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HE Mailed This Coupon
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Cup Winner

This 1~ an ordiary
snapshot of  one o
Clutles Al Cab-
toruian s
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This is coupon O'Brien sent
to get FREE Book. Yours
is below—eclin it NOW!
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Prize-Wmmng Body £
| Gave Him/!

G. O'BRIEN saw my coupon. He clipped and mailed it. He

J- got my free book and followed my instructions. He oe-
came a New Man. NOW read what he says:

“Took at me NOW! ‘Dynwamic Tension’

WORKS! I'm proud of the natural, easy way

you have made me an ‘Atlas Champion’!”

J. G. O'Brien.

“I'li prove that YOU, too, can
he a NEW MAN?" — Charles Atlas

I DON'T care how old or young you are, or how ashamed
ol your pres-nt physienl condition you may be. If you ean
simply vaise vour awrm and Hex it 1 con add SOLID
MUSCLE to your biceps yes, on c¢nch nrm in double-
quick time! Only 15 minutes a day -right in your own
home is all the time I ask of you! And there's no cost
if I fail.

1 can broaden your shoulders, strengthen your back. develop soul whole aiuscular  system
INSIDE and QUTSIDE! 1 can add Inehes to your chest. give sou a vise-Like wrin, ua those
legs of yvours lithe and powerrul. 1 can shoot new strength imte your old backbone, exervise
those inber organs, help you eram your body so full of pen, vlgor and red-blooded  vitallty
that you wan't heel there’s even “standing room® lett for weakness and that lazy Feellng!  Be
fore 1 zt throush with you I'11 have your whole frame “measured’ to g nice, new, beautiful

" only 15 Minutes a Day

“*Dynamic Tension!"” That's the ticket! The identical natural method that 1 mysell de-
veloped to chatige my hody from the seruwny, skinny -chested weakllng 1 was at 17 to my pres
ent superian phssigue! Thousands of other fellows a becoming marvelous physieal specimens
CLLLLL LD LY ] ooeoesman -- — my way. 1 glve vyou no
gadgets or contraptions to fool witli.

CHARLES
ATLAS

An untouched
photo of
Charles Atlas,
twice winner
and holder of
the title, *“The
World’'s  Most
Perfectly De-
veloped Man."

You learn to develop your atrength

L]

: CHARLES ATLAS b through “Dynamic Tension.” You simply utllize the DORMANT musels-
’ Dept. Si-L, 115 East 23rd St.. New York City. ] power In rour own God -giv r b teh 1t inerease and multiply double -
g [ want the poof thut your system of “'Dynamic Ten- : auick into real. ~olid LIVE MU :
g slon” wvan help make me s New Man -glve me a 1 My methord  “Dynamic Tenslon™ will turn the trick tor you. No thee
H healthy . hasky body und big musele development.  Send —every exercise iz practical. And, man, so easy! Spend onhv 15 "_‘l .l

e rour FREE book. "Everlasting Health and Strengtn” B day’in your own home. From the very start vou'll be using m ‘lf O
NGO Obbigation. 8 or “Dynamic Tenslon’ almost unconsciously every minute of CLE ‘;‘;”
1 ) walking, bending over, ete,—to BU LD ypr-~CLE an
: 1 VITALITY.

NUTE o wn o0 o o o soosemisig gy o0 g sgiivavarss O 52 5 5y wavetess § ] " .‘I'lNﬂ NIALTN
1 (Pleade print or write pla:nl:) ] FREE BooK nmus
: ' In it L talk to sou In stralght-fry '”': 1;}'";::1‘1: f' l::d
H Niee : guage.  Packed with Insplratlonal » MEN In strength, m3

Address [ ] pupils  fellows who hecame "”‘“‘ ‘I‘ " Se
] ' way. let me show you what, nelpead TILE e ‘f“’
|} [ what 1 ven da for YOU! vor a real theill, A;"'B o
Uiy Stte. . [ ‘his ook today. AT ONCE: CHARLES ATLAS. Dept.

B83-L. 115 Emst 23rd Street. New York City.



a Week Extra
in Spare Time

I repaired some Radlo
: sets when 1 was on my
tenth lesson. 1 really

small amount of money.
I made $600 in a year

hulf, and I have made an

|
and a
average of $10 a week—just spare

time.
JOHN JERRY
1729 Penn St.
Denver, Colorado

Now Chier Radio
Engineer
I am now Chief Radio
Engineer at Kankakee
Ordinance Works and very
pleased with my new po-
sition. If I had not
taken the N. R. I. Course
I might be digging
ditches or perhaps unemplo)ed.
R. LEWIS

410 Whitney St.
Joliet, 1N

$200 a Month in
Own Business
several years 1

: my start
field.
ARLIE J. FROEHNER
300 W. Texas Avenue
Goose Creek, Texas

THAT 1| CAN TRAIN YOU
AT HOME FOR A

ood Job-

e

Here is a quick way to better pay. Ra-
dio offers you the opportunity to make &
$5, $10 a week extra in spare time #
few months from now and to prepare
for good full-time Radio jobs paying
up to $50 a week. MAIL COUPON
Get my Sample Lesson FREE. Exam.
ine it, read it—see how easy it is to
understand. See how I train you at
home in spare time to be a Radio Oper-
ator or Radio Technician.

WHY MANY RADIO TECHNICIANS
MAKE $30, 540, $50, A WEEK
Broadcasting stations (882 in the U.S.)

Too

man lkely to go into
service, every soldier,
marine, should mall the
Now! Learning Radio
extra
prestige, more interesting duty
at pay up to 6 times a private’s
base pay. Also prepares for good
Radio jobs after service ends.
IT'S SMART TO TRAIN FOR
RADIO NOW!

Every
military
sallor,
Coupon
helps men get extra rank,

employ thousands of Radio Technicians
with average pay among the country’s
best paid industries. Repairing, serv-
icing, selling home and auto Radio re-
ceivers (there are 650,197,000 in use)
gives good jobs to thousands. Many
other Radio Technicians take advan-
tage of the opportunities to have their
own service or retail Radio businesses.
Think of the many good-pay jobs in
connection with Aviation, Commercial,
Police Radio and Public Address Sys-
tems. gives you the required
knowledge of Radio for those jobs.
N.R.I. trains you to be ready when
Television opens new jobs. Yes, Radio
Technicians make good money because
they use their heads as well as their
hands. They must be trained.
BEGINNERS QUICKLY LEARNTO
EARN $5, 510 A WEEK EXTRA
IN SPARE TIME

Nearly every neighborhood offers opportunities
for a part time Radio Techniclan to make
good money fixing Radio sets. I give you spe-

600D FOR BOTH

SAMPLE

Mail

64-page book ‘‘Rich Rewards in Radio.”” (No Salesman will
call.  Write plainly.)
AGC..ccavenne
Name ..... Ceteseeiecneresstatsertettsettrensttatsnttnan
AQAreSs ..eceeeessseccassosssncretsstonscssssscsncsascsns
| VTS 2PN 17 (7 N 13 .1
[} - - -

64 PAGE

MR. J. E. SMITH, President, Dept. IMS9
NATIONAL RADIO INSTITUTE, Washington, D.C.

me FREE, without obligation, Sample Lesson and

clal training to show you how to start cash-
ing in on these opportunities early. You also

a modern Professional Radio Servicing
Instrument. My fifty-fifty method—half work-
ing with Radlio parts, half studying my Les-
son Texts—makes learning Radio at home
interesting, fascinating, practical.

FIND OUT HOW | TRAIN YOU AT
HOME FOR GOOD PAY IN RADIO
MAIL THE COUPON. I'll send you a Sample
Lesson and my 64-page book FREE. Learn
about my Course; the types of jobs in differ-
ent branches of Radlo. Read letters from
more than 100 men I have trained so you
can see what they are doing, earning. MAIL
THE COUPON in an envelope or paste it on

8 penny postal.

J. E. SMITH, President,
Dept. I1MS9,
National Radie
Institute,
Washington, D. C.

FREE | S

get

BOOK
LESSON
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ALL STORIES NEW

VOL. 3 NOVEMBER, 1941 NO. 2

NOVELETIES
WINGS OF THE LIGHTNING LAND. .. .by James MacCreigh 11

Fugitives from space, trapped on a nameless, bostile planet from which no
man returnaed, two dauntless souls chalienge the terrors of the Unknown—to
shape for themselves an amazing dastiny!

DAUGHTER OF DARKNESS. ... ....... .. by Ross Rocklynne 68

Despoiler of the heavens was she, wanton and destructive-—this brooding crea-
ture of immeasurable strength whs groped in the darkness—this being who
sought to encompass infinity—and almost succeeded!

SHORE STORIES
RETREAT TO THE STARS... . .......... .by Leigh Brackett 36

“We've lost the planets, yes. But the challenge of Eternity still rings in our
ears. Follow me, if you dare—to the stars!’

THE MAN WHO DIDN'T BREATHE. ... ... by Harry Walton 49

A man marked for death from aroter worid gees to his final reckoning with
the nebulcus prince of plunder who kidnapped men's bodies—and their souls

as welf!

MY LADY OF THE EMERALD ... .. by Wilfred Owen ‘Morley 60
A whisper of wings a land on the rim of time a summens to a val-
ley of nameless terror and a day on which the very cosmos shall tremble!

THE LAST DROP. . .by L. Sprague de Camp and L. Ron Hubbard 87

Drink if you will of the cup of Life, but have a care when you sip—for the
component part of Life is—Death!

MACHINES OF DESTINY..... ........... by Ray Cummings 96

Who cculd have guessed that in their etforts to emulate man, these machines
whom science had endowed with thought would threaten the destruction of

all civilization?
SPECIAL FEATURES

VIEWPOINTS ... ... ... ... .. .. .. . . ... 6
Sidelights about authors, fans and fan mags

EDITORAMBLINGS .. ... ... ... ... .. ... 67
Preview of a science-ficticn fans jamboree

THE MAIL BAG. ................. 86

NEXT ISSUE ON SALE DEC. 31

Published quarterly by Fictioneers, Inc., 2250 Grove Street, Chicago, Illinols. lidltorial and execulive offices, 210 East 43rd
Street, New York. N. Y. Entered as seconil class matter January 11, 1940, at the post office at Chicago, Ill{unis. under the
act of March 3, 1879. Copyrlght 1941 by Fletloneers, Inc. Th: publishers cannoot accept responsibility for return of unsolicited
manu-.cripls, sithough care will be exerclsed in handling thera. All rights reserved under Pean Amerlcen copyright convention,
Price per copy 10c¢: 4 issues, §.40. Printed Iin the U.S.A.



THE JAWS OF DEATH

CUAMPED DOWN OW ME!

A true expmem:e of BALLARD DEAN, Kirkland, Washington

“YTHE THING sprangout of
| the earth one bitterly cold
evening as I was return-
ing to camp after an all-
day deer hunt,” writes Mr.
Dean. "I suffered excru-
ciating agony, as it bit
into my leg. It was a bear
o trap, illegally set for deer.

““FRANTICALLY, | TRIED TO
GET LOOSE as the cold
knifed through my cloth-
ing. With sinking heart,
I found my struggles of
no avail. In a few hours,
if help could not be sum-
moned, I would freeze to
_death. Darkness came on
as I fought hopelessly
with the strong steel jaws.

“THEN | THOUGHT OF MY FLASHLIGHT. There was a chance that other re-
turning hunters might be in the woods. Flashing the bright beam off and
on, my efforts were finally rewarded. Thanks to those ‘Eveready’ fresh DATED
batteries, two men saw my signal and rescued me from that death trap.

(Signed) ﬁ ZE {D .

The word ""Eveready'’ is a registered trade-mark of National Carbon Company, Inc.

FRESH BATTERIES LAST LONGER.., /o

NATIONAL CARBON COMPANY, INC., 30 EAST 42nd STREET, NEW YORK, N, Y,
Unit of Union Carbide and Curbon Corporation

uct



Editor’s Note: It is the intention of this department to publish news and information about
fans and their activities, plus interesting sidelights about the professionals who write, edit or
draw for the science fiction magazines. Viewpoints will be open to, and serve as the voice of,

all readers and fans who care to make use of it. All items should be addressed to ASTONISH.
ING STORIES, Fictioneers, Inc., 210 East 43 Street, New York City.

Harry Walton Ditched the Rabbits

MAN you want to keep your eye
A on i1s genial, jovial Harry Walton.
- If you've read his current piece,
“The Man Who Didn’t Breathe’ on page
49, you’ll agree that this literary star 1s
i the ascendancy.

Short, chubby, and always cheerlul,
Mr. Walton is an erstwhile globe-trotter
who now confines his jaunts to auto treks
back and forth across the continent. Most
of his writing 1s done in New York City,
but for play he’s partial to Los Angeles.

A creature of habit, Harry Walton first
started this shuttling from one place to
another during lus early life, when he
lived in Europe. There he made his resi-
dence principally in London and Berlin,
with half a dozen other spots on the Con-
tinent thrown in from time to time.

The roots of Mr. Walton's literary ca-
reer issue from a series of courses he
took in journalism and short story writ-
ing at U.C.L.A. and San Diego State. It
was shortly after the completion of these
studies that he published his first story.
In those days he was writing under the
nom de plume of Harry Collier.

At least one time in his life Harry
Walton was engaged rather tar aheld
from literary endeavors. That was when
he was an importer of French rabbit

6

skins. However, he gave up that business
for an editorial post on POPULAR

SCIENCE MAGAZINE.

Known in the profession as a “good
egg,” Mr. Walton 1s one of the most
popular members of the Qucens (N.Y)
SFI. and has attended various science
fiction conferences and meetings.

John V. Baltadonis Is Dyed-in-the-Wool
J OHNNY BALTADONIS is the type

of fellow that seems to hang on to
science fAction forever. He's been 1n
the field for quite a long time, and 1s still
active today, although college cuts his
activities down to the bone. Johnny 1s a
tall, lanky fellow, with an easy-going na-
ture. He 1s known for publishing THE
SCIENCE FICTION COLLECTOR,
which he took over from Morris Dollens
im 1937, and for his beautiful artwork
theremn. College has all but stopped the
publication of the COILLECTOR, but
once in the while an 1ssue appears. He is
an excellent artist and hopes to see his
drawings published in a professional stf
magazine some day.
But for college, he would be the most
active fan in Philly, but even so, he 1s

still quite active.
His fan mag 1s still considered one of

(Continued on page 8)



NO MONEY DOWN

10 DAYS' TRIAL
Easy Terms—10c a day

No obligation. Send mo money. Bee before you buy
on wide-open 10 day Trial. Pay on easiest terms—
only 10c a day. You get this genuine late office
model L. C. Smith beautifully rebuilt with all
standard improvements—basket shift, standard
§4-character, 4-row keyboard, shift lock key, back
ribbon reverse, stencil cut-

spacer, 2 color ribbon,

ting device, tabulator, etc. Ball Bearing through-
out — quiet  operation. THOUSANDS PAID
$102.50 — IT'S YOURS FOR ONLY $34.85

(CASH PRICE). No risk, money back guarantee.

2 YEAR GUARANTEE

Our 2 year ironclad guarantee is your assurance of
satisfaction and long service! Our 30 years of
Fair Dealing Backs This Guarantee.

IDEAL FOR HOME OR OFFICE

This late L. C. Smith with basket shift is the ma-
chine used by schools, large corporations and busi-
ness houses the country over The perfect, all-
purpose typewriter for correspondence, office work,
billing, manifold work, etc. Has all modern im-
provements you need, stands hard service — IT'S
YOURS AT ONLY $3.00 A MONTH.

WIDE CARRIAGE MODELS

Wide carriage L. C. Smiths for government re-
ports, large office forms, billing, ete. The 14 inch
carriage takes paper 14“ wide, has 12” writing
line—only $3.00 extra with order. The 18” takes
paper 18” wide, has 16” writing line—only $5.00
extra with order. (See coupon.)

INTERNATIONAL TYPEWRITER EXCHANGE

231 West Monroe Street Dept. 1139. Chicago, Illinois

Weitle 297 Last!

or Buy on EASIEST TERMS

Buy direct from us at asbout 1/3 mfrs. orig. price and save
over $60.00! Beautifully rebuilt and unconditional 2 yr. guar-
antee. No down pay-
ment necessary — 10
day Trial. Hurry—only
897 at this pricel

SECRETARIAL
TYPEWRITER STAND

For those who have no type-
writer stand or handy place to
use a typewriter, I make this
special offer. This attractive
stand that ordinarily sells for
$4.86 can be yours with L. C.
Smith for only $3.00 extra—
pn)"able 26¢ a month. Quality
built. Just note all its con-
venient features. (See coupon.)

COMPLETE TOUCH TYPING COURSE

We give FREE with your L. C. Smith a complete 9 lesson
Home Study course of Famous Van Sant Touch Typing
system. You can now learn typing quickly and easily.

.7 OFFER FOR LIMITED TIME—SEND COUPON TODAY
Accept this wide open offer now! Send no money. Use L. C. Smith for 10
day trial in your home. Return it if you don’t think it the greatest value
you have ever seen. If you buy, pay on easiest terms—only $3.00 a month.

/” 2 yr, ironclad guarantee. Aveoid disappointment—mail
/ A/L 4y, coupon today.
0Up0~"1
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INTERNATIONAL TYPEWRITER EXCHANGE, -l
Dept. 1139. 231 W. Monroe St., Chicago, Iil.
Send me L. C. Smith (F.0.B. Chicago) for 10 days’ trial.

I will pay $3.00 per month until easy term price ($38.85) is paid.

satisfled I can retarn it express collect.

[J) 10” carriage (] (4" carriage ($3.00 extra) [J 18” carriage ($5.00 extra)

[ Check for typewriter stand ($3.00 extra, payable 250 a month). Stand sent
on receipt of first payment on L. C. Smith.

Mounted om
casters, can

finger.

If I keep it
If I am not

Name

Ago..cccce....

............................................... State.......ce0000
CAUTION—For Quick Shipment Give Ooccupation and Referen

—— —— o —— — ——— S —— — — —— — ]

OVER 200,000 SATISFIED CUSTOMERS ALL OYER THE WORLD,

[
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(Continued from page 6)

the best hectographed magazines ever
issued.

English Science Fiction Authors

GOOD percentage of the fantasy
A authors hail from England. You

probably know that John Russel
Fern is of British residence. William F.
Temple, author of “The Monster On
The Border.” which appeared in a recent
issue of SUPER SCIENCE STORIES
is a gunner in the British army. Polton
Cross, who appeared in ASTONISH-
ING'S first issue with “Chameleon
Planet,” is another, and Thornton Ayre
still another. John C. Craig, a budding
author, is a young English fan whose
first publisher’s check followed him
around from camp to camp in England
before it eventually caught up with him.
Other British authors are: Eric Frank
Russel, Maurice G. Hugi, John Beynon
Harris, W. P. Cockroft, Frank Edward
Arnold, Charnock Walsby, George C.
Wallis, G. G. Pendarves. Of course you
know that H. G. Wells, 5. Fowler
Wright, and H. Rider Haggard, fathers
of science fiction, are also English.

Fan Magazines

VOICE OF THE IMAGI-NATION,
June 1941, No. 15, published by Morojo
and 4S] at Box 6475, Met. Sta., Los An-
geles, Calif. Contains 10 pages of letters
from fandom. A glorified readers’ column.
. . . Cover of this issue by Frank R. Paul.
10c a copy . . . Published monthly.

THE SCIENCE FICTION FAN, pub-
lished monthly by Olon F. Wiggis ot
3214 Champa St., Denver, Colcorado. . .
Twenty-four pages of neat hectograph-
ing. . . . Good illustrations, but they are
not stf. . . . Articles could be improved

and made more general science fiction. . .
$1.00 a year,

FANTASY FICTION FIELD, pub-
lished weekly by Julius Unger of 1702
Dahill Road, Brooklyn, New York. . . .

Features photos of coming covers of

professional magazines, plus news of fan-
dom. ... Now being printed.

FANTASY-NEWS, the oldest weekly

now being published. . . . Four to six
pages mimeographed. . . . News of all
fandom and prodom. . . . Now celebrating
1it’s 3rd birthday. . . . Three 1ssues—10c

. . .. Wilhlam S. Sykora, P. O. Box 84,
Elmont, New York.

FANTASY TIMES, published monthly
by James V. Taurasi of 137-07—32 Ave.,
Flushing, New York. . .. Contains 6 or
more pages of news review, scoop news
and articles on stf pro mags and fandonu.
. . . Five cents a copy.

SUN SPOTS, publisher bi-monthly by
the Solar Press, at 31 Bogert Place,
Westwood, New Jersey. . . . Latest issue,
May-June 1941, a come-down {rom regu-
lar 1ssues. . . . Suggest that better format
be devised and better articles be obtained.
. . . Mimeographing is good. . . . Five
cents a copy.

FAN-ATIC, Published by Charles A.
Beling. . . . Interesting articles and 1tems,
but makeup a little confusing. .. . Would
suggest a better arranged layout and a
Iittle artwork, . . . Twenty-six pages.
Five cents per issue. . . . published bhi-
monthly at La Roche Avenue, Harring-
ton Park, New Jersey.

SPACEWAYS, fandom’s old stand-by,
published eight times a year by Harry
Warner, at 303 Bryan Place, Hagers-
town, Maryland. . . . Covers all fandom
and profield, with mteresting articles and
department. . . . Good art work and for-

mat. Twenty-six pages mimeographed
for 10c.



NO BOOKS
NO CLASSES

EARN WHILE
LEARNING

PREPARE FOR
JOBS LIKE THESE
Armature Winder

GET YOUR TRAIN/NG
NOW «.. PAY FOR
IT LATER ¢

Don'’t let lack of money hold you back. If
you are between the ages of 16 and 40, you
can get this training first and pay foritin
12 monthly payments—beginning 60days
after your training period ends. You'll
be amazed at how little money you need to
get Coyne training. If you need part-time
work to help out with living expenses while
Kou train, my employment department will
elp you find it. Lifetime em-
ploymentserviceafter you
duate. Mail coupon
or all the facts.

