
down and stay there,” I said ab-
ruptly., “Which?”

“I'll do as you say,” he said, and
the cage dropped with him swiftly.

S soon as he was on the ground

he reached up and adjusted
his menore, peering around anxious-
Iy. For several minutes nothing
happened, and then, the length of
the ship away, one of the great
trap-doors flew open. Out of it
came one of the spiders, not rust-
red like those we had seen, but
faded to a dirty yellow. Close be-
hind him were two of the rust-red
Aranians, which  fell in one on
each side of the yellow chap.

The first Aranian, I presumed—
and rightly—was one of the cld
learned members of the race. As
he scuttled closer to the cowering
Tipene, I saw that, amidst the
bristles which covered his head and
thorax, was a menore.

The three great spiders ap-
proached the ship warily, watching
it constantly with huge, glittering
eyes. A safe distance away they
paused, and the old one fixed his
attention on Tipene.

Evidently, what Tipene emanated
caused the old fellow to become
very angry; I could see his legs
quivering, and his withered old
mandibles fairly clattered.

“He says he won’t do it?’ Ti-
pene called up to me, excitedly.
“Says we can’t reach them under-
ground, and that they’ll kill their
hostages if we try to harm them.”
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“Ask him if there are any tun-
nels between the ship and the
river,” I commanded. “We’ll demon-
stratz what we can do if he harms
Inverness and Brady.”

The two were in silent com-
munion for a moment, and Tipene
looked up and shook his head.

“No,” he shouted. “No tunnels
there. The water would seep into
them.”

“Then tell him to watch!”

I stepped back and pressed an
attention signal.

“Mr. Hendricks?”

*Yes, sirl”

“Open 