Elccty rical
School

Learn Without Books » 9Qr~s

Get into the fascinating, fast growing, well paid field of Electricity—
a field that offers you opportunities and a future—in good
times and bad times—a field that is a permanent necessity in
or depression. Here {s your chance to prepare yourself
¢ permanent future.

Here at Coyne, in 90 days, you can train for your Big Opportunity

ignition, wind armatures, learn power plant operation, do house and
factory wiring, etc. Coyne training {s easy to learn. You ‘“'Learn-By-
Doing'’, not by books. Not a correspondence course. You don't
need previous experience or advanced education. With this brief de-
scription of my school I want to bring out this important fact
—you don’'t need much money to get my training. I
have many plans to help the fellow who needs train-
fng but hasn't much money. Read all of this adver-
tisement — then mail coupon for all the facts.

"'rco roaring oD As‘"’-&sx"l:':oo r-.u:r

of yne, D you &s uto viation Ignition

z,,"&d";z‘{n“’mfg" oo Maintenance Electrician met

of the greatest outlays of Service Station Owner ora

electrical apparatus ever Air Conditionin

assembled, real dynamos, Electric Refrigeration :

gngines, power planta, Radio Servicing by working
,3,].5,:’" booi ! domegh and many others

everything from rbe OurE 1 B f

ot 44 0 r Employment Bureau for

by e .“I:."‘;Sﬁ graduates gives FREE life-

operation every day | time employment service.

I want to tell you my complete story—how I have hel hun-
dreds of other fellows get good-pay jobs and how I can help you.

with pictures of students at work in my shops. I want to tell
you how you can *‘Earn while learning’’ and how I give my
graduates free employment service for life. Send for my
complete story. No obligation. No salesmen will call. Mail
coupon today.

Yoresidont” COYNE ELECTRICAL SCHOOL

$S00 S. Paulina St. Dept. §81-76, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

1 500 S. Paulina St., Dept. 81-76, Chicago, Ill.

on real electrical machinery. Here you learn airplane

MAIL COUPON FOR FREE BOOK

want to send you your copy of my Big FREE Book, packed

H. C. Lewis, President,
COYNE ELECTRICAL SCHOOL

Please send me your Big FREE Book and all the facts about
Coyne and your plans to help fellows like me get ahead.
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THE “SOVEREIGN OF THE
SEAS’’ could show her stern
to any square-rigger...sailed
1478 miles in four days back
in 1853! In those days cap-
tains lashed kegs of whiskey
to quarterdecks . . . where

(\\ , M% Vel / ¢ i 25
A \ .A..A\\ A § X \ . \ . : ‘\
AN SPELL W\
A v&;‘m: %‘ oo t . ‘%‘: ,A-/.\‘

Try Rocking Chair...smooth and mellow as
the wave-rocked whiskeys

RETIRED, these old salts “rocked the
keg”—with a rocker replacing the briny forgotten mellowness of whiskeys
deep! Mr. Boston took a leaf from their “rocked in the keg"” through controlled
log! The Rocking Chair Whiskey he  agitation in his special process of blend-
brings you today was inspired by fa- ing. Get a bottle of Rocking Chair —
mous “rocked” whiskeys of yore. and port your helm for solid enjoyment!

MR.BOSTON

ROCKING CHAIR

BLENDED WHISKEY

86 Proof * 75% Grain Neutral Spirits * Ben-Burk, Inc., Boston, Masa.
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Lightning Land

By James MacCreigh

Fugitives from Space were they, CHAPTER ONE
trapped on a planet from which no
man returned. And yet somehow Moon Madness

they had to conquer the dread rid-

must enter their veins—else they

type of job. We worked together

dle of the secret elixir which soon 7 I \HORSSEN and I had the -same

must yield their identities as hu-

on one of the most important indus-
mans forever! tries there was. We were moon-cattle

11



12 ASTONISHING STORIES

hunters in a period when the acret for
which the moon-cattle were sought was
the only thing that saved the life and in-
telligence of billions of the world’s popu-
lation.

I'd volunteered for moon-cattle herd-
ing on an emotional impulse. There was
a certain poetic justice to it that fascinated
me, for I had been born a cretin, too, like
nearly a tenth of humanity. A deficiency
in the thyroid glands of my father or
mother had made me an idiot child, help-
less and useless. The gland extract, given
early and regularly, returned me to nor-
malcy.

There was no shame attached to being
a cretin in this sad year of 2240, for there
were too many such persons. But I had
the feeling of being inferior, set apart, an
intelligent human only by virtue of regular
doses of acret, the anti-cretinism extract
made from the thyroid glands of the moon-
cattle.

I didn’t make friends very well, proba-
bly for that reason. It just wasn’t possible
for me to make a friend unless the other
party went nearly twice half-way. And
since Thorssen, though not a cretin, was
much the same type of moody individual
that I was, I never got to be on really
good terms with him.

The plague of cretinism, they tell me,
was 1ncomprehensible, even to the best
scientists of all the world. The graph
showing incidence of this dreadful sick-
ness had been taking a gradual, steady
up-turn for scores of years in the past,
and nobody knew the reason why. It was
beginning to be a rarity for any family
to be without at least one person who,
without his acret, would soon have lapsed
to mumbling, drooling 1diocy.

E WERE herding the moon-
cattle in the Flatside area when

we came across it. Thorssen and
myself saw it—a squarish, angular frame-
work of metal bars.

I puess we both saw i1t at the same
time. We weren't walking very close to-
gether, since we’d had a little disagree-
ment that morning before we started out,
so we couldn’t nudge each other and point
it out. And of course we couldn’t speak
about it. Radios were strictly not to be
used. The moon-cattle might pick up the
vibrations and be frightened off. Also, we
naturally couldn’t take our helmets off
and yell through the atmospheric vacuum
to each other.

Without paying much attention to each
other, we drew near and looked it over.
I've described it to various people who
know things. Most of them say what
I'm talking about is a tesseract—a four-
dimensional cube. They also say a tesser-
act cannot exist in a three-dimensional
space, like ours. Then they explain away
the contradiction. They claim I saw a
three-dimensional representation of a four-
dimensional object, like a photograph is
a two-dimensional representation of a
three-dimensional object.

All of that doesn’t make a lot of sense
to me, but 1 don’t generally argue about
it very much. To me, the angular thing
Thorssen and I saw looked like a series
of six cubes, jointed to each other rather
oddly so that each seemed to be within
the other. No one of them seemed to en-
close any other, though.

The cubes themselves were only there
in outline. Draw-rods of a curious pink
metal—mot coppery, but more pink—
formed the corners of the cubes. That was
all that was to be seen.

Thorssen, in the excitement ot discov-
ering the strange object, tabled our little
feud for the time being. His eyes narrowed
with lively interest. He kept shifting his
glance from our “discovery” to me, won-
dering 1f I were as curious as he. He lifted
his hand, beckoming me to his side. It was
a sudden gesture and a thrill of wonder
ran through me. Taciturn Thorssen looked
excited and strangely tense!
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I hopped over—we were in light gravi-
ty, and there was no such thing as a walk.
I peered into the mazy interior, where he
pointed—and got the shock of my life.

On the moon we are accustomed to
blackness, the absence of light and color.
"There’s no air to shatter the rays of light
and let them filter into corners not direct-
ly 1lluminated.

But even the black of a moon-shadow,
which ought to be the blackest thing imagi-
nable, was a pale, luminous thing com-
pared with the mad, ebony zero of light
I saw. I should have been able to see
right through the spaces between the bars.
There was nothing solid about the frame-
work. But I couldn’t. This blackness got
in the way.

It wasn’'t even a mere absence of light
that got me. There was a frightening,
bending sensation about looking into 1it.
A dizzying knowledge of instability came
to me as I peered into it. I couldn’t look
any more. 1 backed away and glanced
at Thorssen, wondering at his reaction.
I had a lot of respect for that guy. But
this time he too was up against a tough
one. The question 1n my eyes was an-
swered with a shrug. Thorssen didn't
know any more about it than I did.

E WERE saved from wasting
a lot of time just standing there

and speculating by a sudden
crackle of static in our head-phones. We
couldn’t use them for communication, but
the receivers had been leit on to tell us
when the herders started milling the moon-
cattle around. They frightened them with
bursts of static and chased them toward
us tor the kill.

Thorssen seemed reluctant to take cov-
er. But he moved his big body fast
enough at the second spurt of static. We
scrambled to our positions and got out
our electron-rifles.

The moon-cattle are curious, great
things, larger than any earth land animal.

They reach forty feet in length, at times,
and are supernaturally vicious.

Their body chemistry is of a strange
type. Living as they do, without air, they
depend on water to furnish them with
oxygen. Water they find in tiny crevices
and subterranean ice-wells, for which they
excavate with almost human patience and
skill. The water is broken down inside
their bodies by a process resembling elec-
trolysis. Like the electric eel on Earth,
they generate electricity. Besides break-
ing down the water, they use it for com-
munication in the form of radio.

The moon-cattle can be said to smoul-
der where terrestrial animals burn. In-
stead of a direct oxidation and reduction
series of reactions to furnish power to
move their huge bodies, they ferment their
food. There are certain micro-organisms
on Ifarth operating on the same principle.
It has long been thought that such a proc-
ess couldn’t supply any creature large
enough to be visible with enough power
to live by—but the moon-cattle proved
differently.

The high, whining crackle of the moon-
calves resounded in our ear-phones. On
they came at us, great, ungainly things,
speeding over the jetty crags of the moon’s
surface on thetr long, fast-moving legs.

Thorssen raised his gun to fire. I did
the same. [ saw the soundless flare of his
electron-rifle once; then I was too ab-
sorbed in the kill. It's hard .to shoot a
moon-cow where it hurts; they’re too de-
centralized. Hunting them requires a
good aim and a knowledge of their pecu-
liar anatomy. With Thorssen it was al-
most 1nstinct.

All of a sudden the assault was over. I
hadn’t done too badly, and I scrambled
from my position feeling pretty cocky. All
that cockiness was driven from me in the
next moment. My stomach muscles tight-
ened.

Thorssen had not been content with
just inspecting the machine I had almost
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forgotten. With his hands grasping the
metal bars, he was leaning over that un-
speakable blackness!

Your reflexes get kind of mixed up
when you can’t talk or yell. I hurled my
rifle in his direction and started running
towards him, hoping to distract him from
that magnetic blackness.

Suddenly my knees gave way with pan-
ic. Like the light from a snuffed-out can-
dle, Thorssen disappeared from sight!

I was too horrified and numbed to do
much intelligent thinking. I could have
saved my own skin if I had. Hypnotized
by the unholy machine, I scrambled up to
it and clung to bars even as Thorssen had.
Whatever made me think I could succeed
where Thorssen’s steel muscles had failed,
I don’t know. I peered into that black-
ness, thinking insanely I could discover
some trace of him.

The blackness was impenetrable, and
that feeling of instability stole over me
again, only doubly strong this time. I felt
my grip on the bars melting, a horrible
dizziness set 1n. . . .

Then, like Thorssen, I was sucked into
those awiul depths!

There was a pain such as I had never
known. There was a crushing, rending
stress on my body that was sheer hell.
Stars reeled around me overhead—actu-
ally reeled, danced and swung to now posi-
tions in the sky. It was not an illusion.

Then the pain was over and 1 was
falling.

My fall was stopped with a shattering
jolt. I was lying, after a seeming century
of agony, flat on my back on some sticky,
ridged growths I took to be bushes. A cliff
wall towered beside me. There was a sky
above me, with hideous-hued clouds float-
ing 1n it.

The lunar landscape was completely
gone. The vacuum of space no longer
sucked at my exposed skin. The fiercely
bright sun was gone.,

I was on a planet!

CHAPTER TWO

Claws of Death

emotions were—it was all so sudden. I

remember being in a stuporlike daze
through which facts slowly filtered, each
a slap in the face of my reason. It was
all so incredible, so unreal, That was the
gist of my feeling. . ..

It was daylight, but not the kind of
daylight we have on Earth. A tiny sun,
the size of Jupiter as seen from Earth,
hung high in the heavens. The stars were
clearly wvisible, though slightly dimmed.
There was a twilight feeling about the
place, the eeriness of between darkness
and dawn. The landscape was lighted,
perhaps a little better than the full moon
lights Earth. Colors were visible. The
motif of this world was red—hot red of a
single, blood-like hue!

l DON’T think I can tell you what my

The wall which towered above me was
fifty feet of unscalable, red rock. The
bushes on which I lay were red, with
slight yellow and brown wvariations in
their thistly “flowers”. The ground from
which they grew was blank, red sand,
stretching off into the horizon, with only
clumps of these weird growths to reheve

its monotony. Over to my right was what
seemed to be a range of distant, low-lying

hills.

I don’t know how long it was before
I became a thinking, conscious human
again. A grim resignation had set in when
I discovered Thorssen. He was lying ten
or twenty feet from me, unmoving. He
had been rendered insensible by his own
amazing fall.

I rose to go to him and discovered why
the fall hadn’t killed us both. The act of

rising tossed me several feet into the air.
Gravity here was low, almost as low as
on the moon 1tself.

I recovered myself and stepped gingerly
over to Thorssen. I hadn’t been right
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about him and I should have guessed as
much. There were no shock-absorbing
bushes where he lay, only hard-packed
sand with a crumbly red shale, but he
wasil’t unconscious—just dazed and thor-
oughly shaken up. In addition to every-
thing else, he had the constitution of an
OX.

He was coming out of his daze. I
watched his steel-colored eyes narrow
speculatively as he sat up. An ironical
smile twisted up the corners of his mouth.
It was almost a statement: “Well, what
do you know!”

He waved away my offered hand and
got lightly to his feet. Recovering from
the leap he took involuntarily, he stood,
arms akimbo, surveying the horizon.

After a long second of thought, he
looked at me and shrugged. I did the
same, cursing the Jack of radio facilities
which prevented conversation. Not that I
thought he knew any more about our
predicament than I.

But he had an 1dea. He motioned me
to come closer and touch helmets. In that
way the vibrations would be transmitted
directly from helmet to helmet. If we
shouted we could hear each other and
compare 1otes.

I was a little too hasty in complying.
That was a mistake I almost paid for
dearly. .1 moved towards him thought-
lessly, forgetting the small gravity. My
helmet struck his with a deep bell note.
He jerked back, startled. I smiled at his
expression of alarm.

But my smile was quickly erased. I be-
came conscious of something our unex-
pected transition had kept from me before.
It was a thin, faint, but heart-stopping
hiss—the hiss of air leaking from my hel-
met !

I hope never again to repeat my state
of mind as I fumbled agonizingly around
the base of my helmet. I searched with
my fingers for the tiny pin-point of a hole
I couldn’t hope to see. It was impossible

to find it and doubly impossible to do any-
thing about stopping the leak.

But with the unexpectedness of every
good miracle, the hissing trailed off into
a soft, panting sound, then halted com-
pletely. And I was still breathing!

How could that be, I wondered. Then
I realized with a swift flash of insight that
we were on a planet now. Planets gen-
erally had some sort of atmosphere, even
low-gravity ones.

Again, if 1 had stopped to think, I
wouldn’'t have begn as hasty as I then
was. It had been proven that the planet
had air. But how much, and of what kind
—that was still undiscovered. It could
have been deadly methane or ammonia.
It’s no wonder Thorssen considered me
seven kinds of a numbskull.

I didn’t think of that till after 1’d ripped
my helmet off entirely, glad to be out of it.
And by that time I had already survived
for several seconds in air that was thin,
strangely tangy—but obviously breath-
able.

Thorssen, regarding me with a frown
my foolhardiness had earned, removed his
helmet too. In the dead silence, his short,
bitter laugh sounded unreal.

“I wonder how you've managed to stay
alive this long,” he said acidly. “You
have a positive genius for blundering stu-

pidity.”
I with humiliation. The old shame of
inferiority swept over me. Could I
never forget the brand that had plagued
me from birth? I was a cretin, wasn't I?
Without those precious doses of acret 1
would be the most pitiable and despicable
form of humanity.

I was super-sensitive on the subject. I
imagined condemnation in every act of
Thorssen’s. I almost hated him for his
perfectly functioning thyroid, his perfec-
tion in all things. With that a new dread
numbed me. Was there pity in the glance

FELT the roof of my mouth go dry
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Thorssen shot me as he stooped to the
sand? Did he realize, as suddenly as I,
that I had not long to last without acret?

Dazedly I watched him putter around
silently. I watched him scoop up some of
the pebbly sand, crumble it between his
fingers.

“Fertile ground,” he said more to him-
self than me. “I wonder why nothing but
these infernal bushes grow here. . . .”

I hated him for his callousness. How
could he ignore my terror? I was a hu-
man, wasn't I? I was entitled to a little
comfort, a little comradeship with a fate
as appalling as mine confronting me. Hat-
ing him took the edge off my despair. If
we could get back. . ..

‘Tt needs irrigation, of course,” Thors-
sen went on, straightening. “It’s drier
than yesterday’s toast.”

“Your interest may be agricultural,” I
said scathingly,”” but I want to get back.
Let’s take a look around, see what we can
do about 1t.”

Thorssen narrowed his eyes at me 1n
amused curiosity. “Take a look around
what?”’ he asked with strained good hu-
mor. ‘“Where do you suggest we start?”

The question was a poser, all right.
Standing with our backs to the cliff we
could see clear to the sharp horizon in the
inadequate light of the little sun. But
there was nothing to see but the scarlet
sands, with occastonal clumps ot the gum-
bushes. The slight hills were still to our
right.

As for the cliff—we regarded it care-
fully. Fifty feet high it was, fifty feet with
no jut or hollow for fingers to grip. In
a wavering line, but always with its ver-
tical sheerness intact, it meandered to the
horizon.

Even in this weak gravity we couldn’t
hope to reach its top. A leap mught carry
us twenty to thirty feet in the air, but that
left an 1mpregnable twenty feet more.

It was probably simultaneously that we
both spotted the curious red glow beyond

the foothills. It could have been a city,
though it scarcely resembled artificial
hight. It might have been the sun, if the
sun hadn’t been overhead. It was like the
flaming color of an Earth sunset, or a
small dose of the Aurora Borealss.

Thorssen looked at me and hesitated
for a moment.

“It’s worth investigating,” he suggested.

I said nothing, thinking that above us
lay our only avenue of escape—that there
must be some way of utilizing it betfore
it was too late, before my loathesome
birthright claimed me.

Thorssen was strangely human for a
change. “There 1s nothing we can do
here,” he said quietly. “If that is a city,
there must be intelligence behind it. With
help we can probably get back. Without
1t—" ,

He looked at me pityingly. There was
more concern for me than for his own
fate 1n that glance. I was almost grateful
for his thoughtfulness.

I had too much respect for him to con-
test his reasoning. If there was any way
of saving both of us, and me especially, it
was through following his advice.

“Let’s go then,” I said quickly. “How
long do you think it will take?”

Thorssen smiled at my impetuousness.

“I haven’t the faintest idea,”’ he told me,
“but we’ll know soon enough.”

the hills with the light behind them.

At first we rose into the air with
every step, and came down sprawling.
But our moon-trained muscles soon en-
abled us to walk more efficiently.

When I felt the first draught of the
breeze in my face, I thought 1t was only
because of our movement. I accepted it
and was glad for it. This planet, despite
the insignificance of its primary, was hot.
And our exercise made us hotter.

But suddenly the wind shifted abruptly,
fanning our backs. Its velocity mounted

SO WE stepped awkwardly toward
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until it became a gale, blowing along as
we were going, in the direction of the red
glow. In a few seconds the desert was
responding to the caress of the wind.
Whirls of sand formed and leaped about.
Stinging particles of grit commenced to
strike against our unprotected necks and
backs.

The wind now made a loud, howling
sound, uncomfortable to hear even though
it broke the eerie silence that had before
reigned over this apparently dead planet.
Over the wind’s noise, I heard Thorssen
shouting to me.

“Your helmet, stupid!” he vyelled 1m-
patiently. “Put it on—don’t close it. Just
cover your head with it. Protect your
eyes!”

I complied, and we stopped for a sec-
ond to sneeze the grit out of our noses
before proceeding.

But the gale continued to mount in -
tensity. We decided to wait it out. We
huddled as close to the cliff as we could.
sealed our helmets, and sat with our
backs against it.

Before us was a pageant well worth
watching.

Great spouts of sand were betng formed
all over the terrain. They rose, genn-lke.
in twisting columns. The noise, even fl-
tered through our lucose helmets. was
awe-inspiring. The bushes that I'd en-
countered before were everywhere being
flung about violently in the grip of the
tornados. They were tenacious, those
bushes. I saw none of them dislodged
from their clutch on the sands, however
forcefully the wind tore at them.

But I was safe enough and comtortable
enough. I had the stored air of my pres-
sure-helmet, which no sandstorm could
penetrate. My body was well protected
by the hunting-garb I wore. And the
curves of the chiff saved us from the worst
buffetings of the wind. I began even to
feel drowsy.

Everything had happened too quickly

before that for me to devote any concen-
tration on where we were and how we'd
got there. Now my fatigued brain wasn't
able to cope with the problem, and dis-
missed 1t entirely after a while. I was
thinking with great detachment, of food
and the joys of eating when I amazed
myself mildly by falling asleep while the
wind still raged. Not even the terror of
my personal problem could prevent that.
Maybe 1t was Thorssen. He stared into
that wild spectacle of wind-torn sand
tearlessly. I couldn’t help feeling glad
that he was there.

HEN I woke it was a starless.
black night and something was

pressing on my chest. I moved
and found the answer. I was completely
buried in sand. That accounted for the
complete blackness. I struggled to a sit-
ting position and found Thorssen’s hand
ready to pull me to my feet.

The windstorm over, the scene had the
saine depressing monotony as when we'd
first seen it—identically the same. It oc-
curred to e that it shouldn’t be so. The
sun shouldn’t still be directly overhead.
It indicated either a very short day, which
[ had slept through completely, and the
coincidence of awaking at the exact same
time. Or 1t indicated an impossibly long
day—almost no day at all, for I'd surely
slept for hours without any visible motion
of that hot,-small sun.

“You all nght?” Thorssen demanded.
and a little finger of fear crept into my
brair. There was no determining time
on tlus planet. Was my sluggish thyroid
showing so soon?

“Sure,” 1 said unsteadily. “A little
groggy from sleep.”

“You'll get over that,” he assured me
pleasantly. “Right now,” he went on
cheerfully, “we’ve got something inter-
esting. Look over there.”

Near the cliff some of the bushes, more
protected than their breathren m the
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open desert, had grown much larger and
had assumed wvine-like characteristics.
They clambered up the wall, very nearly
to the top.

“I'm going to try climbing that,”
Thorssen told me. “There’s a good chance
of succeeding. The stuff 1s tough.”

The grogginess disappeared completely
as I watched him. He was climbing the
vine as gently as possible, trying hard
not to dislodge 1t from 1its precarious
grip on microscopic faults in the smooth
cliffside. If he could make 1t, I could cer-
tainly. I was much lighter than Thors-
sen.

I shook myselt and unscrewed my hel-
met again. I squinted up at the sun and
then over to the lights beyond. They were
still there—not bright, but visible. T 1n-
haled the thin air, though my deepest
breath still left me unsatisfied.

However thin, the air appeared to be
all we’d get for breakfast. I inspected a
clump of the gum-bushes—not very hope-
fully. They were obviously inedible. One
quality they had, which I thought might
come in handy some time and tabulated
away in my mind. They were amazingly
strong. They were limber, like eel-grass
back on Earth, but could not be broken,
no matter how hard I pulled. I managed,
with my teeth, to break the surface of one
of them. The sticky, fluid sap beaded
out. I tasted 1t cautiously. It was almost
as tasteless as flat water. But it could,
concervably, support life for a while if
water in any other form was not forth-
coming.

I heard a cry from Thorssen and
wheeled 1n time to see him tumbling down.
He'd reached the top of the vine, found
it wasn’t high enough and tried to re-
trace his steps. But the descent was hard-
er. He'd pulled some of the growth from
the wall, falling with it. The fall was
thoroughly cushioned and only a matter

of about fifteen feet; he was safe enough
and unhurt.

He got to his feet lithely, ran his fin-
gers through a shock of thick black hair
and grinned ruefully. “There wasn’t any
harm in trying!” he laughed. He had
a funny sense of humor. Adversity always
seemed to amuse him.

I was grateful for that laugh. It took
away some of the grimness. We started
walking again in the direction of that un-
changed, red glow.

‘“Maybe we’ll have better luck along
a little farther.”

I nodded and we continued to walk
along 1n silence.

“Got any idea where we might be?” I
asked abruptly.

He shrugged without replying imme-
diately, stooped for a handful of sand and
fingered it thoughtfully.

Then he looked at me, sardonic humor
in his face.

‘““A planet, I guess,” he said taciturnly.

“I figured as much,” I said patiently.
“But what planet ?”’

The smile faded from his wide mouth.
He squinted at the sky.

“Pluto, maybe,”” he said softly. “Not
Mars, or anything nearer the sun, Proba-
bly not Pluto either. The sun’s too small.”

“One of the moons of Jupiter or Sat-
urn?”’ I suggested, conscious that we had
exchanged more words in one day than
we had in six months!

“Maybe,” he agreed, and was silent for
a moment. ‘““And maybe not,” he said
suddenly. “Maybe another star. That one
isn’t the right color. No yellow—Sol’s
trademark 1s yellow.”

“Another star! How could we be in
another system?”

“How could we be on Pluto?”’ he mut-
tered ironically. “One’s as inconceivable
as the other!”

That was true enough, I thought, as I
abstractly repeated his process of scoop-
ing up sand and fingering it. It was fri-
able, as crumbly as cheesecake, fresh and
light,
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“Well, how do you think we got here?”
I asked.

“You idiot,” he stormed, “if I knew
that, I'd know pretty damn near every-
thing !”’

It was the first time he'd really lost
his temper. Cowed, I walked beside him
silently.

‘ N JE WALKED on in those low-

gravity, flat, sailing strides for

what ought to have been a couple

of hours. The sun didn't change position

then any more than it had while we were
asleep.

Used to the long silences that accom-
panied hunting the moon-cattle, we were
occupied with our own thoughts when
our walk was suddenly interrupted.

It was just after I had had a brain
wave. If we could climb to the top of the
cliff, we might be able to see something,
either on the cliff or on the desert, from
its vantage-point. If we could dig foot-
holds into the cliff. . .

I was about to communicate this sud-
den rush of brains to the head to Thors-
sen, when the only cry of pure astonish-
ment I'd ever heard from him stopped me
in my tracks. It reminded me, a little
too late, that we hadn’t had any evidence
that this world really was sterile. It might
still harbor animal life. Maybe inimical
animmal life.

Well, it did!

Thorssen’s eyes were wide with shock
as he stared up into the sky. I looked.

Above us, soaring and wheeling, look-
ing down on us, was a living creature.
At least a thousand feet in the air it was,
but it was huge—greater than the ptero-
dactyl of Earth’s youth. It was like a
bird, but its wings were unlike anything
avian—more like the longitudinal fins of
an eel, the rmbbon-fins that extend 1n an
unbroken line from gills to tail. Its eyes
must have been wonderfully sharp, for
it saw us looking up at it, and abruptly

came plummeting down toward us!

“Duck!” I screamed. “*Down on the
ground! If that thing grabs you—1!”’

But it was too late. There was no
place to hide. No shelter for as much
as a cricket.

The thing, its featherless wings scream-
ing through the thin air, came sweeping
down in a power-dive faster than any
plane of Earth. The wonder of the thing
gripped me even as I dropped to earth.
This thin air—how could anything fly in
it ?

I found out. The thing dropped with a
shrill sound of displaced atmosphere till
it was almost on us. Then its ribbon-
wings rippled and humped as it slowed
and straightened out. It swooped down
and clutched at Thorssen with bristling
claws. I could feel those claws, almost,
in my own flesh. . . .

And it caught him. T saw him wince
as the needle sharp talons pierced skin
and flesh, and grab despairingly at the
sand as though he expected the thing to
carry him off into the sky.

But the creature was not built to lift
loads like Thorssen. It was not strong
enough to withstand a sharp blow such as
the inertia an Earth-heavy man’s body
gave 1t.

When it gripped Thorssen’s wide shoul-
der, its claws sank in and held—held too
well, held while the forearm of the crea-
ture snapped off and the bird, with a thin,
pig-like squeal of agony, plummeted into
the sand, thrown off balance by the un-
expected shock.

It must have died immediately. It was
dead, anyhow, by the time we got around
to examining it.

sen’s shoulder. It took all my
strength to pull the rigid claws
apart and out of his flesh, You’d think
it was my shoulder, the way my face
screwed up. But those claws were devil-

"‘ {'\ HE immediate concern was Thors-
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ish instruments. They were compound,
with little retractable barbs set in the claw
itself. I had to pull those barbs out
through Thorssen’s flesh.

He turned pale and a little bit grimmer.
“Go on,” he said quietly, “get them out!”

If you think it was an easy or a pleas-
ant job, try looking at a fishhook soime-
time and imagining how you would like
eight of them dragged through your skin!

We finally got through with that ordeal
though, and Thorssen himself bandaged
the bleeding, dirty mass of cuts with his
undershirt. There was no water to wash
it, no iodine to sterilize it. We had to trust
to nature.

Thorssen tied the I3st bandage and
smiled wryly. “What rotten luck,” he
grunted, and appeared to dismiss it that
lightly. He moved over to-examine the
carcass.

It was a fantastic thing. Thorssen lift-
ed it easily with his one good hand. Huge
as it was, it could not have weighed more
than a hundred pounds even on Earth.
[t came to a quarter of that on this planet
of slight pull.

We dissected it as best we could. The
best we could do, lacking all the things
we lacked, was to pull it apart with our
fingers and brute force. My primary in-
terest in the bird-thing vanished as soon
as I touched it, for it was obviously total-
ly inedible. Its flesh was so dry as to be
almost powdery.

The fall had smashed its backbone and
it had died instantly. Its body was hot to
the touch. No trace of blood could be
found. Certain parts of its body were
soggy with the sticky fluid we’d found in
the bushes before—or with something like
it. Its skeleton, though as fragile as cal-
cined bone, was very like that of ter-
restrial bird..

The most mysterious thing about it,
though, I found, was a bulge in the breast
of the thing, just below where its neck-
Jess head sat directly on its ‘“shouldess.”

I prodded it, and finally tore it out com-
pletely. It proved to be a solid, polyhedral
lump. Polyhedral, I say—it was perfectly
regular, and of an odd consistency. It was

partly transparent, prismatic.

The transparency was only on the sur-
face. Held up to the sun, it was clear at
the very edge. Then it began to deepen
rapidly into color, passing through yel-
lows, oranges and deep reds to utter black-
ness a fraction of an inch below the sur-
face.

And it was hot—hotter than the bird’s
body, which was almost too warm to be
comfortable. Nor did it lose its heat as
long as we had it. It weighed a little more
than a quarter of a pound.

“It’s a curious thing,” Thorssen said
quietly, inspecting it. “It looks machine-
made.”

He turned it in the broad palm of his
hand thoughtfully and then stuffed it into
his sweater, the arms of which he had
looped about his neck. I don’t know
whether he had any rational purpose in
keeping it. I didn’t want to leave it there
myself, but I was happy to let him carry
the thing. Later, it became very important
to us.

We set off again down the line of the
wall, Thorssen stoic about his wound. I
should have known better than to assume,
because he made no fuss about it, that ‘it
was trivial.

CHAPTER THREE

City of Emptiness

ALF an hour after we came across
steps !

“These were never made for
a human foot,” Thorssen volunteered,
after a cursory look. There was wonder
in his voice. “They’re too small, in the
first place, and they aren’t shaped right.”

They certainly weren't natural. They

were merely flat pieces of woody sub-



WINGS OF THE LIGHTNING LAND 21

stance projecting across cup-shaped, hewn
depressions in the rock. The woody sub-
stance puzzled me. I tried my belt buckle
on it, the nearest thing I had to a cutting
edge. I found I could shave off long
splinters with ease. But it was impossible
to cut against the grain, and surprisingly
hard to break.

I tested the strength of the highest one
I could reach, hanging from it. It held
firm.

“This is it,” T said happily. “We can
pull ourselves up, hand over hand. It's
a way out.”

I dropped off and let Thorssen test
them himself. He was so much heavier
than I, and it had to be good for both of
us. Without a word he chinned himself
once for luck, and began to climb. As
soon as his swinging feet cleared the level
of my head, I followed.

The climb was hot work, though brief.
Sweat trickled down my face in rivulets,

quickly evaporating in the rarefied air.
How Thorssen, with that wound in his
shoulder, managed, I’ll never know.

I heard a smothered exclamation above
me and quickly lifted myself the rest of
the way.

The top of the cliff was something I
hadn't at all expected. I stared with wide
eyes for a moment,

“It’s like a wall,” I said. “A wall that
keeps nothing out of nowhere!”

Thorssen nodded silently. His brows
drew together, though. It was becoming
increasingly clear that there was some
manner of intelligent life on this planet.
First the apparently manufactured steps,
then this obviously artificial wall. But
where was this life?

“If intelligence constructed this wall,”
Thorssen speculated, “it was obviously to
keep out enemies, enemies such as the vi-
cious creature that attacked us—"

A far-fetched comparison came to me

“I wish he were a well-groomed lad—
He really ought to read this ad!
It says for comfort, thrift and speed
These Thin Gillettes are what men need!”

Save Extra Money! Get The Big New Ecomomy Package, 12 For 27¢
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of the Earth eagle stealing glittering ob-
jects. Could this bird-thing have stolen
the object Thorssen carried in his sweat-
er? It was almost evidence of civilization.

I mentioned as much to him and he
shrugged. “I am almost certain the bird
had an intelligence of its own. If it stole
the polyhedral object it was for a pur-
pose.”’

It was interesting to speculate, but it
got us nowhere. We gazed down the nar-
row, perfectly flat, perfectly even ribbon
of rock. It stretched into infinity in either
direction. The other side of the wall was
just like the side we had come from—
Sand and bushes.

“Well, what now ?”’ My voice must have
sounded very tired. I felt that way. There
seemed nothing to hope for—no way of
returning, ever, to Earth, with its beauti-
ful, rich, thick air, with its gravity that
held you snugly to the ground. With,
most especially, its millions and billions of
people, and cities and animals and trees,
and acretin—

“We'll keeﬁ on,” Thorssen decided, and
I heard his words through a miasma of
despair. “It will be easier walking up
here. It’s a flat, solid surface.”

Thirst was becoming a problem with
me. It became harder to breathe, with
my throat clogging up stickily. I began
to remember with longing the nice, cold,
viscid sap from those gum-bushes. I de-
cided to put the problem to Thorssen.

“Thorssen—""

He looked around at me. I saw his face
relax as from a strain.

“What ?"”

“I’'m thirsty.”

There was sour amusement in his voice.
“So am 1.”

“I'm hungry too,” I went on deter-
minedly. “Do you have any ideas?"”

He shrugged and looked ahead once
more. He picked his steps with care. We
were now 1n a narrower spot.

““No,” he replied thoughtfully, “I've

been thinking about it. We’ll have to
keep going—"

“There was a sort of sap in those
weeds,” I said. “Not very good maybe,
but it must have had water in it.”

“Forget it. I tried it. It burned my
mouth off.”

I loosened my collar and rubbed the
back of my neck. It was stinging, hot to
the touch—why?

Thorssen’s neck supplied the answer.
I saw him rub it as I had rubbed mine. It
was red and beginning to blister—sun-
burn!

I told him.

“From what?"” he said, staring without
troubling to narrow his eyes at the tiny
luminary above. .

“It must be,” I said. “There is no
other sun.”

“It’s impossible,” Thorsen snapped,
and I watched his eyes narrow on that red
glow 1n the distance. All the same, maybe
because he had come to a conclusion about
that glow, he protected his neck from the
sun with his sweater. He put the poly-
hedral object in his helmet and slung it
from his waist.

We continued for about ten miles over
the wall. The territory was unchanged
on either side of us—only ahead of us the
little range of hills drew imperceptibly
nearer. The mystery of the ruddy glow
behind them remained unselved.

The hunger and thirst I felt had grown
and grown until now it was all of my
existence. | would have given my soul
for food, but I would have given my
chances of ever eating again for a small
whisky glass of water.

I was almost dead on my feet, I didn't

3

have a thought to spare for anything else.

I was so absorbed in myself and my
thirst, it was only when I caught myself,
actually lifting my. foot to step over his
prostrate body that I really noticed Thors-
sen. He had been walking about twenty
feat ahead of me, and had, without warn-
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ing, fallen to the ground, where he lay
unmoving.

I sank to my knees beside him, shook
myself out of my stupor. The wound
was horribly inflamed. He was alive, but
his pulse was faint, his breathing heavy.
In his sleep he winced as ] touched the
bandages. I had an idea then of what
he must have gone through, and a surge
of wild admiration for him went through
me.

Waking him would have done no good
—rest was the only curative I had to of-
fer. So I sat down beside him and ab-
ruptly dropped off myself into a horrid
black sleep.

HEN I awoke I looked around
twice to make sure. But my first

impression was right—Thorssen
had utterly disappeared! Nothing but
Thorssen had disappeared. The sweater
I had loosened from him was still where
I'd dropped it. His helmet with the poly-
hedral object still lay on the red stone
of the wall-top.

It was as if he had risen deliriously and
staggered off in a semi-coma. I looked
over the sides of the wall—both sides. He
hadn’t fallen. In either direction along the
wall itself there was no sign of him. I was
alone, totally alone.

Lack of water and food had cost too
much for sleep to restore. Mental and
physical agony descended with equal force,
and in a daze, clutching Thorssen’s hel-
met and sweater, I continued 1n the same
direction we had been traveling. With-
out the strength of dauntless Thorssen to
buoy me up, the horror of what had be-
fallen us doubled in intensity.

I walked for several hours. The little
hills were close, when finally I decided

I could walk no longer. I tottered to the

edge of the wall and peered weakly over.
The enticing red gum-bushes held out
their promises of the cooling, drinkable
sap they contained. I might have disre-

garded Thorssen’s warning about them, if
had it not been for something new.

In the utter silence, now that my scuff-
ling foot falls on smooth rock had ceased,
were only two sounds. One, irregular and
recognizable, was the soft whispering of
the wind on the red sands.

The other was a low murmuring that
I had heard before. It had been occurring
all along. I remembered now that I had
heard it every time I consciously devoted
my mind to listeming. I had dismissed it
each time; it was that faint. Even on a
planet where absolute silence was the
norm, and any variation was worthy of
immediate and complete attention, this
sound had been faint enough to be dis-
missed.

Now 1t was louder, appreciably louder,
and it sounded to my willing ears like
runmng water!

It didn’t occur to me that my sensory
equipment would have been willing to in-
terpret anything as what it wanted most
of all to hear. But it did occur to me that
there was an odd note to that murmur.
It could be running water, but there was
something—something wrong.

I began moving again, faster this time,
with a purpose. And I thought I saw the
place the sound was coming from. Up
ahead, where the wall broadened more
than ever hefore, it rose to a slight crater.

It wasn’t very hard for me to convince
myself that that crater was a well.

Maybe it was, But when I got to it,
not even my willing brain could convince
me that the liquid flowing below was
water.

There was some sort of liqguid torrent-
ing along in the depths of the crater. I
could hear it perfectly. Though it was
utterly dark down there, I could see the
glint of the dim sun reflected from it. But
the sound was niore of a sustained metal-
lic clinking than that of tinkling, bub-
bling fountains, =~

And an aq'ld chemical aroma came
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from that hellish river or whatever it was.

My first thought had been to dive right
into the water. Now I became more pru-
dent. I loosened my helmet, retaining
Thorssen’s and the polyhedron, and
dropped it.

The hquid was about a hundred feet
below. And the splash made by the fall-
ing helmet was not that of water.

But still I did not want to give up. Nor
did I have to. A search soon showed me
another of the ladder-like affairs cut di-
rectly into the wall of the well. Without
pausing to ask why or wherefore, | eased
myself down onto the first rung and
swung down.

4 I \ HE river was definitely not water.
It was molten metal—a metal I
didn’t recognize. Though molten, 1t

was cool enough for me to touch without

discomiort.

I know of a couple of metals that act
like that—with fusing points low enough
to be tolerable to humans., There’s woods-
metal for one, and there’s potassium. But
this didn’t seem to be either of them. 1
had no idea what it might be. And I didn’t
care much. I wasn’t physically able to
care much about anything,

There was a faint exhalation given off
by that stream, a thin chemical reek that
added to my killing thirst. My throat was
drier than the flesh of that bird-thing
Thorssen and I had killed. Thorssen—he
was a shadowy outline in my privation-
maddened thoughts. With him there had
been some sense of security. . . .

It was darker than the holes of hell
in that little pit with the noisy river
running close beside. But I could see
faintly the mark of a small hewn pathway
beside the stream. Tottering groggily, 1
stepped out along it, determined to follow
it wherever it led.

After I don’t know how many hours
and miles, there was an abrupt turning
.in the river’s course, I found hot, white

light shining ahead. 1 called on a re-
serve of strength that surely couldn’t have
belonged to me, and hastened to see what
caused the light. T reached the end of the
tunnel, where the accompanying river
splashed metallically down a brief falls,
and stood petrified in sheer astonishment.

Before me was a huge lake of the metal-
lic liquid, surrounded by a profusion of
splashing fountains, not metal, this time,
but real water! There were trees and
plants of a hundred ornamental shapes.
It was not only beautifully landscaped,
but well kept.

On the other side of the dozen-acre lake
was a city, a city unlike anything on
Earth, reminiscent, somehow, of.ancient
New York and other cities of the past
whose towers clutched at the sky. The
mountainous moon’s horizon would have
showed the same tracery of elevations and
depressions that this city’s skyline re-
vealed. But where the moon’s markings
were the result of cataclysmic chance, this
city’s jaggedness was planned.

Behind me were the mountains, I'd
passed under them while following the
stream. And ahead, beyond the city, that
same red light shone with multiplied
brilliance.

I had enough sense not to drink the
water that was in those delightful foun-
tains with too great haste. I took it in
sips, slow deep sips. And I rested by the
side of the fountains. Before I got up I
had drunk enough water to hold me for
another day at least.

That light puzzled me, now that I was
in condition to be puzzled again. _It could
not be the lights of the city, as Thorssen
and I had believed. Here was the city,
and the light came from still farther away,
from behind the city and with an intensity
that was inconceivable,

I stretched out by the side of the foun-
tains and planned a campaign. There were
three things I had to do—find food, find
Thorssen, find a way to get home.
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Food I might likely find growing from
one of the bushes or trees. Thorssen and
the way home were more difficult. But a
city meant people—well, intelligent crea-
tures at least. Within the city I might
find help.

After a few minutes of this thought, I
slept again. For how many hours, I can
not tell. The tiny sun was still motion-
less overhead. Time had almost stood
stil. Time that was so precious for me.
No, I had not forgotten that—the curse
that dogged me and so many of my fellow
humans.

all I could find that seemed edible.

I swallowed a dozen or so of them
with their paper-thin shells. They were
four or five inches long and half as broad.
I tucked as many as would fit in Thors-
sen’s helmet, along with the polyhedral
thing, and made off toward the city.

The astounding thing about the city, I
found, once inside it, was its emptiness—
“that and the fact that it seemed unfinished,
incomplete.

The buildings, some of which must
have been close to a thousand feet in height
above the depressed floor of the valley,
were constructed in vari-colored rocks.
Not one of them contained a single win-
dow. Some were incomplete, showing how
they had been built. It seemed that a
synthetic substance had been poured into
flat vertical molds, and cast on the spot.
Within these partly completed buildings,
one of which I was able to enter through
a gap in the side, there seemed to be no
interior walls,

The building was a jagged shell, stretch-
ing emptily to the sky. This incomplete
one was roofless.

The completed buildings had doors,
rather large doors. But they were secure-
ly locked by some means I could not de-
termine.

I wandered along streets paved with

a. SICKENINGLY sweet nut was

shifting colors. I would be standing on a
section of purest blue. I would walk and
within a dozen yards the blue would im-
perceptibly: have become purple. A bit
farther on the purple would fade into red,

and the red into orange.

It was a gorgeous view but not inspir-
ing. For it robbed me, through its empti-
ness, of my hope for friendly aid.

The buildings seemed to be higher in
the center of the city. I walked that way,
my footfalls sounding awesomely loud in
the utter silence of these great cathedrals
of emptiness.

CHAPTER FOUR
The Lightning Strikes

IKE all persons suffering from a
physical defect, I knew everything

there was to know on the subject
of cretinism. In front of one of those
magnificent shells, I felt the dizzying
impact of head-splitting ache, and my blood
turned to water. I recognized the mark,
It was the beginming of atavism.

Never was I so totally alone, so com-
pletely struck by the hopelessness of my
position. Thorssen, marooned on this al-
ien world, could reconcile himself to the
prospect of living on it forever, It would
not have been the idea existence, but 1t
would have been life. ¥or me there was
nothing like that. Either I got back to
Earth soon—or I descended to the level
of a moron.

Death was preferable. Over and over
again I cursed the horror that plagued
so many men and women of Earth. Ours
was a horrible existence. For all our seem-
ing normalcy, there were so many stric-
tures. We were deplored and pitied. We
were shipped away from home to far-oft
places in ever increasing numbers. We
were discouraged from marriage and for-
bidden childten. We were shunned and
feared. ., -
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Yes, death was preferable. It came to
me with cold clearness that I would have
to decide soon. How many hours or days
had I before I became a cretin? I felt well
enough, of course. There was no percep-
tible dimming of my intellectual faculties.
It seemed to me that I could reason as
well as ever, that I was still human and
a bit above the average. But it would
seem that way. I would never be able
to mark the transition,

Was I already on the way to drooling,
horrid idiocy? Was my sense of well-
being the mark of a mind that had aban-
doned reason?

Not likely. -Facts bore me out. With
close figuring I reckoned I had about three
days to go before I began to revert. Three
days! Perhaps I could do it. Perhaps
I could find how I had got here, and how
I could reverse the process and get home

again in three days. If I couldn't, I would
kill myself.

I started to walk again, immersed in
this morbidity. Suddenly my feet slid
from under e, slipped on something, and
I fell to the ground. On arising, I discov-
ered a dark red, damp smear on my hand.
It was blood!

And I discovered a trail of blood, a
few drops at spaces of three or four yards,
leading away before me. It was human
blood, red and rich. Thorssen! My head
cleared for the first time in hours. There
was hope. With him there was always
hope.

There seemed to be a clear deduction.
Thorssen had come along here and sud-
denly begun to bleed. Perhaps he had been
engaged in violent physical struggle with
an unknown adversary who was also now
gone. Or perhaps the old wound had
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opened. In any case, I followed the blood
drops with new courage. My hatred for
him, a protective feeling because I feared
him so greatly, melted. Thorssen! But
where was he and how would I find him?

FOLLOWED the trail, all right. But
while I didn’t find him, I did find
something interesting—an open door.
The door was in a small but somewhat
imposing, squat building, set a bit apart
from the others, in the middle of a stretch
of pure white paving.
I entered and found myself in a huge,
low-ceilinged hall. A chill breeze followed
me through the door. I drew my clothing

tighter about me and gazed around.

Nothing of much interest was visible.
It was a bare hall without ornamentation
of furniture. Only at one side there was
a ramp, climbing through a gap in the
ceiling to a higher floor.

The trail of blood went that way. So
did I.

The second floor of this building was
also the top floor. The walls here were
set with floor-to-ceiling slabs of trans-
parent substance. It was an observatory
of sorts.

In the center of the room was a pyram-
idal bank of studs, levers, pointers, and
other less easily identifiable things. Clearly
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thismust have been a control roomof sorts.

I approached the controls and circled
them speculatively. The whole affair
looked like some modernistic form of a
Christmas tree, of which the gadgets were
the ornaments. It was about that shape
and a little taller than me. The purpose of
the controls, if they were controls, was,
of course, beyond me.

It was distinctly cold in the room. I be-
gan to realize that, ever since I'd left the
direct light of the small but potent sun,
I had felt chill.

A low bench-like affair ran the pe-
riphery of the room. I seated myself on it
and considered the situation. One amaz-
ing thing that escaped my notice before
now came to me. There was no conceiv-
able way out but the way I'd come in. Nor
could I have been following a double
trail, for I'd watched for that. Thorssen
had come into this room and never gone
out of it. If my sense of humor had been
operating, I would have been tired of the
way he had of disappearing into thin air
every so often.

Except for the pyramidal array of gad-
gets, the room was stark bare. If Thors-
sen were still in this room, there was only
one place he could be. That was in the
pyramid.

I examined it more carefully. It seemed
to be all of one piece, but there was a
curious handle-shaped affair down at the
bottom that seemed to have no relation to
the rest of the controls. I yanked on 1t
boldly and a panel slid open.

Yes, Thorssen was there. But he was
a sick man, conscious enough to recognize
me, but drawn and haggard. His princi-
pal need, 1t was evident, was air., He came
out of .that small, wire-crammed closet
gasping. It was all I could do to support
him to the bench. But I did more than
my best. The condition of his make-shift
bandage convinced me he had been
through hell.

He rallied swiftly and smiled at the

expression of concern on my face. It was
almost impertinent that I should be sup-
porting him, ministering to his needs. I
felt that old wave of inferiority sweep over
me. [ edgeﬁ farther off so that he would
not feel the need to thank me too pro-
fusely.

He watched though, curiously per-
turbed. It must have embarrassed him
to have me so humble. It may have been
what he disliked so about me, my cring-
ing deference.

“Don’t do that!” he said sharply, and
I flushed stupidly.

I covered my confusion with words. I
wanted to know what had happened, but
he wouldn’t say until I had told him my
story.

HE wound of the bird-thing had
given himm more pain by far than

I'd realized, he said. But there was
nothing to be gained by complaining. We
were working against time,

He had endured that for my sake!

He’d awakened while I slept on the red,
rock wall. Half crazy with agony, lack
of food and water, he’d walked away. It
was a delirtum. He remembered nothing
of his walk. He came back to conscious-
ness to find himself sprawled on the brink
of one of the fountains which surrounded
the lake. Apparently he had followed the
same route I had.

He drank and ate just as I had done,
then entered the city.

“Then I got into a little trouble,” he
said. “I found a door that would open,
and I went into one of the buildings. It was
pretty much like this one inside, with
very little furniture. But it seemed a kind
of barracks. There were cot-like affairs,
hundreds of them, scattered all over the
upper floors. And one of the cots was i1n
use.”

“The thing that was sleeping in it didn’t
look even vaguely human. It had arms and
legs, but it needed a head to be complete.
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It had none. As far as I can tell, it’s
deaf, blind and only God knows how it
eats. It had a couple of rows of short
diagonal slits in its sides which opened
and closed regularly as it lay there. I
guess it breathed through them.”

I leaned forward, fascinated. “Were
they living organisms, or machines?”

Thorssen smiled grimly. “It’s hard to
say. They have intelligence all right, but
nothing that could have constructed this
city. Will you let me get on?”

I shut up meekly.

Thorssen took a breath. “Well, I woke
it up. Not intentionally, mind you. I got
too close to it. Somehow, it sensed some-
one was there. And it woke up mad.

“This wasn’t any f{ragile creature,
either,” he went on. “It wasn’t like the
monster who gave me this souvenir.” He
patted his healing shoulder. “It was as
dense and as strong as we. Probably a lot
stronger.

“Anyway, it grabbed at me with power-
ful-looking bony claws. But I dodged back
in time and it missed. Then I ran—fast.

“It followed me, and that thing could
run! But with pretty constant dodging,
and taking advantage of the fact that it
could neither see nor hear, I managed to
keep out of its reach. How the devil it
kept on my trail, I don’t know. Maybe it
was sensitive to the heat of my body—or
maybe it smelled me.

“Well, it finally caught up with me. We

had a big tussle, and that scratch on my
shoulder opened up again. It didn’t get
its claws into my flesh. Strangely, it
didn’t seem to want to hurt me, just cap-
ture me. But I was in no mood for
guessing games. So when it got its claw
hooked in a piece of my bandage, I let it
rip and ran like hell! I covered a good
eighth of a mile before I even stopped and
looked around. It had discarded the piece
of bandage and was nosing around, try-
ing to figure where I'd gone. Then I heard
a deep noise, like a factory whistle. A cou-
ple of seconds later another one just like
it came racing along the side streets. It
turned into the street I was on not more
than a dozen feet from me. I don’t know
whether it didn’t know I was there, or
just hadn’t been told to look for me yet.
A couple of others came loping along from
other directions. Then the whole gang of
them started coming after me!

“They were moving a little slower this
time. I guess they were following the
blood I was dripping. I didn’t wait to
find out. Then I found this place and ran
in. The door was standing open to this
pyramid affair and it was as good a cub-
by-hole as any. I got in and pulled it
shut.

“But I found I couldn’t open it from
the inside either. I was good and stuck!
The door was so perfectly fitted that T was
just out of luck as far as air was con-
cerned—none came in.”
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““And then,” T said huskily, “I stum-
bled along.” ,

“And saved my life. I can’t say
thanks.”

He put out his hand and I felt it close
over mine with a grip that made me wince.

“Here’s your sweater, Thorssen,” 1
said. “You can use it.”

I turned away and looked again into
the little cubby-hole where Thorssen had
so long been secreted. There was barely
space for him, with his broad, powerful
body, to crouch. Certainly he could neither
stand nor lie down. I admired, no I nearly
worshipped his stamina and resilience.

described had gone away long be-
fore I came. Where they’'d gone
we didn’t know. We didn’t stop to en-
quire. Thorssen had a hunch that they
were directed by a greater intelligence.
And we were in search of that intelligence.

But we should have exercised greater
caution. We’'d gone only a short distance
when I heard that deep-throated hoot
Thorssen had described. We whirled and
saw, close behind us, one of the creatures.

It was coming at us cautiously, evi-
dently waiting for reinforcements. It was
a tall thing—Thorssen hadn’t mentioned
that, but he should have, for the creature
was huge. It was a deep gold in color,
almost bronze, with the lips of the open-
ings in its side a contrasting livid green.
It was horribly beautiful, but I had no
eye for its beauty. Together Thorssen
and T swiveled around again and ran for
our lives.

You can really run in a low gravity,
once you get the hang of it, and Thorssen
and I had the knack of it down pat. Thors-
sen’s wound seemed to be bothering him
again, or maybe it was just consideration
that kept his speed down to mine. In spite

T HE headless things Thorssen had

of it we must have made better than thirty

miles an hour.
The group of things behind us—there

must have been a dozen of them by now
—paced us evenly. They seemed to have
reserve power in their long, sailing strides,
but they didn't make use of it. Could 1t
be they were merely waiting to tire us
out, so we would be easier prey?

I thought so. But I didn’t know what
we could do about it. And so we con-
tinued to run with the things pursuing us.

Thorssen, beside me, suddenly grabbed
my arm. “We'd better face it,”” he said
hoarsely. “We'll never out-distance those
creatures! We've still got some strength
left and it’s better than collapsing in their
path.”

We both halted and faced the oncoming
monstrosities.

Thorssen’s grip on my arm tightened,
but the expected battle never materialized.
The monstrosities halted too and stood in
silent conference for a moment, Then they
moved forward. As we tensed for the
struggle, their ranks divided. They split
into two groups and encircled us.

We stood that way for several moments
without saying a word and without a mo-
tion or sound from the headless ones.
Then we heard a stir of motion behind
us, and saw that those who had passed
us were closing in on us. We backed
away from them.

It was incredible! The whole circle
moved too, at a slow walk. Still encir-
cling us, keeping the circle perfect, they
walked on. We walked too, inside the
circle, back the way we had come. Thors-
sen and I stared into each other’s eyes
for a long second. Then Thorssen
shrugged and his steel-colored glance
seemed vaguely amused. It was incom-
prehensible to both of us—and funny. We
continued our walk without words.

HE headless ones herded us back

I to their little squat building and up
the ramp to the second floor. They
would not follow up, but ranged them-

selves around the lower hall in attitudes
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which seemed curiously expectant. There
were a dozen additions to the group and
more came in as we watched from above.

Thorssen studied them, an odd, specu-
lative light in his eyes.

“They’re waiting for us to do some-
thing1” he said softly. ‘“Heaven knows
what 1t is, but they’ll stay there until we
do it.”

The silence drew in on me and I shiv-
ered with cold. Thorssen, naked to the
waist, the sweater wound over the shred
of his bandage, didn’t seem to feel the cold.
It puzzled me. I was freezing and couldn’t
ignore it so easily.

Or was it cold?

My hand trembled -as it rose to my
scalp. I hardly dared touch my hair, I
feared there would be full confirmation
there. . . .

And there was!

My blood congealed with terror. I had
miscalculated. My hair was coarse and
dry; the hair-line had crept lower, almost
to the brows and well past the ears. It
had been difficult for me to speak, I re-
membered. I had attributed it to thirst,
but it wasn’t thirst.

My skin was cold. My hair was thick
and brittle, My tongue was numbing, had
swollen and become ridged. I ground my
teeth in helpless, angry horror, and the
horror was increased as I felt how loose
they were in my gumes.

Every symptom was beginning to be
present. My acret treatment long overdue,
I was becoming a cretin! And Thorssen
had known, had seen! Yet he was silent,
keeping me in ignorance, What was there
to do? I couldn’t hate him. I only wished
to die.

Was there any hope for me? In this
new and virulent form of the sickness that
was as old as humanity, the physical
changes preceeded the intellectual by a
few hours, no more. I had perhaps half
a day left of adult ability. At the end of
that time I would be worthless to anyone.

I would be a ghastly, crawling, stupid
horror.

Would Thorssen help, could his stom-
ach stand the sight of me until we had
found the way out of this mess we were
in? I looked at him in helpless wonder.
He probably would. There was a lot 1
had learned about Thorssen—a lot. But
even if he found a way out, would it be
such that he could take me with him?

Wasn’t it better to die before that hap-
pened? To be left like an ape on this arid,
terrible planet was a far worst fate.

The numerical value of pi is 3.14159,
I told myself silently. Light travels at the
speed of 186,000 miles per second. A loga-
rithwn 1s that power of a number which
gives tem as a result. You know these
things now. As long as you remember and
understand them you are all right. When
it becomes hard to remember them, you
are going. Thenm you have to kill your-
self. But until you begin to forget, you
still have a chance.

“T’'ve got it!” Thorssen interrupted me
with suppressed excitement. “The dif-
ference between them and us—there’s
something we can do that they can’t do.
What 1s 1t?”

I braced myself and dismissed my plan
for suicide for the time being. Thorssen
must never suspect the promise 1 had
made myself. He would never allow 1t. I
had to act.

“1 don’t know,” I said. “What?"

“We can see,” he said patiently. “They
can’t ! Therefore, they want us to do some-
thing that requires vision. It’s up to us to .
find out what that something is.”

‘“More likely they want us to stay where
we are until they get around to us,” I ob-
jected. “How do you know we’re not be-
ing kept for sacrifice, or for eating? How.
do vou know that they’re not intelligent ?”’

“I den’t know anything about them
specifically,’”. Thorssen said swiftly. “All
I know is that intelligence is responsible
for this high form of civilization, that in-



32 ASTONISHING STORIES

telligence guided them in the ingenious
way they brought us here. Whether that
intelligence 1s within them or comes from
another source, I cannot say.”

There was logic in that. “Well what
do they want?” I cried irritably.

“Whatever they want,” he said, his
grey eyes fixed speculatively on the con-
trol board, “it’s up here. And the only
thing up here is that pyramidal control
board. Suppose we see if we can make
it tick?”

r I NHE dials and levels and pointers
meant no more to Thorssen, super-
ficially, than they did to me. It’s

not possible to take one look at a com-

pletely unknown piece of machinery and
say what it is and how to work it,

But Thorssen is an electrician by hobby
and managed to solve a few problems of
the control board. ‘“I've located the pow-
er leads,” he said. “I don’t know what
they’re hooked up to, but there’s juice
in them, There’s a pattern all set up on
the control board. I don’t know what
would be happening if it were functioning,
but I know that it’s supposed to be func-
tioning now. Only there’s a fault some-
where keeping it from delivering. It seems
to me we’re expected to find. that fault
and fix it!”

He dove back into the closet in which
he had spent stifling hours.

After a while he announced, “Looks
like this rod isn’t making contact.”

The people who'd built this control
board used inflexible rods instead of wires.
Just as efficient, of course, and more dura-
ble, providing you belonged to a race of
super-mechanics who knew just exactly
what connection they wanted to make
where long before they made it. Thors-
sen puttered a while longer, as I sat
repeating my formula to myself. Yes, I
was still of normal intellect. My memory
hadn’t gone yet.

Thorssen came out of the closet groan-

ing, “If T had some tools, I might know
what I'm doing. I might even be alile to
do what I’'m supposed to be doing.”

“How does it look?”’ T asked, conscious
of the thickening in my speech. It was like
waiting for a poison to take effect.

He considered. “Not too bad,” he said
finally. “But that power rod is sprung.
Lord knows what happened to it, but it’s
bent a little and doesn’t make contact at
the end. If you lean on the middle of it
and straighten it out, it works—I guess.”

“Why don’t you try 1it?”’ I asked impa-
tiently. How many hours of sanity could
I have left?

He shrugged. “Because I'd have to
leave the master-switch on. And this
board is rigged oddly. I don’t mean only
that it’s totally different from anything
I ever dreamed of in my whole life. But
even for a board out of a nightmare, there
are some funny bugs in this one. That
switch—" He pointed to a silvery medal-
lion, ridged so that a nearly human hand
could grasp and turn it “—is the master
switch, the one that activates the whole
board. At least, it’s cut in on every power
lead I've been able to trace.”

“Then turn it on and fix up the bar,”
I suggested, probably apathetically, I
was more interested in the recurrence of
that splitting headache which came and
went in tides of nausea. I tried to re-
member back to my infancy. Was that a
part of cretinism? If it was, I wanted
to die, for I couldn’t bear the mere idea
of enduring that pain for long.

Thorssen was saying something. He
was shaping words with his firm, wide
lips. “I can’t do that. I tried it, and it
won't work. I think the only chance for
us to hold down the rod is for one of us
to hold it down while the other works the
switch. If you turn .on the switch while
a part of the board isn’t functioning, it
seems to have no effect. A sort of auto-

matic cut-off.”
That was all T heard. Then the sickness
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of my headache came rushing in on me,
with a high keening sound that I could
hear in my ears. The pain was blinding.
I' stood perfectly still, waiting for it to
subside. The numerical value of pi is three
point one four one nine fi—no! Five nine.
Be careful! Light travels at the speed
of—

My vision began to clear again and I
could see Thorssen. He seemed to be
angry with me. He wanted me to come
over to him. I walked carefully to his
side and stood peering up into his face.
Thorssen was tall and wide and strong.
I hated him to see me this way. I wanted
to cover my face with my hands. I wanted
to die. I was horrible.

Thorssen was angry with me. He put
my hand on the little bright thing and
turned it. I understood immediately what
he wanted me to do, and I also turned it.
Maybe I turned it too hard. It came off in
my hand.

I thought that would make Thorssen
angry with me, but it didn't. He started
to shout, but he stopped and stood look-
ing at the silver thing and at me, a little
puzzled, a little angry. Then he put the
silver thing back where it had been. There
was a nice hole under where the silver
thing had been, a hole that looked like
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that thing we had found would fit in it—
that thing we had gotten from the bird
that attacked us. I would have tried to
fit it in but Thorssen had already put the
silvery thing back on.

Thorssen made me get down on my
hands and knees and go into the little
closet where he had hidden. He put a
helmet in my hands and pushed them
against the rod. The helmet kept my hand
from touching the rod, but it was my hand
pushing it just the same.

Suddenly, the pain pushed back into
my head, clearing it slightly. Have I gone
yet? 1 wondered. Am I a cretin? The
numerical value of pi is three point one
eighty siv thousand miles per logarithm.
Is the power of ten which makes . . . .

That was wrong, I knew., As soon as I
started forgetting, I had to do something
—kill myself.

I had to kill myself. How?

I was still holding the helmet against
the rod. I had to. The helmet protected
me, insulated me from a shock.

The shock would kill me.

Thorssen wanted me to keep pressing
the rod. I did not want to disappoint
Thorssen. I carefully pressed on the rod
all the time. My left hand was on the hel-.
met. My right hand reached up and
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touched the charged rod. A jolt of livid
green flame lighted my way to darkness.

WAS in a rocket-plane where the
pilot was doing stunts. Zipp would go
the rocket-jets and we would zoom up.
Then we would straighten out, glide down,
and zipp would go the jets again.

I opened my eyes. Thorssen was carry-
ing me, striding dexterously along that
incredible wall that had marked the begin-
ning of our adventures here. Leaping
agily ahead of us was one of the headless
ones.

I shut my eyes tightly, remembering.
Despite everything, Thorssen had kept
faith with me. Wretched wreck of hu-
manify that I was, he had saved me. . .
But was I?

My mind was clear, clearer than 1t had
been since I could remember. The split-
ting ache was completely gone. My body
was strangely relaxed, vital. I felt won-
derful. I wasn’t a cretin! But why not?

In fact, why wasn’t I dead? I had com-
mitted suicide, hadn’t I?

I opened my eyes wide and stared at
Thorssen. |

I moved a little and he stopped 1nstant-
ly, smiled down at me. There was some-
thing about his smile that dazed me.

“Martha,” he said gently, “there’s
nothing to be afraid of—not now, with
what you have ahead of you.”

But I was frightened now. There was
something to be frightened about, some-
thing changed. He was not looking at
me as if I were a pitiable creature of a
shunned race. I saw myself as a woman
in his eyes, the woman I had never been

¥
for him before.

I struggled to be put down. The instant
I touched the red rock wall, I felt the
difference. I was changed! 1 was long-
limbed and slim with a new grace. Shaki-
ly, I touched my hair. It was luxuriant
and silken. My skin was clear and smooth.
Wordlessly he handed me a highly pol-

ished bit of metal he used for shaving.

The face was almost a mockery, it was
so different. All my features were re-
fined to the point of sheer exquisiteness.
My eyes were wide, clear and a fright-
ened green. My hair, dull before and
lank, was a glory of shimmering gold-red.
The trembling lips reflected were red and
soft—vibrantly young. I was beautiful,
more beautiful than any woman I had ever
seen and envied.

The miarror fell with a clatter from my
nerveless hand. I stared at Thorssen. He
lifted my face with his hand.

“Do you believe me now?” he said
softly. “You have the universe in the
palm of your hand!”

‘“But how did it happen?” I cried.

He tucked my hand under his arm, “I’ll
tell you as we go along. We have to hurry.
We have a time limit. But we're going
home.”

"-["\ HE tesseract we came to was like

the one we had seen on the moon.

“But why wasn't it visible be-
fore?” I demanded.

“It was operating from the moon to this
planet then. It is only visible when it’s op-
erating at the source for exit. That’s why
there’s a time limit on us. Only so much
atmosphere can be allowed to blow
through. We were sucked from the moon,”
he went on smilingly. “We are going to
get blown back.”

It was beginning to be clear in my head
now.

“Will you tell me what happened—Dback
there?” I begged.

Thorssen’s eyes glistened. “The oddest
things,” he said at last. “I don’t rightly
know how to tell you about them. The
polyhedron we got from the bird’s body
turned out to be important. It was the
key, you might say, to the whole thing.

““Anyway, someone else entered the
roomm when the juice was turned on—
someone who had come from a great dis-
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f tance, someone who was grateful that I  where they are now. He made me leave
had made it possible for him to come. He before they began coming back. I still

- was invisible, but talked to me by telep- don’t know what his race looks like.”
. athy. “You can tell me now,” I said slowly,
“This planet was his original home— ‘“why—why I'm alive. I tried to kill my-
his and his race’s. They had to flee be- self when I found I was becoming a cretin.
cause of something frightful that evolved How did I fail? And why am I not a
here, some new animal enemy, in league cretin right now? And this miraculous

with creatures like the bird thing we killed, change. .. .”

who had intelligence of a sort. They left He took my hand in his and held it
their servants here—the headless things—  tight. “That wasn’t electricity, Martha, I
but they were almost powerless when the don’t know what it was, but it seems to
bird things stole the last of the communica- have been a sort of basic life-force. As a
tors—the polyhedron.” favor, my visitor gave me a slight dose
We ranged ourselves before the tes- of it—look!” He bared his shoulder. It
seract. “We wait for it to be reversed,” was healed entirely. “Your cretinism was
Thorssen said. “It will be in a few min- cured at the same time. Your thyroid has
utes.”’ been regenerated. Yor1'll never need treat-
ments again. In fact, with a dose of the

HE headless one, having guided force you had, I doubt you’ll ever need
T us this far, turned suddenly and treatments for anything.”
leaped away. He paused and stared anxiously at the
“You see,” Thorssen explained again, tesseract, which showed no signs of
“this tesseract exists in two places at once change.
by virtue of its fourth dimensional con- ““And another thing,”” he went on in an
struction. It’s here, on a planet of a star altered tone. “Another very important
in what I strongly suspect is a different thing. I don’t think there’ll be any more
universe. It’s a transportation device, part cretinism—at least not of the new type—
of a cosmos-wide chain that once existed. among Earth’s people. My visitor found
From this planet the race that built that that in my mind, and seemed to sense guilt
tesseract sent out colonies to a thousand and sorrow. I got the impression there
other worlds by means of the tesseracts. was some radiation which came from the
One of the worlds so colonized was the tesseract on the moon which caused the
moon—back when even it had a breathable atrophy of the thyroid. They’re going to

atmosphere. withdraw the tesseract as soon as we get
“The tesseracts transmit matter from through.”
one of the places in which each of them 1s Thorssen fitted my helmet over my

located to the other. This one is set for head and helped me seal it. I watched him
transmission from the moon to here. 1 fit his own and then snap to attention. He
have an idea that that is one reason why grasped my hand in his. It tightened as
the moon has no air today. It has all been we watched the tesseract shifting its color.
sucked out by the tesseract. Its ruddy gold was deepening and chang-

“Anyway, when they ran away from ing to a cobalt blue. Simultaneously I be-
the mother-world they couldn’t get back came aware of rushing atmosphere,
again, and we made it possible for them, Thorssen’s hand gripping mine. . . .
with dumb luck. I was instructed in how Together Thorssen and I leaped into the
to set the control panel to re-open the tes- tesseract and mounted on a jet of air, were
seract gateway between here and the planet  borne back whence we had come.
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“We've lost the planets, yes. But the challenge
of Eternity still rings in our ears. Follow me,
if you dare—to the stars!”

RNO was just entering the big
Acommon hall when the lights
blinked. One-two. One-two. That
meant ships landing on the icy field out-
side. And ships meant only one thing this
time. Ralph’s squadron had come back.
He stopped beside the doorway to let
the mob stream through from the dormi-
tories, workshops and kitchen. Every-
thing stopped when those lights blinked,
except the ceaseless hammering from the
place where the rebels labored on their
great ship. Arno watched them come;
the men whose drawn lots had said No,
the erect, brazen women, the children,
the old and the maimed.

They would make my world hke that!
thought Arno. The hate, unveiled for a
brief moment, made his straight, strong
features like marble. Those people,
streaming into the big, barren hall to
wait, breathless, until the ships landed
and brought news of the raid—they would
bring their dissonance into his ordered,
patterned world; their restlessness, their
pagan heresies, their eternal striving.

It made him feel savagely good, that
tall blond man standing in the shadow, to
know that through him, the State held
their destiny to its own pleasure.

Marika came striding from the work-
shop, the sweat and grime of labor dark
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on her naked arms and legs. Arno noted
her broad shoulders, her wide brow and
clear, - authoritative eyes, with distaste.
The women of these incorrigibles offended
him far more than the men. And yet
Marika, dressed in her brief leather kirtle,
her tawny mane falling heavy on her
shoulders. . . .

Arno hated himself for having to con-
trol even the slightest impulse toward
Marika. There should be none in him.
And yet. ...

“They’re back, Amol!”
“Ralph’s back!”

She caught his arm, and they fought
their way together toward the doors on
the far side. The spy, his mask of friend-
ship slipped easily into place, still could
not stop the question that rose so often
in his mind.

“It would matter a lot, wouldn’t it, if
Ralph didn’t come back?”

“It would matter everything!”’ said
Marika softly. “Everything. But he has,
this time. If anything ever happens to him,
I'll know.”

Armo wondered how, and shook his
head mentally for the thousandth time.
The mechanics of this barbaric relation-
ship between men and women he ac-
cepted, but he could mot wunderstand.
Though he was only twenty-five, he had

X %X
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said,
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already given the State three sons and a
daughter, and he couldn’t conceive of
either one of his appointed mates caring
more for him than he did for them. If
his life should be snuffed out, it wouldn’t
change their lives any. Woman'’s sole duty
was the bearing of children and the keep-
ing of the living quarters, wherever the
State saw fit to send her.

nearly seven thousand people can

make a place. The distant clangor
from the mysterious ship-building echoed
loudly.

Arno could follow the operations out-
side as clearly as though he saw them;
battered ships roaring in one after the
other from the dark space, landing on the
frigid, airless field, being towed by ancient
tugs into the camouflaged dome of the
hangar.

Armmo well knew how the ships of the
Tri-State, combing the Solar System for
this last outpost of anarchy, had passed
by the savage Trojans, over the very
structures that housed their quarry.

A slender, dark girl with a child in
her arms came to Marnka, and again
Arno, acknowledging hetr shy smile with
a friendly, “Hello, Laura,” was stricken
with the wastefulness of these rebels.
They cheerfully coddled and supported
people unable to do their full share of
work—women like Laura, crippled men
who should have been eliminated as de-
terrent factors.

Laura said, “I’'m f{rightened, Marika.,
I'm always frightened, for fear Karl. . ..
He has come back, hasn’t he, Marika?”’

“Of course!” Marika took woman and
child in the curve of one sturdy arm.
““Listen. That’s the lock opening.”

The crowd surged forward just a bit.
Heavy double doors swung back. And
there was Ralph, with his men shoulder-
ing through behind him.

Ralph, fighting leader of the rebels, was

T HE HALL was full now, silent as

neither tall, nor handsome, nor power-
fully built. One’s eyes slid past him, were
caught somehow, forced back to see the
compact, challenging strength of him,
the tough, indestructible something that
looked from his reckless blue eyes, spoke
in his harshly vibrant voice, laughed from
his cynical mouth. And once seeing, they
never forgot.

Ralph wasn’t laughing now. The crowd
knew the instant he came in that some-
thing was wrong. He was white with
weariness, his stubbled jaw set and ugly.
Arno felt a little pulse of excitement stir
in his heart: he knew so well what was
coming.

A wave of sound swept the hall, people
shouting questions, names. Ralph raised
his hand, and the clamor died.

“We lost three ships,”” he said quietly,
but the words rang to the far corners.
“Vern, Parlo, and Karl. The raid was a
failure.”

There was a moment of utter silence.
Arno saw Laura’s white face, saw Mar-
ika's strong arm ease her sudden fall.
Somewhere a woman sobbed, a child sent
up a wail.

Then a man, one of the weary, hard-
driven scientists, shouted, “But damn it,
Ralph, this is the third time! We've got
to have supplies, equipment, if we're to go
on!”

“You'll get them,” said Ralph. The
stubborn fire of his gaze swept them. “Go
easy on what you have. We'll try again.”

He turned to Marika, his men mingling
with the crowd.

“"Poor kid,” he muttered, looking down
at Laura. “lI wish 1t had been. . . .”

“No!” blazed Marika. ‘““Never wish
it had been you! It may be soon enough.”
She kissed him, with a strange, bitter
fierceness.

Ralph smiled.

““Black becomes you,” he said mock-
ingly. “Don’t you want to be a hero’s
widow 7"’ He stopped her lips with an-
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other kiss. Laura’s boy was squalling.
Ralph gave him to Marika and picked
up the white, still girl. “Come on. I
want food and a shave. Arno, will you
get Frane and Father Berrens and bring
them along ?"’

“Of course.” A small flame of triumph
was burning behind Arno’s mask. Ralph
had lost three ships, thirty men—ships
and men he could ill afford to lose. Fools,
to think they could defy the State! The
scar on his temple, placed there by Tri-
State’s skillful surgeons, reddened with the
flow of blood to his brain, and he put
his hand up to hide it, lest it betray him.
That scar kept him from being assigned
to fighting duty, kept him at base, where
the information was.

Before he found the two men who, with
Ralph, controlled the destinies of the Tro-
jan base, therefore of all the rebels in the
System, Arno retired to his own small
room. Concealed in the heavy buckle of
his belt was a tiny, incredibly powerful
radio, operating on a tight beam that
changed synchronization automatically
every fourth second. Only the receiver
of the People’s Protector, back on Terra,
could catch that beam.

Arno gave his call letter and waited
until the cold, precise voice of the People’s
Protector, head of all the anti-revolution
activities of the Tri-State, answered him.

Then he said, “They are much upset
over the failure of the raid. They need

supplies, metal especially, for fuel and re-
pairs. I am being drawn daily more close
to the heart of things; Ralph and Marika
are particularly friendly. I will trasmit in-
formation as I receive it.”

“You have not yet found the secret of
the ship they build ?”

“No. They guard that carefully.”

“Nor the location of their planetary
headquarters ?”

‘lNo.l’

“These things are most important. The
destruction of these anarchists must be
complete, to the last man.” The Pro-
tector’s voice altered just the faintest trifle
from is emotionless inflexibility. “You
are in a unique position. The State would
find it most difficult, under the circum-
stances, to replace you. Remember your
duty, your faith, and be cautious. There
must be no failure.”

The contact broke with a click, and
Arno was conscious of a small, uneasy
twinge. Strange that in these eight months
he hadn’t quite realized that. Accustomed
from birth to consider himself merely a
more or less efficient cog in a machine,
replaceable at a moment’s notice, he hadn't
quite understood how his status had
changed. He had a moment of positive
vertigo, as though the firm ground on
which he stood had suddenly given way.

And then he recovered himself. There
would be no failure. The State had classi-
fied him as Brain-type 1-c-4, best adapted
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to this type of work. The State had as-
signed and trained him. He couldn’t fail.
All 'he had to do was follow orders.

WENTY minutes later he sat in
the cubicle that served Ralph and

Marika as home. Frane, the head of
the scientific group, sat on a metal chair
taken from a wrecked ship; a stringy,
tired man with grey hair. Berrens, civilian
chief, occupied the table. He was a priest
of their pagan religion, and wore a bit of
cloth about his throat to show it. His big
frame showed the universal signs of un-
derfeeding, but his chin and eyes were
stubborn, his mouth twisted in a smile that
wouldn’t die. Ralph, with his usual rest-
lessness, paced the floor, puffing savagely
at a battered pipe.

That left Arno to sit with Marika on
the worn remains of a couch. She had
changed her working leather for a care-
fully mended dress of sultry red that
offended Arno’s eye, yet provoked a buried
something in him. Time and again he
found his gaze straying back to her. She
was so different from the colorless, broad-
hipped women of his world. He could
feel the unwomanly strength of her, see
it in the sweeping lines of her body.

She never took her eyes off Ralph.
What strange thing was it that made a
woman look at a man like that?

Ralph swung about abruptly. “Sorry,
Arno. Council of war, Come and have
dinner with us.”

“Right.” Arno smiled and rose.

Marika jumped up too.

“T'll go with you. I'm anxious about
Laura.”

The door closed behind them, shutting
them out of that council. Arno felt a
moment of rage, If only he could get at
the heart of things, instead of relying on
generalities picked up from Marika, with
an ocasional specific bit about the raids.

Marika sighed and thrust back her
tawny mane with work-hardened fingers.

“It must have been wonderful in the old
days! To have lived in real houses, walked
on real earth, with sunlight and real air!
To have had pretty clothes and silk stock-
ings, and something to do beside work
and worry and shake hands with Death
every morning!”

Her vehemence startled him. “Why,
Marika. .. .”

“Two thousand years ago. Why
couldn't I have been born two thousand
yedrs ago’’’

HE strangeness of it came over

I Arno—how Marika could look back

to the Twentieth Century as day be-
fore darkness, and he as darkness before
dawn. In the Twenty-first Century the
last Terran rebels had fled to Venus, and
from there to Mars, and from there to the
state where they were now. The all-
encompassing strength of the State had
followed them, driving out their heresies,
their anarchies, their haphazard indi-
vidualism.

Now there was peace and system every-
where, except for the hidden plauge-spots
on the planets and this barren asteroid,
which, through him, the Tri-State would
soon destroy.

“I wonder,” said Marika softly, ““what
it would be like to be full fed, and full
clothed, and to kiss your husband good-
bye knowing that he’d live to be kissed
hellor”’

Her mouthed quivered, and there were
tears on her lashes. Arno’s heart gave
a strange, sudden leap, quite beyond his
comprehension. He downed it firmly.

““What will Ralph do now?”

“Do!” said Marika savagely. “He’ll
go out again, and again, and again, until
he dies, like Karl.” She stopped and
faced him, almost defiantly under the dim
radium light. “I've got to cry, Amo. I've
held it in and held it in, but I can’t hold
it any longer. We're fighting a losing
battle, Arno. Ralph’s going to die for it.
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All of us. And just once, I've got to
stop being brave!”

And all at once she was crying, with
her hands painfully tight on his arms and
her tawny head thrust hard against his
shoulder. In spite of himself, some tiny
crack was made in the armor surrounding
his brain, and he saw this place as she
saw 1t; a tomb of dead hope, dead glory,
dead life. What made them struggle on,
knowing this?

He found his hands on Marika, his arms
around her, He didn’t remember putting
them there. She was like an animal, warm
and vitally alive. .

He caught his hands away, shaken with
sudden fear. It was as though he recoiled
from the brink of a chasm, from the un-
‘known. He stood silently while she cried
herself out, still silently when she had her
breath again and moved away from him.
His arms ached where her fingers had
gripped.

Marika dashed an arm across reddened
eyes and swore. “Damn me for a snivel-
ing ass! But I feel better. Guess a wom-
an’s got to be one once in a while, even if
she is a mechanic! Don’t tell Ralph, and
~well thanks, Arno.”

He watched her go, down the corridor
to Laura’s home. Her red dress was al-
most black in that light, her hair dull gold.
Arno tried to think about that meeting
back there, about his duty. But his eyes
followed Marika.

, N THE other side of the locked
O door, Ralph paced restlessly 1n a
cloud of smoke.

“Something’s wrong,” he said. “With
that new invisible paint, we should have
been safe, since the ships are non-mag-
netic. But they took us in the back, as
though they knew where to look.”

Both men eyed him sharply. “You know
what you're saying?”

“I know!” Ralph rumpled his short
brown hair with impatient fingets. “It's

incredible that one of our own people. . ..
No, Tri-State may have planted a spy.”

“A possiblity. Remote, but a possibil-
ity.”” Father Berrens shook his head
wearily.

“If there’s a spy,” said Frane grimly,
“we’ll have to catch him quickly. We
need supplies,”

“How long can we last without them,
Frane?”

“Three weeks, possibly a day or two
longer. No more.”

“Good God.” Ralph’s strong-boned
face tightened; the knowledge took him
like a blow over the heart., “Why didn’t
you tell me?”

“You were doing your best,” said
Father Berrens gently. “We didn’t want
to malke it harder.”

“Three weeks! My God, has it come
so close to the end? To fight for two

thousand years, and now. . . . Three
weeks !
Berrens managed a smile. “You'll

make a successful raid.”

“But ¥ I don’t! If I don’t!” Ralph
paced savagely. Responsibility, weariness,
a sense of futility weighed on him like
a leaden cloud. The room was silent for
a long moment, Then, “The ship, Frane.
You've got to have it finished in ten days."”

Frane nodded. “I'll triple the shifts.
I'll have to strip the domes for the metal.”

“Anything, as long as we can still
breathe. But get that ship finished!”

““Perhaps,” said Frane somberly, “it
wotuld be better to call the people in from
the planetary bases, without waiting.”

“No! This Solar System belongs to us.
I’'m not going to surrender it without
fighting!”’

“But we’ve fought so long, Ralph.”
Father Berrens’ voice was infinitely tired.
“The Tri-State has twenty centuries of
rigid weeding and training behind it. It’s
hard to break through that wall. And
their people are at least housed and fed.
When a man’s belly is full it’s hard to stir
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him, even if his brain and soul are
starved.”

“Granted. But damn it. . . .” Ralph
came to a truculent stand, his eyes reck-
less and uncompromising. “We’ve got to
hang on! Their machine is running down
of its own weight., They've lost their best
brains to us; that, or purged them. They're
beginning to stagnate, and stagnation
means retrogression. Without their
sctence they wouldn’t have stood two
centuries. Now even their science 1s fail-
ing them. They’ve produced nothing new
in the last ninety years.

“If we can just hang on a little
longer. . . .”

Frane’s mouth shut hard. “You can’t
fight without men and weapons.”

“We can do with the men Wwe have.
And T'll bring you the metal you need.
Give me four hours to sleep, and I'll go out
again. This time I’ll try Titan.”

“Titan! You're mad, Ralph! It's the
strongest mining center in the System.
You'll be destroyed!”

“Perhaps. But that needn’t worry any-
one but me. I'm going alone, in the old
Sparling.”

Ralph knew, as well as the others, that
he had one chance in a thousand. The
Sparling was a relic of other days, an in-
tricate fighting mechanism capable of
being controlled by one man and equipped
with tractor beams for hauling prizes back
to base. But it needed a super-man to fly
it. It was tricky and temperamental and
capable of an infinite variety of misdeeds.
That was why they hadn’t built any more
after the first ten. They lost nine in a
month.

Ralph went on. “They won’t be look-
ing for me near Titan. Therell be less
chance of detection with one ship. Ii I'm
not back in ten days, start loading.”

Berrens said, ““Try once more with the
squadron,”

““There isn’t time if we fail. And the
way the-last three raids have gone, there

isn’'t much use anyway. Understand, 1
want no one to know where I've gone, or
when. Not even Marika.”

“But,” said Frane, “if there is a spy
here, Tri-State knows the location of the
base. Why don’t they simply bomb us out
of the sky?”

“The want information,” said Ralph
grimly. “But they may bomb us yet.
However, that’s something we'll just have
to pray about. Find the spy if you can.
But get ready, and don’t wait for me!”

Father Berrens shook his head. Bar-
ring a miracle, they’d never in three weeks
catch a spy clever enough to have evaded
all their safeguards and actually pene-
trated the base.

“It seems a case for prayer,” he ad-.
mitted. We'll try, Ralph. Be careful—
and for all our sakes, come back.”

that Arno, checking a series of re-

ports for the commmissary and ex-
hulting over the shortness of supplies,
looked up to see Marika standing by his
desk. She was white and rigid, her hands
locked tight, every bone in her face gaunt-
ly clear.

“Arno,” she said, “Ralph’s gone. He
wouldn’t tell me where, but I checked his
men. He’s gone alone, and I found out
that the old Sparling is missing. Arno,
I’'m afraid.”

Ralph gone on a lone raid! He'd have
to tell the Protector. He'd play out his
part as Marika’s good friend until he
could get rid of her, and then. ...

What was 1t that made a woman look
that way about a man? What barbaric
emotion was it that the State had taken
out of its people?’

He had lived among these rebels for
eight months, and viewed them as imper-
sonally as a scientist views a microbe.
He had been a coldly efficient machine,
carrying out orders in the most effective
way possible to him. He had not under-

IT WAS more than four hours later
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stood these people, nor wished to under-
stand them. His whole devotion had been
to the State, the will of the State, the
needs of the State.

But the machine that was Arno sud-
denly was not responding as it should.
Things were growing in him, impulses,
the strangeness and power of which
frightened him, the more so because they
were inexplicable by his philosophy.

“Arno,” whispered Marika, “I'm
frightened. I've been frightened too often.
I'm not strong any more. Ralph’s gone.
He’s going to die.”

She’s a rebel, thought Arno. She sets
herself above the State. He told himself
that it was only because he had a part to
play that he stepped forward. Her arms
went out to him, quite naturally, like a
child that needs comforting. He felt the
life flowing through her, meeting some-
thing that leaped in himself. Her lips were
close to his, cut full and clear in the mar-
. ble of her face.

He kissed her. And was stricken with
horror, with self-hatred. He had never
kissed a woman before, It was treachery—
a weakening to the individual, a subtle
challenge to the State.

He broke roughly away and left her
standing, staring after him.,

Arno locked his door and took the radio
from his belt. Twice he started to send
out his call letter, and twice he stopped.
He was aghast at his own hesitancy, but
' Marika’s face kept coming between him
and the radio. What would she do if
Ralph didn’t come back? Would she be
like Laura, like so many of the women who
lost their men? Why did he care? He
felt unsteady, lost, shaken.

The tiny thing in his hand looked up
at him accusingly, and it steadied him.
These rebels and their barbarisms were no
concern of his. The State had givenh him
certain orders. The entire end and aim
of his life was to serve the State, with-
out question or thought.

The words of the Creed, taught from
infancy, came to him. “I believe in the
State, which protects me, and deny all
faiths but this, that my life may be spent
in obedience and service.”

What greater end could a man have
than to serve the State?

Arno’s voice was steady as he spoke to
the People’s Protector.

“The war leader has gone on a lone
raid in an obsolete ship—a Sparling, Des-
tination unknown, but the rebels are des-
perate for supplies.”

“All mines will be warned,” said the
Protector. ““Continue to follow orders.”
F Shifts were ftripled, taking every

available man, woman and youth. -
Even Arno, still pleading his simulated
head 1njury, was pronounced fit for light
work and sent to the hangar. Because
of the need for haste, much of the veil
of secrecy was discarded. Only the ulti-
mate purpose of the ship and the design
of the engines were kept quiet.

Arno gasped at his first sight of the
ship.. It was enormous. He estimated that
it could hold fully ten thousand people
and concentrated supplies. There was
nothing like it, even in the trade lanes of
the Tri-State.

Gossip was rifie among the people, of
course. These rebels were terribly lax;
anyone might talk as he pleased. All
kinds of rumors circulated. The ship was
a weapon of offense. It was going to
destroy the planets. It was going to be-
come a floating world. It was going to
haunt the space-lanes, picking off the
State ships.

Arno reported all this, but got no nearer
to the truth. Nine days passed with no
word from Ralph. There was no ship-to-
base radio, because of the danger of tri-
angulation and subsequent discovery of

the Trojan base. Rations were cut. Fuel
for light and heat was cut to a minimum,

RANE was as good as his word.
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but the food synthesizers clacked and
roared i1ncessantly. The domes were
stripped of everything metallic save the
walls themselves and the pumping units.
Forges worked day and night. Endless
streams of men and women labored, car-
rying, welding, hammering, fitting. Sleep
was reduced to four-hour periods, piti-
fully inadequate for exhausted bodies.

And on the tenth day, it was finished.

Men dropped in their tracks to rest.
Frane and Father Berrens spoke to Mar-
ika beneath the huge loom of the ship,
and Arno, who took care never to be far
from his source of information, overheard.

There wasn’t much to overhear.

Frane said dully, “Ten days. I'll have
to begin calling them in.”

Marika, too tired even for emotion,
stared at them. “Ralph’s not coming back,
is he?”

Father Berrens put a hand on her shoul-
der. “It’s not too late to hope. We don’t
leave for nearly two weeks yet.”

Arno kept his eyes from Marika's face.
Call who in? Leave for where? He must
watch, and report carefully. The Rebels
were planming some desperate attempt;
the State must be warned.

He remembered the Protector’s words:
There must be no failure.

an 1nvisible mote in utter darkness.

Saturn wheeled its flashing rings
against infinity. Ralph, cramped with
fourteen days of close confinement, red-
eyed with lack of sleep, hunched oveér a
telescopic view-plate in the midst of a
bewildering tangle of instruments.

He was following Titan, watching the
rocket flares of ore carriers as they took
off. For the ten days he had hung here
not one had been sufficiently under-con-
voyed so that he might have the faintest
chance of succeeding. .

“There must be a spy at base,” he said
aloud, for the hundredth time. The sound

T HE SPARLING hung motionless,

of his harsh voice echoing against metal
was some relief for the ghastly silence.
“He’s not getting intimate information,
but he doesn’t need it. Just general move-
ments, and the Tri-State can blanket
everything. Oh, God, give Frane and
Berrens the wit not to let him sabotage
that ship!”

Ralph’s cynical mouth twisted to a short
laugh. “He can’t sabotage it. Short of
an atomite bomb, he can’t touch it, and he
couldn’t have got an atomite bomb past
the searchers when he entered base. The
only thing he can do. .. .”

He shook his thoughts savagely
away from that possibility. Mustn’t for
a second let himself believe that. Some-
how, they’d get through all right. God
wouldn’t let them down, not after all the
centuries they’d fought.

Gnawing hunger forced his attention
away from the view-plate. He let one of
his meagre supply of food capsules dis-
solve slowly, thinking of the things he'd
read about in the old books. Real steaks,

. fresh vegetables, juicy fruits. The con-

centrate broke through to his tongue. He
swallowed hurriedly, cursing.

Through the view-plates he could see
Earth, Venus and Mars, flying in wide-
flung orbits about the tiny, distant Sun.
He’d been born on Trojan base. He'd
never seen sunlight, or blue skies, or grass,
or breathed air that didn’t come from a
chemical tank. All those things the State
had taken from his people, except for the
gallant handful that lived and preached in
hiding on the planets.

“Someday,” said Ralph softly, “we’ll
have them back.” '

His reckless blue eyes, the fire of them
dulled with weariness, went back to Titan.
The chronometer clacked off the hours.:
Five ore carriers went out into the wvoid,
heavily convoyed. Inevitably, sleep over-
took him. When he woke, the fifteenth
day was gone.

“I've got to go, 1f I'm going with them.
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Four days to get back.” He cursed bit-
terly. It was hard to give up after all this
time. Hard to be beaten because of a few
tons of metal. Unwillingly, his hand went
out to the starting lever.

And then he stiffened. A streak of
flame shot across the view-plate, up from
Titan. An ore carrier, with only a three-
ship convoy! A chance! A mad, tempt-
ing chance!

OO TEMPTING. Why, having
sent six fighters out with the

others, cut the guards to three? A
trap, perhaps. They couldn’t know he was
here, but they might be doing the same
thing at all mines. And then again, they
might have relaxed vigilance, thinking
he’d given up.

He thought of that ship at base and all
it meant to him. He thought of Marika.
Most of all, he thought of Marika. And
then he looked at those three worlds that
had once been theirs, and at the ore car-
rier that meant they might have them
again, He knew he was right about the
Tri-State. If they could only hold on. ...

“Come on, sweetheart,” he whispered
to the Sparling. “Let’s see what you can
do!”

Like a wild meteor he plunged down on
that ore carrier, his hands flying over the
banks of keys before him. One convoy
ship burst into flame under his ray. An-
other shot fused the tubes of the carrier,
so that she hurtled on at constant velocity,
a mere hulk.

The Sparling bucked dangerously under
his hands. He cursed it, whirled it toward
“another fighter. The third was maneuver-
ing for a tube shot. Ralph’s heat-ray raked
out. The fighter, hulled, reeled away as
her men died in the vacuum.

The Sparling wrenched frantically
asmle, and the stern shot took her briefly
in the ribs instead. In spite of himself,
Ralph screamed with the searing heat.
Half blinded, he fought the ship to safety,

and then he poised for his final attack.

And then he saw them—Tri-State ships
pouring out from bases on Saturn’s
moons. It had been a trap! No chance
to fight now. No chance to hitch a trac-
tor beam to that ore carrier. Just run.
Run—and pray!

The Sparling danced perversely. Ralph
cursed it, cursed the man who invented it,
cursed himself for a fool. A mad angle
shot fused the tubes of the remaining
fighter.

A beam raked his hull, heating it cherry-
red, and then he was free.

He poured speed into the Sparling, but
she wobbled. One of those heat-beams
had damaged some filament in her in-
tricate controls. He could hear a change
in the rhythmic vibration of the ship, and
she handled more and more sluggishly.
The Tri-State ships were coming up fast.

For just a moment he sat quite still,
staring at his hands spread over the keys.
After all, he’d known this day would
come. He’d chosen this career of his own
free will, knowing that. It hurt like hell,
now that it was here—knowing Marika
was waiting, knowing about the ship.
But. ...

He could afford it now. He swallowed
his remaining capsules and opened the
cock on the oxygen tank. He'd go out at
least with a full belly and his lungs full of
air.

Swinging the bucking Sparling around,
he headed back toward Saturn and that
flight of ships.

His mouth twisted, and his harsh voice
said, quite conversationally, “Hold the air-
locks open, God. Here comes a free man.”

come and gone. The domes were
cold, almost too cold to endure. The
air was thin. One pump had stopped en-
tirely, worn out, so that ten thousand men,
women and children huddled gasping in
the hangar and the workshops. Hidden

THE EIGHTEENTH day had
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in a far corner behind a massive pillar,
Arno was speaking in a low voice.

“They’re all here. All the people from
the planetary bases. The last ship came
in an hour ago. The purpose of the big
ship is still unknown, but all loading has
been completed. They’re waiting for
Ralph, but they must do what they plan
to do within the next two days. Fuel is
almost gone.”

Then he asked, because he couldn’t
help it, “Is Ralph dead 7"

“Yes.” The voice of the People’s Pro-
tector was precise, cold. “There 1s no
need to know the purpose of the ship.
Since all the Rebel population of the Sys-
tem is collected in the Trojan base, it
can be destroyed at once.”

Arno nodded. That meant a fleet, of
course, and bombs. His work was done.

“How will I be taken off, Itxcellency ?*’

There was just the faintest note ot sur-
prise in the Protector’s voice. “Taken
off? The task for which the State chose
and prepared you is done. The State has
no further use for you.”

The tiny radio in Arno’s hand was ab-
ruptly silent. He stood staring at it, with
a spmning cloud across his eyes.

But of course. He'd given three sons
and a daughter to the State. He'd done
his job., He was a specialized cog; he
wouldn’t fit anywhere else. And the State
had no dearth of cogs.

Terra was the nearest Tri-State base—
a two-hour trip for their fast bombers at
the present orbital intersection. Two
hours. The rebels would wait until the
last minute for Ralph, who was dead.
That meant at least another day.

Two hours! If only it had been at
once! The waiting, the tension—!

The bombs would destroy the domes,
shatter them to cosmic dust, and the
asteroid with them. Two thousand years
of agitation would end, and there would
be peace in the Tri-State.

The whirling cloud steadied as Arno

saw the truth, the logical, inescapahle
truth. He himself was nothing., His
usefulness to the State was ended. What
matter if he died?

He was still staring at the useless radio.
Now he saw the hand that held it—a
strong, young hand, corded with sinews,
the healthy blood ruddy under the skin.

His hand. The Tri-State directed it,
but he felt the pain if it was injured.

The radio smashed on the floor, but
he didn’t notice it. He was looking at his
body as though he had never seen it be-
fore, running his fingers along the hard
curve of his thighs, feeling the breath lift
his lungs, hearing the beat of his blood
along his veins. Then he looked out,
across the vast, barren dome, with those
ten thousand men, women and children
waiting under the loom of the ship.

A group of young men were singing off
to his right, an old, old forbidden song
about 2 girl named Susannah. Here and
there a family—that anarchistic word
never heard in the Tri—State——pressed
close together, talking softly. Arno
searched their faces. Some were happy,
some sad, some frightened, some eager,
but each face was different. There was
no unit of so many males, so many fe-
males, so many young. There were ten
thousand people.

Arno caught fiercely at his creed. And
then he realized that these people had a
creed too, and served it with their lives.
Like Karl, and Ralph. Ralph—on whose
return ten thousand people waited.

people feel if they knew that in two
hours they would die? Maybe they
did know. They knew the ship meant
something strange. They guessed it
might mean something impossible. But
they were going.
The State chose . . . . the State pre-
pared . .. . the State has no further
USE. o o+ a

T WO HOURS! How would these
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Arno put his hands to his head to stop
its blasphemy, and his touch only made
him more conscious of his own flesh.

He plunged out into that sea of human-
ity, stumbling over legs, catching at shoul-
ders.

Bodies, and eyes that looked at him,
and brains behind them! He could feel the
tension that filled the dome, feel the queer
life-wave that always comes with a large
crowd. ‘

Marika’s tawny head and broad shoul-
ders rose against the black mass of the
hull, and Amo went toward her. Men
cursed him as he stumbled over them, but
he had to get to Marika. He didn't know
why, only that he had to.

He saw Laura beside her. Laura had
her son clasped in her arms. She spoke
to Marika. Then she kissed the boy and
smiled.

Arno thought, I gave three sons to the
State, but I never kissed them. It was @
duty.

Duty! It was his duty now to die for
the State. That duty had been so well
understood he’d never thought of it sub-
jectively. How had these rebels poisoned
him, that he found it strange now?

He was close to Marika now.

She was pale, and her face was lined,
but she asked, “What’s the matter, Arno?
You look 1ll.”

“I—I don’t know.”

He stared at her, and suddenly he knew
what was the matter with him. He'd
read all about it in the forbidden books
given him to prepare him for this duty.
He was in love.

Out in space, Tri-State bombers were
thundering up. His duty was plain before

him. And he was in love—in love, like a

pagan rebel !

Marika’s strong hand caught his ragged
tunic, shook him. ‘“What's the matter,
Arno? Tell me!”

He couldn’t meet her eyes. And then
Father Berrens’ voice rang out over the

audio system, and every head in that vast
place turned to listen.

“It is time,” said the priest quietly, “to
explain why we’ve called you here, and
why we’ve built this ship. We have kept
it secret for two reasons. We wished to
take no chance of having our purpose re-
ported to the Tri-State, and we saw no
reason to upset all our people while there
was still a chance that we wouldn’t have
to use 1t. Now. . ..”

Bombers, thought Arno.
now?

Father Berrens went on. “We’'ll wait
till the last minute for Ralph, but we
must be prepared. In four hours we'll
begin shipping you. Please listen, and try
to understand. Have courage and faith!
We need them both now, more than ever
before.

“For two thousand years we've fought
against tyranny, against regimentation,
against the destruction of God and man
as an individual. We’ve been weak; the
State has been strong. We waited too long
in the beginning. Now, just as it began
to seem we might have a chance, just as
the machine of the State was bogging down
i the mire of 1its own creation, we
learned we might have to go—because
of a few tons of metal.

“If there 1s truly a spy among you, I
congratulate him. The State should re-
ward him well. Our men have died try-
ing, but we have no metal. All that’s left
is flight—or death at the hands of the
State.””

Arno heard him through a haze. The
minutes ticked away with his heartbeats.
His heartbeats—which the State could
destroy but not control.

ARIKA’S hand was half throt-
M tling him. Laura was standing
motionless beyond her, the child
held tight, whimpering. He could feel
those ten thousand people, listening,

waiting,

How long
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“Don’t wait any longer for Ralph,”
he said.

He didn’t want to say it. It was be-
cause Marika was looking at him so.

Her hand tightened. “Why not, Arno?”

“I—nothing. It's foolish, that’s all.”

“Foolish! When he’s out there, alone,
trying. ... Arno! What do you know?”

Her hands were hurting his arms now,
as they had that day she cried in the hall.

In a little while even pain would be
gone.

The State has no further use. . . .

But suppose he did? Suppose he, Arno,
wanted his body, wanted to know what
it felt like to love 2 woman and father a
child that was his own and not a cog 1n a
machine? He looked wildly away from
Marika, putting up a last battle for his
belief, his religion.

And he saw ten thousand people—
watting.

He met Marika’s eyes.

‘““Ralph’s dead,” he said. “I killed him.
I killed Karl and all the others. I'm the
spy.” B |

She fell away from him. Laura cried
out, a strange, high-pitched wail, and
Father Berrens stopped talking.

“Ralph!” whispered Marika. “Ralph
. «..But I knew it. A4 spy!”

Arno gasped, stricken with horror at
what he had done, lost in a chaos of shat-
tering standards. He could still destroy
them. He had only to keep still about
the bombers, and it wouldn’t matter.

Ten thousand people . . . . Frane and
Berrens and Laura . ... Marika, with a

cold, terrible something growing in her

eyes, something he had put there because
he'd killed Ralph. His own mates would
never miss him. They'd bear children
patiently for some other unsmiling cog
in the machine of State.

Marika. Always Marika. She was his
downfall, and his answer. She was every-
thing. Looking at her, watching what was

growing back of her eyes, Arno shivered
with awe and bitter longing. If only he
could have known, before. . .. .

“Father Berrens!” he shouted.

It seemed the words came out of them-
selves. And though some stubborn part
of himself recoiled in horror, he spoke
more words and more words. When he
was finished, Berrens’ face was grim, his
voice uniamiliarly harsh as he issued or-
ders.

There was chaes about Arno, and then
a kind of frenzied order. In a world miles
beyond him, lines of men and women
formed and streamed into the ship through
vast ports. But all he could see was Mar-
ika.

It would be nice to believe, as the rebels
believed, that a man lived after his body
died.

That was blasphemy in the State. But
it would be nice.

Father Berrens came up, breathing
hard. “Time! Time! But we may do it.
God helping, we may do itl”

Then Berrens was shouting, ‘“‘Marika !”

He couldn’t stop her, The gun she had
taken from Frane’s belt was already aimed.
Arno saw 1t coming.

The poisoned needle made a fiery prick
over his heart.

He had a last glimpse of Marika’s
btoad-browed face, her tawny mane lying
heavy on her wide shoulders., She was
like a thing of stone. She watched him
fall, dispassionately, as she would have
watched a roach die in strangling powder.
Then she turned and went steadily into
the ship.

A dark mist rolled across his brain,
dulled the sound of exodus. Through it
he heard Laura’s voice.

“But Father! All the planets are closed
to us. Where can we gor”

“For the time, we've lost the planets,
yes. But the ship was built to go beyond
them, My daughter, the stars still remain.>

THE END



THE MAN WHO
DIDNT BREATHE

By . Harry Walton

Shaken, desperate, a man marked

for death from another world goes

to his final reckoning with the:

nebulous prince of plunder who

kidnaped men’s bodies—and their
souls as well!

T IS late now in the lives of all who
I knew Jim Barret and me, his bro-

ther. Only after long thought have
I decided that I owe the world the truth.
I think Jim himself would want me to
tell it. Who knows but that they may
send another emissary?

Because our father was Robert Barret,
the physicist, we grew up in the shadow
of Dinsmore College, and it was fore-
ordained that one of us would follow in
his footsteps.

I suppose we were average youngsters
—Jim was ten and I eleven—when we
first fell violently in love. Jessie Raven
was nine. It was a harmonious triangle
that lasted through the years of our
adolescence. Tacitly it was agreed that
Jessie would marry either Jim or me
some day. Although such understandings
rarely outlast the teen age, ours did.
Our happy, heedless days ended when

49
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Jessie went off to Wellesley—Dinsmore
itself wasn’t co-educational then. Jim and
I entered our freshman year together.
Somehow—probably because we had no
wish to be separated—] had never been
able to maintain the slight lead in learning
which my age should have given me over
him.

The winter of 1940, with war and
famine in Europe in all its new hideous-
ness, and our own country trembling on
the uncertain brink of intervention, saw
us seniors, with hopes of graduating by
June, It was a period of uncertainty. We
planned, events permitting, to continue
working for higher degrees in our chosen
field.

Father had died the year before, so
when Jessie wrote that she was coming
home for Christmas, and included an 1in-
vitation from her parents for us to spend
the holiday season with them, we jubilant-
ly accepted. On the 20th of December
we wheeled our motorcycles out for the
ride to Knoxville, to which city the Rav-
ens had moved recently.

It was cold but not bitterly so. The
clear, crisp weather lent a holiday tang to
the excursion, and we left in high spirits,
Jim, as always, a little in the lead. Dins-
more pennants fluttered from our rear
fenders, and the bark of engines was sharp
upon the morning air, rising to staccato
chorus as we brought our machines up to
speed.

After two hours of glorious riding came
the first hint of storm. One moment the
sky was clear, the next a single enormous
cloud threw its shadow around us. We
were running side by side. Jim squinted
up and a drop of rain spattered his gog-
gles. He grinned, jerked an arm back and
forth to suggest we outrun it. Simultane-
ously we opened the throttle, and the cycles
leaped forward until we were doing about
sixty-five miles per hour.

~ That speed should have leit the cloud
far behind. But after five minutes we dis-

covered that the patch of shadow had
kept up with us, not only at the same
speed, but over the very twists and curves
the road had taken us. There had been
no rain after all. Squinting up again, Jim
signalled for a halt. We pulled up to-
gether, silenced the coughing of our en-
gines.

There wasn’t a sigh of wind, certainly
none sufficient to blow that cloud along
at a speed to match our own.

“That’s funny,” said Jim, his brow
puckered as always when he was puzzled,
little twin ridges between his blue eyes.

I had no comment. The cloud op-
pressed me; I felt unaccountably rgorbid.
Probably my face showed it.

“For heaven’s sake cheer up, Mark,”
he burst out. “We're not even wet. I
only stopped because it’s so contounded
queer—"’

He fell silent to stare up into the grey
cloud mass directly overhead. It’s hard
to judge the size of a cloud. The shadow
was about two hundred yards in diameter.
Everywhere else the sky was that frosty,
sparkling blue of early winter.

I wonder whether 1t would have hap-
pened if he hadn’t stopped, or whether, i
I had taken the lead when we started up

_again, it would have been I who. . ..

“Never get to Knoxville like this,” he
said at last, flipping lus 1gnition switch
on. He kicked the starter pedal, and the
hot engine snarled to life instantly.

HE thing had bothered me more
than I knew, for absent-mindedly

I closed my choke as I would for
a cold start, and of course got nothing but
a backfire on the first kick. Meanwhile
Jim had started up and was already a
hundred feet down the road when he
looked back to where' I was swearing
over my stupidity and viciously kicking
around the starter for the tenth time.
Gasoline engines were tricky things; an-
other might have started by then.
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He stopped fifty feet further on to wait
for me. Then I saw something that made
me pause in my furious efforts from sheer
astonishment. The cloud was, suddenly,
much smaller. And it had followed Jim.

I stared after lum, sitting jauntily un-
der that murky pall, and if ever I had a
premonition, it was in that instant. DBut
the thing happened so quickly there was
no time for thought.

Jim, the cycle, the ground under him
suddenly glowed with a prickling of faint
blue light.,

I've never seen St. Elmo’s fire, but
probably it resembled that.

Then the ©bolt struck, white-hot,
straight, without the jaggedness one
usually associates with lightning. His arm
snapped up in a tardy, unconscious ges-
ture of defense. He and the cycle were
bathed in a shattering flash of white
fire. When my eyes were again able to
see, he was sprawled on the road, one leg
pinned under his machine, which was
roaring viciously at full throttle.

Letting my own cycle fall, I ran to him
in frantic haste, shut off the ignition—
there was the chance of fire with the cycle
in that position—and carefully disen-
tangled him from it. He was limp, but
there wasn’t a mark on him. I dragged
him off the road and unstrapped his broad
riding belt before I realized that he wasn’t
breathing.

After the first shock 1 went grimly to
work with artificial respiration. I was
clumsy but determined. Some automatic
partition in my mind ruled out instantly
the thought that Jim might be dead. But
after ten minutes work there was still no
response.

It may have been fifteen minutes be-
fore a car stopped. The driver jumped
-.out and I knew a moment of overwhelm-
ing gratitude when he lifted a small black
bag from the front seat.

“I'm Doctor Alfred Cardon,” he said
gravely. ‘“What’s wrong ?”

Incoherently I told him while surprise
pgathered on his face. When he hastily
glanced skyward, I did so too, and re-
ceived another shock.

The cloud was gone. It hadn’t drifted
away—in that still air it would have re-
mained in sight for hours. It had vanished.

Whatever he thought, he pushed me
gently aside—I had kept up my frantic
pumping all the while—and did what in
my fear I had either forgotten or not
dared to do. He listened for Jim’s heart-
beat.

“He’s alive,” he said briefly, to my in-
tense relief.

He had me unstrap the luggage roll
from Jim’s machine, and put that under
him before he went on with artificial respi-
ration. After twenty minutes he paused,
perspiring despite the cold.

“Still not breathing,” he said with a
queer glance at me. “But heart action 1s
quite normal—even strong.”

I took his place and continued the treat-
ment some time longer under his direction.
Still Jim gave no sign of life, although I
could hear the regular pounding of his
heart when I laid my ear to his back.

“I’'ve missed several appointments,”
Dr. Cardon said finally., “Ordinarily I
wouldn’t dream of suggesting this, but
I really feel there is no risk in driving
your brother to the hospital in Knoxuville,
where he can get proper attention. It’s
only a thirty minute drive.”

After a moment’s hesitation 1 agreed,
because evidently our efforts hadn’t made
the least difference. After rolling the
cycles into some brush, I helped lift Jim
into the back of the sedan, where the doc-
tor kept the stethoscope on him con-
stantly while I drove.

At the hospital I watched grave-faced
nurses and internes bustling about until
I was ready to explode with anxiety. It
was two hours before I saw Dr, Cardon
again. |

“Now wait—" He silenced me with a
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reassuring smile and one uplifted hand.
“I can’t answer your questions now be-
cause I don’t know the answers myself.
Your brother is very much alive. He’s
got a heart like a stevedore and it’s work-
ing beautifully. But he still isn’t breath-
ing. We've got him under oxygen now,
but his system simply refuses it. He's in
a coma from which he may waken any
moment. There may be a paralysis of
certain nerve centers—lightning often
does strange things.”

He gnawed the fringes of his mustache
doubtiully.

“But it was lightning,” I said earnestly.
“What else could it have been?”

“I’m sure it was,”” he remarked, with-
out conviction. ‘““However, there 1s noth-
ing you can do now. He is in the best
of hands. If you should notify your par-
ents tell them there is every hope for
recovery.”

I stumbled out of the hospital without
telling him our parents were dead.

day. There was no change in Jim,

nor did any occur the day following,
or the next. I think Dr. Cardon was mote
puzzled than ever. But on Christmas
morning the hospital telephoned me at
the Ravens’ house.

Jim had recovered consciousness, and
they wanted me.

I raced over on my cycle, bursting with
thankfulness. But Dr. Cardon’s quiet
greetmg put a damper on my spirits.

“He i1s physu::a]ly sound,” he said, “but
we are curious to see how he will react to
you. You can go in now.”

I entered and stood nervously by the
doorway. Jim was facing the other way.
Finally I walked around the bed.

There was absolutely no recognitton in
his glance.

“TJim! It’'s Mark. You're all right,
Jim?”

The nurse looked on curiously. I

J ESSIE went back with me the next

stepped closer so that the window light
might fall upon my face. “Look at me,
Jim. We were going to Knoxville, re-
member ?”’

I felt sweat trickling out on my fore-
head. I wiped it off and looked hard at
Jim—as hard as he was looking at me,
And I shivered a little.

His eyes—they weren’t Jim’s eyes,
really. Oh, they were blue, all right, and
there was the little pucker between them
that I knew so well. But they still weren’t
Jim’s. It wasn’t because he didn't know
me. It was that I didn’t know him. They
say the soul looks out from a person’s
eyes. Well, the soul that looked out of
those eyes wasn’t Jim’s.

I felt that they were cataloguing me.
After thirty seconds or so, they deliberate-
ly closed.

‘It may only be temporary shock,” the
doctor assured me outside. “We mustn’t
assume ammnesia yet.”

But the thought of amnesia reassured
me more than anything else he said. Jim
simply didn’t remember himself, any more
than he remembered me, as yet. Given
time, he’d be his old self.

It was four days before he spoke a
word. Then he said simply, “I am leav-
ing this place tomorrow.”

It was all he would say. Questions,
pleadings, even the appearance of Jessie
elicited nothing more from him, I re-
turned the following morning.

“He insists upon leaving,” Dr. Cardon
told me. “I'm not so sure but it’s the
best thing. Old scenes may bring him
around more quickly than anything we
can do.”

He had to be helped to walk at first,
but aiter a few minutes he got around
normally. We spent two days with the
Ravens. They felt the difference in him
as keenly as I, but showed him every
kindness. Twice I found Jessie in tears.

On New Year's day we returned to
Dinsmore by train. I couldn’t risk letting
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him ride the cycle. Somehow, the news
had reached the campus before us. Every-
body tried to act as though nothing had
happened, and failed dismally. Jim made
it no easier for them. He had a habit of
staring wholeheartedly at one, then ab-
ruptly turning away as thought the per-
son were suddenly of no more interest,

HE second night at Dinsmore I
I woke from a troubled sleep to lie
staring at the ceiling. It was quiet
outside and in. I think the quietness woke
me.
Jim wasn’t snoring.
Almost from childhood he had snored

lustily. I was so used to it that it seldom
bothered me. Now its absence did. I bent

over him.

He wasn’t breathing.

Frantic with the thought that he had
again fallen into a coma, I chafed his
wrists, dampened his forehead, and did
other equally senseless things.

Quite suddenly he opened his eyes, took
a deep breath, and remarked, “Is some-
thing wrong?”

“You’d stopped breathing,”” 1 said

hoarsely.
Those queer eyes of his studied me as
though trying to recall something.

“Breathing—yes. I'm all right.”

“Well, you had me_scared for a min-
ute,” I said a bit hotly.

“Why?” he asked. “You were in no
danger.”

I took a deep breath. “Look, Jim—
we're brothers. We've always been to-
gether. What happens to you might just
as well be happening to me. That’s how

I feel about 1t.” :
After a long pause he said, “I think

I understand.”
I wonder now whether he ever did.
But for the rest of that night he snored
normally. Next day he astounded me by
demanding a separate room. I argued
bitterly, but he had his way at the last,

although he would give no reason for de-
siring the change.

Within a month he was forging ahead
in his classes. Where he had been com-
petent he was now brilliant. But, best of
all, he was rapidly becoming himself again.
In six weeks no trace of shock or am-
nesia remained.

Then he 1nsisted upon attending Fogar-
ty’s astronomy lectures, in which he had
never shown any interest before. During
the first of these Fogarty casually men-
tioned the Martian canal-markings.

“Canals!” Jim said scornfully.
has no conception of the truth.”

I was sure Fogarty had heard, for
Jim hadn’t even troubled to whisper. But
astonishingly enough, nobody took any
notice. _

“I was right,” he said emphatically.
““They have not detected the currents.”

I leaned toward him and whispered
fiercely, “Pipe down before he hears
you!”

Instantly old Fogarty clamped his lips
in the expression we knew so well.

“Would Mr. Mark Barret care to con-
tinue in my place?” he drawled.

I managed an apologetic grin and pre-
tended to retrieve a pencil from the floor,
but I was still angry when Jim and I
walked together to the campus lunchroom.

““What were you trying to do?”’ I asked.
“Get thrown out?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your confounded talking during the
lecture, of course.”

"I didn’t say a word,"” retorted Jim.

““I suppose it was mice I heard ?”

“You're nuts,” said Jim crisply. “I
think we’d better forget this.”

I started to say more, then subsided at
a ghmpse of his eyes, cold, forbidding, as
they had been that day in the hospital.

“You have already forgotien,” he
added.

But I was looking at him then and I

ll’He

knew he hadn't spoken. His lips hadn’t
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moved, yet I had heard. Was it possible
to convey thoughts wholly without words ?
Could Jim do that?

“You have forgotten completely

And I had. It was weeks before the
incident in Fogarty’s classroom again
came to mind, and then I wasn’t sure 1t
had happened at all.

’.l.l

N MAY, Jim created a sensation.
Waldeman, our physics professor,
found him in the X-ray laboratory

amidst a hodge-podge of temporary wir-
ing. Angered,- Waldeman demanded an
explanation. For answer Jim turned on
the queerly altered tube.

The emanations from that tube, as all
the world now knows, were cosmic rays.

The historic turbulence his discovery
created in the scientific world made no
impression upon him. He seemed sur-
prised that so much was made of what
was, he declared, only a means to an end—
a statement he wouldn’t explain even to
me.

He was hailed, of course, as Father’s
successor. In June, Dinsmore offered him
a professorship. And Jim refused it!

After graduation we visited the Ravens
for a week. I wondered how Jessie would
feel about the new Jim. But I wasn’t pre-
pared for what happened. Jessie hardly
looked at me, whereas before she had nev-
er shown the least partiality to either of us.
Not without some bitterness, I told my-
self that it had been bound to happen
sometime, that Jim’s swift success had
simply decided the question more quickly.

In late July they were married.

I cornered Jim when they returned
from the honeymoon. ‘“Does this mean
you're accepting the professorship?’” I
demanded.

The trust fund Father had left us had
just seen us through college, and the mat-
ter of money loomed as a serious problem,
to me at least.

He stared as if doubting my sincerity.

“Don’t be a fool, Mark,” he blurted at
last. “That place hampers me. I don’t
intend to spend my time teaching. I'm go-
ing to build my own lab and observatory,
and I want you to help me.”

“Fine,” I responded caustically. “We'll
call ourselves ‘Pure Research Incoporated’
and float a bond issue, I suppose.”

‘“No, I think this will settle the money
question,” he said, drawing from his
pocket a greyish little cube of metal which
he threw upon the table. I reached for it.

““Don’t touch it!”’ he snapped.

“Why? What is it?”

“Radioactive osmium R-36,”" he said
quietly. “Made from lead, at a cost of
seven kilowatts per pound.”

Osmium R-36! Henckel of U.C.L.A.
had already built a tiny atomic motor,
using a few milligrams worth two hundred
dollars.

On that table lay the key to abundant
atomic power.

“They have so much, and know.so lit-
tle!” said Jim contemptuously.

I knew he hadn’t spoken those last
words, but what he had done far over-
shadowed them,

R-36 radiations were deadly. He had
warned me not to touch the cube.

But he himself had been carrying it in
his pocket ! ’

United States to settle Europe’s war

once and for all. The world staggered
out of its carnage of destruction to a dic-
tated peace. Europe, instead of being re-
apportioned, was united into a confed-
eracy of states.

We at Osmium City scarcely noticed the
overturn of empires. Jim despised busi-
ness and left its details to me. The labora-
tory and observatory we built were the
finest in the world. The telescope, using
the first practical electrostatic lens ever
built for that purpose, far surpassed Palo-
mar’s. Sometimes for weeks’ Jim spent

IT WAS Jim’s osmium that enabled
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night and day in the observatory. The
building included complete hving quarters.

He and Jessie had been married a year
when I found her packing her things in
the house Jim no longer lived in. I had
long guessed that she was unhappy, but
not that things had gone this far. I asked
her what he had done.

‘“Nothing,” she told me, “except ignore
me completely. But that’s nothing new or
recent, Mark. It began right after our
honeymoon. That first month he at least
admitted my existence. Since then he's
treated me like an experiment that failed
somehow. I—I don’t know how [I've
failed, Mark. I wanted so much to be a
good wife to him—"

“Did you love him then?” I asked
bluntly.

Her brown eyes went wide. “When I
married him? I—I don’t know, Mark, 1
never asked myself! Jim was so strange—
but i1t didn’t seem to matter. I remember
now that he never talked of loving me. I
knew he wanted me, and that seemed to
be enough. How could I have been so
blind ?”’ |

I remembered how absorbed she had
been in Jim then, and bitter suspicions
formed in my mind. Had she been or-
derved to accept him?

She left that night. He didn’t try to
stop her.

There was so much 1 might have asked
Jim to explain, but couldn’t—the class-
room incident, the cube of R-36 which he
had handled so casually, his treatment of
Jessie. I've said that no trace of the acci-
dent remained, but it was equally true
that he was never quite the same after-
wards. He was inexplicably colder, often
forbidding. There were no more of the
small confidences we used to share.,

He kept furiously busy. For weeks he
experimented with stratosphere balloons
and rockets fitted with recording instru-
ments of his own design. Abruptly he
turned from that to make innumerable

descents in a bathysphere off the Florida
coast. The results of his work he recorded
in a single book, in an undecipherable
shorthand of his own. Money was so
plentiful from the osmium transmutation
that he only laughed when I suggested he
publish his findings.

“But what’s it all for, Jim?” I asked
him. “You've got some bigger plan back
of all this secrecy ?”

His lips smiled. “You may know soon,
Mark.”

But from the silence that followed, I
heard, as that day in Fogarty’s classroom,
the words: “This ws the world, Dystral
This 1s the world.”

By now I had accepted the fact of that
fragmentary telepathy, which seemed to
occur only when his thought was intense
or emotional. No, hardly emotional—I
don’t believe he had emotions in those
days. But occasionally there was an em-
phasis upon a thought, either a strong
satisfaction or contempt—that was his
nearest approach to emotion.

Of course I never dared confess te him
that I could penetrate a little that secrecy
wherein his mind dwelt. Nor do I believe
that anybody else was able to do this—not
even Jessie.

Once more I saw the greyish little cube
of R-36. It fell out of his pocket when he
was searching for some notes. He scooped
it up without a word, and the very mo-
ment I opened my mouth in horrified
protest, I forgot not only what I meant
to say, but the incident itself. It was a
month before the memory of it returned,
and by then the idea of confronting him
with it seemed not only difficult, but ab-
surd.

Some weeks later I had occasion to
consult him one night. He was living at
the observatory still. As I was about to
press the bell to announce myself, T found
that the outer door was ajar. Jim was
often touchy at being disturbed during an
observation. I decided to enter and wait
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quietly unti]l he would pause in his work.

Inside the great dome was a total dark-
ness, except for the tiny shaded lamps over
the telescope controls. I walked cautious-
ly around the great instrument until I
came within sight of the observer’s plat-
form.

Shall I ever forget what I saw then?

The platform was not dark. There was
light enough to see Jim’s body—a ghastly
and terrible light.

It came from his face, his head, his
hands. Wherever his flesh was uncovered,
it shone with the fire of beasts’ eyes in the
dark, but a hundredfold brighter. Eyes
were black flames in that glowing face of
his.

What horrible experiment was he con-
ducting upon himself ¢

Somehow I knew I must not face him
with this knowledge stamped upon my
face. Stealthily I went back the way 1
had come, my errand forgotten. Perhaps
I played a coward’s part, but neither then
nor later could I bring myself to tax him
with the fact that I had seen him that
night.

In daylight or artificial light he looked

quite normal.
S to me. At once I sensed a subdued

excitement about him, a strong,
concealed satisfaction.

“We'll need more money, Mark,” he
said without preamble. “We're going to
build a rocket ship.”

“A stratosphere plane ? But we can’t—"

“A space ship,” he interrupted. “A
small one, for a single passenger. I've
synthesized a suitable fuel from the R-36.
The plans are ready. We start building 1n
the morning.”

It was eloquent of the gulf that had
opened between us that I neither pressed
for details, nor did he furnish any, I
wondered where he meant to go. Curi-
ously enough, it was unquestioned in my

IX months after Jessie left, he came

own mind that he, and no one else, would
take the ship aloft.

Twenty-four hours later the ship’s keel
had been laid. Once it was begun, Jim
paid the work no further attention. We
followed the plans given us, while he
plunged himself into a study of botany—
the last science I had ever expected him
to find of interest.

The ship was half finished when I
noticed a strange thing, a fact so incredi-
ble that I checked every blueprint twice
before accepting it, and then could not
understand how it had escaped notice
before.

There were no air tanks, no air puri-
fiers, no oxygen supply. Once the ship
was sealed no man could live in it an hour.

It was two in the morning. I gathered
up the prints and went to Jim’'s room.
With my hand upraised to knock, I was
suddenly swept by a strong current of
thought.

“Soon, Dystra! Not one of them sus-
pects—my mind is locked to them. But
this body will not survive the irnp. I must
have the other. It is difficult. The wrradi-
ation ts complete, but I cannot yet control
the brain to a complete transmutation.
Success is only partial as yei—"

Automatically I knocked. At once Jim’s
voice answered, and I went in. He was
sitting at his desk, in the full glare of two
lamps. There was a faint, sickish odor in
the air that somewhat resembled that of
acetylene.

Jim turned gravely toward me.

I tried to conceal the shock and horror
that rocked me at that moment, and knew
that I must fail.

His skull was utterly white, paper-
white in the lampglow, hairless, and
ridged with convolutions like a naked
brain. Around his eyes the skin was
white, the eyeballs globular, protruding,
with a tiny jet-black iris.

It was more than I could dissemble, I
felt the impact of his thought again,
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“I had forgotten—there is danger from
this one, Dystra. Shall I destroy him, or
can I cause him to forget again?”

He said, “Yes, Mark?”

‘“The—the ship,” I faltered. “A mis-
take in the plans—"

Again, but far more strongly, his
thought impinged upon mine. “I look
quite normal to you. You will forget any-
thing strange you may have seen. For-
get!”

I was suddenly dizzy. It was not mere
acting that I groped for the desk to steady
myself. When the dizziness was gone, I
saw Jim smiling faintly at me—Jim, with
the familiar lock of black hair falling over
one temple, familiar blue eyes quizzical.

“What was I saying?” I asked.

““A mistake in the plans—but that’s 1m-
possible,”’

I shook my head. “Look at them, Jim.
A man would suffocate in that sealed
shell—”

Our glances locked and the rest of the
sentence died in my throat.

A man!

Jim?

“The plans are all right, Mark,” he
said softly. Unspoken followed the com-
mand: “You find nothing strange about
them.”

“Don’t know why 1 bothered you,” 1
mumbled with perfect sincerity. “I’ll
push off to bed.”

He grinned good-naturedly. ‘“Good
idea. Tomorrow’s another day. Good
night !’

But what reached my mind was: “I¢
is very easy, Dystra. They cannot resisi.
This 1s the world—our new world. You
shall see for yourself—"

‘ N ] EEKS slipped by while the space
ship grew from a skeleton to a
slender-finned cylinder, blunt-

bowed, thick in the stern, crammed with-

in until it seemed there would remain
hardly sufficient room for its living freight.

Slowly the inhibited memory of that
night in Jim’s room returned, but always
it had the unreality of a dream. Some-
times I honestly doubted that the 1ncident
had occurred at all. But there were the
plans—the monstrous omission of any
oxygen or air supply struck me anew.
But now I kept my own counsel.

There came the night we tried out the
rocket motors, with the ship clamped i1n a
test cradle, blue flame roaring from the
bell-mouthed orifices Jim had designed.
Synthetic R-36 fuel ran out of tiny
metered tanks, and the dynamometer nee--
dles trembled at figures that made us gasp.
The secret of that iuel, too, was Jium’s
and his alone.

He had not come out for the tests. I
went to tell him the result, and he seemed
pleased, much as the old Jim would have
been.

“Great work, Mark. Tomorrow I take

off.”

I was astounded that it should be so
soon.

‘““But you have your course to calculate
—you haven't even told me where you're
going. I've always heard that the first
ship would probably be doing well if it
circled the moon and returned.”

He laughed. “No, Mark, that’s not it.
I've always wondered whether there’s
life on Mars, and now 1 intend to find
out. As for calculations—they were made
before the ship was begun. You built to
a schedule. Tell me, do you wish it were
you?”’

There was mockery in his eyes. I shook
my head. ‘“Guess I have too much respect
for my own hnde, Jim. And now I'll be
worying about yours—"

It was well that I had steeled myself
to remain impassive.

“I shall never understand them, Dy-
stra. They express fear for on another—
a weakness for which they deserve to die.
Perhaps they shall. For I am coming
soon, Dystra, with the grey metal that is
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our life. Here we can make it wn abun-
dance—on this world where there is lead
and hot sunlight. Soon, Dystra!”

Swift the flow of thought, swifter far
than words, but not more so than the flood
of cold fear chilling around my heart.
Jim’s voice recalled me—]Jim’s old voice.

“Wish me luck, Mark?”

He held his hand out, and the warmth
of his clasp was as in the old days.

I said, “I do, Jim, with all my heart.
Good-by, Jim.”

And I meant every word of it, for I
knew I should never see him again.

I didn’t go to bed. It was long past
midnight before I ceased pacing the bright,
deserted streets of Osmium City. Even
then I did not go directly to my room.

HE next day broke clear and hot.

I I awoke late; saw my face hag-

gard in the mirror from the doubts
and strivings of the night before. Oddly
enough, I had slept soundly.

Jim was stowing containers in the racks
provided inside the little ship. There were
only three of us besides him—two con-
sulting engineers and myself. The rocket
lay 1n the long acceleration track which in
the distance curved upward into empty
sky. Jim's long, bony face was flushed,
perhaps with the exertion of lifting the
wall-fitting containers into place—he
would trust no one else with this. The
engineers stood by silently, tense with the
thought of what was to come.

Finished, Jim swung around to us, a
boyish grin lighting his face. He was all
Jim in that instant, and there seemed to
be a cold stone in my chest when I looked
at him.

Only when I had to, did I meet his eyes,
the deep-blue, reckless eyes of the brother
I loved.

He was casual now. “So long, Mark.”

I thought he must feel the coldness of
my hand.

He climbed into the ship, clad only in

shirt and slacks—none of us saw the in-
congruity of it then.

“Jim!” 1 cried, and leaped forward.

Hands drew me back, held me strug-
gling while the roar of exhausts drowned
my cries.

The shell slipped away, gathering speed.
It roared down the track, hurtled into the
upcurve so swiftly that the eye saw only a
silvery streak. It lifted its finned beauty
skyward—

Somebody thrust a pair of field glasses
into my hands. Avidly I sought the ship—
droplet of silver against immensity of sky.
Already the roar of its rockets was only a
distant hum.

Suddenly the clean swift line of its
mounting was broken. Its bow dipped; it
flew erratically, almost horizontal, for a
moment., Then the nose dropped and it
whirled end over end like a gigantic pin-
wheel, falling, always falling, flame hurl-
ing it earthward, a stricken thing.

The crash echoed from the
hangar behind us.

Then the three of us were speeding to-
ward the spot in a car. I remember noth-
ing of the search itself. It was as though
I had stopped living for all but one thing
when that wounded ship plunged down.

It had buried a third of its length in
the ground, such had been the force of im-
pact. Close by the air stank of hot metal
and spilled fuel. I was in an agony of
apprehension that flame might at any mo-
ment lick about the wreckage.

It was impossible to believe that any-
thing in that scarred, buckled hull could
still be alive. Like hot irons I felt the
pitying glances of the other men. One of
them took a wrecking bar and shovel from
the car.

At that my numbed mind came alive.
I tore the things from his hands, pushed
him and the others into the car. I don't
know what I told them; they understood
I wanted to be alone for what had to be
done. They drove away.

empty
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I worked with desperate haste. The
cover was jammed. I had to pry the stern
plates aside to free it. There came to sight
the gyroscopic valve that should automat-
ically have kept the ship upright during
flight.

To it was still attached the clumsily
bent bypass tube that utterly nullified the
action of the wvalve, that had sent fuel
jetting haphazardly into the bow steering
jets—a murderous little piece of copper
it had taken me two frantic hours to fit.

I tore it out and hurled the guilty thing
away.

Something dark and still huddled with-
in the ship, and again I smelled that
warm, fetid odor that was neither animal
nor human.

With insane haste I tugged and lifted
the thing from the ship, a dead weight.
At last it lay broken and twisted at my
feet, repulsive in the hot bright sunlight.

A grotesque caricature of man—

Legs and arms were thin, ropy things.
The globular, white-skinned, wrinkled
head sat neckless upon broad shoulders,
yet the chest was small, sunken, atrophied.
It had no ears, no nose, no mouth. It
could not have breathed. Bulbous, lidless

* * *

eyes stared with blind intentness. Body
and limbs were jet, glossy black. It wore
Jim’s shirt and slacks.

the ship, as deeply as trembling

muscles could push the shovel. It
rests there today, the wreckage of the
ship its headstone. Upon the crumpled
silvery hull Jim’s name was engraved
for all to see.

But of course the thing that molders
there isn’t Jim.

This I know—that it entered Jim's body
and possessed itself of his brain, his memo-
ries and his Iife upon this earth; that it
required no oxygen although the radi-
ations of R-36 were wvital to it: that it
communicated over a vast chasm of space
telepathically with its own kind.

Whether Jim died that day on the

IBURIED it in the soft loam beside

Knoxwville road, I do not know.

Night after night at the observatory I
study the red mystery that is Mars. For
at times ] think that Jim is not dead, but
strangely, terrifyingly alive.

Up there—in the body of the thing that
came to Earth in his place—the thing that
didn’t breathe.

*

*

*
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By Wilfred
Owen Morley

EMERALD

A whisper of wings . . . a land on the rim of time . . . a summons to a
valley of nameless terror . . . and a g?y'on which the very cosmos shall
tremble!

VEN AFTER the moon had sunk
below the rim of the world, and
sudden clouds had hidden the stars,

we could still see the Face loomifig up in
the vast distance. Etched against a dark
sky, it assumed a deeper blackness than
the inkiness of total night, or the utter
lightlessness of the dread coalsacks in the
sky.

But there was nothing evil-seeming in
the Face; no, even from the distance, we
could see the brooding sorrow and Cyclo-
pean weariness carved into it.

It was as if all the lonely disillusion that
life has known from its awakening in the
dawn of time had been expressed in this
single sculpture.

We had heard of the Face, had spoken
at great length with a few scholars in the
outside world who knew of it, and the
sight of it filled us with profound excite-
ment because, for all the splendor of it,
we knew it but for a symbol of what lay
beyond—the tomb of Mataiya, about
which there were but the weirdest legends.

No, ours was no party of mystics, or



religious fanatics, bent on finding proof of
the biblical lore to show a scoffing world.
Bently, whom we chose for chief, was as
hard-headed and unspeculative a person
as one could find, nor was Nielson any
starry-eyed dreamer. We had found what
purported to be a key to those mysterious
tablets Colonel Churchward once claimed
to have deciphered, and they told of the
Face, of the Dawn People, and of Matai-
ya. We knew that we would have to find
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some sure proof here in the depths of this
South American valley, well-nigh lost in
a maze of labyrinthine mountains, or ours
would be the fate that overtook Church-
ward. No scientifically-minded person
would pay any heed to us.

Were the Dawn People the builders of
a mighty civilization, from which has
sprung all the legends of Mu, Atlantis, and
the tales of a golden age predating Minos?
Were they beings from another planet, as
so many had suspected? Nielson and
Bently would not discuss this aspect of it,
but my imagination ran riot over the mul-
titude of possibilities. x

At any rate, there was something here;
the presence of Bently and Nielson was
proof of that.

I stirred the ashes of the fire and
stretched, thinking 1t might be a good idea
to get some sleep this night after all. No
animal life stirred about us: we had seen
nothing save vegetation for several days.
No sound came to my ears except a faint
rustling, a -whispered rustling—as of
wings.

A whisper of wings! I suddenly knew
what it was that had lain on the tip of
my mind for so long, why I felt uneasy
and sleepless of nights. It was this faint
stirring in the air that I had sensed for so
long, as if, in the trackless distances, an
incredible creature was beating colossal
wings tirelessly. But so far away was the
thing, that the sound came to us as the
softest of murmurs.

I thought of Alauoo, guardian angel
of Eiklan, who eternally hovers between
Earth and Newplanet to safeguard the
transit of souls between the worlds.

I was about to poke out the fire and slip
into my tent when I sensed motion to my
far right. Without thinking, I dropped
to the ground, just in time to hear some-
thing whir by my head and drop to the
earth a short distance away. So there were
native' guardians of this valley after alll

Soundlessly I slipped my pistol from its

holster and waited. The fire flashed a last
gleam of light, then died. But that flash
was enough; it showed me a crouching
figure. I fired and saw 1t topple over.

For a second I waited, then cautiously
approached the thing. It was a man, I
found—a white man. He looked as if he
were more than a thousand years old. My
bullet had grazed his temple, doing little
more than stunning him. For all his ap-
parent ancientness, his heart beat full and
strong beneath my fingers, I motioned to
Bently and Nielson who had emerged
ready for action at the sound of my pistol,
and the three of us carried him inside, laid
him out on an auxiliary cot.

In the glow of a lamp, my heart gave
an audible leap—I was sure that I knew
this man!

66 A REN'T you Nicholas Rensler?” I
asked the old one, as he set down
his coffee cup.

He nodded. “You have sharp eyes, my
friend, to recognize me—now. But then,
it was only sharp eyes that saved you last
night.”

“You were going to kill us?”

He nodded.

H-'Why??l

“Because I knew you could not be
frightened away. With others, I've man-
aged to discourage them by means of a
little hocus-pocus, because they were al-
ready unnerved by the Face and the sound
of Its wings. But you, I knew, would not
be frightened. You were determined to
continue.”

I frowned. “You may as well tell us
everything, Rensler., Aiter all, we have a
perfect right to put you out of the way,
you know. Particularly since you imply.
that you'll try to finish us off at the first
opportunity.”

He drew a deep breath.

“My story is fantastic,”” he started. “I
wouldn’t blame you, or anyone else, for
not believing—even though my appear-
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ance should bear it out to a slight degree.
However, I'll tell you as well as I can; it
seems so long now ...

“About four years ago my brother and
I heard fabulous stories about the Face,
the Winged One, and Her. With my
brother, it was the tale of a beautiful
woman centuries imprisoned in a trans-
parent bell which made up his mind. Dick
always was the romantic type. With me,
it was the hints of finding relics of the
Dawn People. And perhaps the thought of
the girl didn’t seem unpleasant, either.

““I shan’t bore you with details of how
we arrived here. I'll only say that we
camped somewhere around this spot, saw
the Face against the sky, heard the sound
ot Its wings, and pushed on the next day.

“You'd say offhand that the Face is atop
that mountain there, wouldn’t you? That
there’s likely an abyss on the other side?
You'd be wrong, even though it does
look that way. The Face rests on the top
of a titanic monohth in the valley, tower-
ing up above the mountains—it can’t be
seen from the air.”

“What !’ I cried incredulously.

““That’s what I said—1I'll come to that
later., As I said, we pushed on, and came
at last to a narrow divide leading into the
valley of the Face. We felt damned un-
comfortable, I might add, because anyone
above us could simply wipe us out by
dropping boulders. We went on, ex-
pecting to come out upon a deep canyon,
across which the Face would gaze at us.

“We found just a valley.

“But 1n its center—it’s exact center—
rising out of the trees and vegetation, ris-
ing up thousands of feet to peer over the
rim of the mountains, was the colossal
monolith bearing the Face on its top. A
Cyclopean monolith of a jet-black sub-
stance that 1s neither stone nor metal so
far as I could make out. We couldn’t
scratch it or mar it in any way; it must
have been there thousands of years, for
trees have sprung about it, and moss and

vines have entwined it, and it must be
sunk way down into the earth to stand so.
But there are no marks on it that we
could find.”

“Was that—all?”

“Except for the Winged One. It was
there, waiting for us. We followed the
sound of its ‘wings from the slightest
whisper we heard to the titan beating of
them. We came to the rim of the valley,
the other rim, and waited until it found
us.

“It was beautiful. There are no words
I can think of to describe the glory and
radiance of the Winged One. I can only
draw similarities. Of what substance it
is made, I know no more than of the sub-
stance of the Face. I think that none of
the three—the Face, the Winged One,
and Her—are of this world; none were
born here, It is a substance seemingly
harder than the most adamant metal made,
yet light, incredibly lLght. No, I don’t
exactly mean that. It has sufficient weight.
Perhaps gossamer or fragile would be the
term., It seems so—ethereal. As if when
the wind came dancing over the moun-
tains, the Winged One would shimmer
away.

““The wings are of purest white, a white
so pure it is almost blinding. The body
is formed much like that of an idealised
man, except there are all the sweet curves
of a woman 1n it—yet it doesn’t seem
feminine in any way. I'd say it’s entirely
sexless. Its eyes are the green of grass
after rain. Its face i1s golden; its arms
long but beautifully proportioned; and
it has seven fingers on each hand. The
feet of it are not exactly like those of
humans ; they seem to curl up like Caliph’s
shoes. Around it’s midnftf it wears a
belt of jet-black substance—like that of
the monolith. And in its center is set a
single glowing red stone which is not
ruby.

““That 1s how Dick and I found it—
or, rather, it found us.”
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“Where is Dick now?” I interrupted.

“Dead—Ilucky devil.”

“Nou killed him?”

“Yes. I wish I'd killed myself, too, as
I originally platined. You'll learn why in
a little while.” :

Rensler clutched the sides of the cot.

“Hear them?” he whispered.

LISTENED. Bently went to the slit
I in the tent and looked out. Nielson

nodded and poured the old man some
water. He gulped it thirstily.

“It’s still there,” he continued. *Still
waiting for someone to open the door.”

“Then you found something else?”
Nielson prompted.

“We found Her. But wait—Ilet me get
back to where I was before. The Winged
One dropped down to the ground, in front
of Dick and me. I'd say it was about
hfteen feet in height. Can’t guess at the
wingspread.

“It didn’t make any sound at all, but
its green eyes bored into mine, and 1
began to see things—things which I knew
weren’t there at all.

“The world around me was—different.
The sky was an intense blue, almost as
if it were painted. It didn’t look real at
all. And there were jet-black shapes that
I knew to be trees of another period of
time. There were great grass-growths,
too. But before I had a chance to get a
good look at what I saw, something else
claimed my attention.

“It was a ship—a gigantic globe seem-
ingly hanging motionless in midair. Then,
as I watched, it settled down out of the
blue like a fly settling to a table, and
people begah to come out. They looked
like us, only they were all exceedingly
beautiful both in face and figure.

“Then the scene changed and I saw
the valley around me filled with these
people. They didn’t have exactly a city
liere—it looked more like a glorified
World’s Fair.” None of the buildings were

very tall, and there were wide avenues
and walks and gardens all around. And,
in the very center, was the monolith.”

Bently took his pipe out of his mouth
and knocked the bowl against the tent-
post. “Did it look the way it does now?”

“Just about, except that it seemed to
shine. I didn’t see it for long, because the
pictures started coming pretty fast and I
didn’t have a chance to get all the details.

“It seems that there was some sort of
dispute between two sections of these
people. On the one hand were those who
called themselves the Children of the
Monolith, and the others were the Light
Followers. Those aren’t the exact terms,
but Dick and I talked it over a lot and
decided that was about as close as we
could get. The monolith was a symbol,
a sort of reminder. It seems that the man
whose face is on top of the monolith was
some sort of research man in this people’s
home planet. He let his enthusiasm run
away with him and started something he
couldn’t stop. It finally destroyed their
planet, but not before he had managed to
offer a solution to the problem of how to
keep on living. He’d perfected the means
of interplanetary flight.

“This scientist became the symbol of
warning. They built the monolith with
his face on top of it as an eternal reminder.
It wasn’t supposed to imply that research
and new discoveries are bad, but just an
admonition to go slow, take it easy, and
be sure you have an antidote handy before
you drink any new concoction.

“However, the Followers of the Light,
led by a woman called Mataiya, were
playing around with a new form of life.
They created the Winged One. The
Children of the Monolith objected, but the
Winged One didn’t seem to be dangerous
in any way—but Mataiya and her fol-
lowers wanted to go on from there,”

“Was there a war?” I put in.

““That’s about what happened. It didn’t

last very long. Ended up with Mataiya
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being imprisoned in some sort of jar, with
a creature kept there to guard it. You
see, they didn’t believe in such things as
execution. I know it sounds strange in
the light of what I said about their having
a war—but apparently no one was killed
in the war, either. It was merely a contest
of forces and ended up when one side
broke down the defenses of the other. If
anyone was hurt, 1t was just accidental,
and they could revive them anyway, unless
they were completely destroyed. Part of
the defense was making the monolith in-
visible from above. I think there must be
some hidden machines which are still run-
ning.”’

““Then what happened to these people?”
broke in Nielson, ‘“Why 1s i1t that the only
trace we have of them 1is the Monolith?
And where is the tomb of this Mataiya ?”

Rensler coughed. ““A lot of things aren’t
clear. All I can tell you 1s the impressions
I got from this thing. And the impression
was that of a sudden catastrophe—maybe
a drastic change of climate—which sent
these people outside the valley. The catas-
trophe changed them 1n some way, because
by the time they left, they were beginning
to degenerate; they’'d forgotten a lot of
the scientific knowledge. The monolith
was beginning to become something of a
shrine.

“So~—they departed, Ileaving the
Winged One alone. It could have gone
with them, but apparently it didn’t want
to.

“It’s been waiting ever since for some-
one to come back, someone to open the
tomb of Mataiya, for Mataiya alone can
destroy it; it’s tired of lhfe. That, you
understand, 1s the story ¢ told.”

“You mean it was lying!” Bently
gasped.

“I'll come to that,” said Rensler. * Aft-
er we heard—or saw—the Winged One’s
story, Dick and 1 compared notes. He
was all for doing whatever the creature
wanted, but I wasn’t too sure. There were

a number of things which didn’t seem
quite right. I reméxnbered that, at first,
all the pictures were clear and distinct,
but, after the coming of the Winged One
itself into the scene, they began to get
somewhat hazy and blurred at the edges.
They were hurried through, as if the
Winged One wanted to give an impres-
ston without letting us see too clearly
what it was. But I couldn’t convince Dick.
He was hellbound to find the tomb of
Matatya and let her loose.”

““What I want to know,”” I stated, “is,
why couldn’t the Winged One release
Mataiya itself?”’

‘““It feared the guardian,” said Rensler.
“Well, to get on as quickly as possible,
we found a door in one of the valley walls,
and the Winged One showed us how to
open it. We went inside and found our-
selves in what seemed to be a section of
the original valley. The sky was a painted
blue, and the trees were inky black shapes
crawling up into the sky. The grass was
riotous. And there was a great jar-like
thing with a woman inside.

“At first I was disappointed. The
woman seemed beautiful, but nothing like
what I'd expected. But it was deceptive;
there was a seductiveness there which
took you unawares and the more you
looked, the more radiant and lovely she
became. And there was also the guardian.

“It was a snake, but not a snake—a
dragon, and still not a dragon. It was a
combination of both, and it looked pretty
authoritative, although not horrible. I got
the strange feeling that i1t would try to per-
suade us to go away peacefully before
harming us.”

“Did it ?” I asked.

“It — communicated — the way the
Winged One did. But there were inter-
ruptions. Something was trying to break
down the impressions it was sending to
us. Something—and then I knew. The
interrupting element was that whisper of
WIngs.
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“The Winged One! It sought to pre-
vent our getting impressions from the
guardian. I concentrated upon getting
these impressions straight, and before
long I knew that I would never assist the
Winged One in opening the tomb of Ma-
taiya, and that I would give my life to
prevent anyone’s doing it.

“You see, the Winged One’s story was

not exactly straight after a certain point.
The creature had been created partly from
one of the people of the valley. And Ma-
taiya’s plan was to create an entire race
of these beings, replacing the humans,
leaving only a handful for her personal
attendants. Together, she and her crea-
tures had a dream of spacial and time
conquest which can only be summed up
in the word mad.
“To release Mataiya would be to un-
"loose doom upon the world and upon
any form of life dwelling upon any other
planet in the solar system. Ior she was
imprisoned only because they could not
kill her.

“All the while the whisper of wings
drummed in my brain, trying to beat down
these impressions, urging me on to slay
the guardian—apparently it was vulner-
able—so that the woman could be set
free.”

“Did your brother get the same im-
pressions as you?' I asked,

He shook his head. ‘“Dick was cartied
away by the woman’s beauty. I could see
that he dreamed of love when he looked
upon her, and that he received no impres-
sions from the guardian at all. Even as
I watched, he drew his gun and tried to
kill the creature. But his aim was bad.

“I managed to get him back to camp,
but it was no use. He raved about the
woman and the wings continually and
finally broke loose. I tried to beat him
to it, but he was too far ahead of me, so
I shot him.

“Since then I've stayed here, keeping
people from finding the valley. There

haven’t been many, but I'm glad I was
here. Had to wipe out one expedition—"
His voice trailed away, and his head rolled
to one side. I saw that he was asleep.

tent. Silently I slid over to one side
of the cot and grasped my pistol.

“Stanley,” came a low voice. “It’s I,
Nielson. Get up quickly, quietly. I think
Bently's—gone.” -

Swiftly I dressed, then met him outside.

Nielson said, *I looked in his tent a
little while ago and he wasn’t there. His
rifle is missing too."’

“Lef's get Rensler,” I said.
knhow the quickest way.”

A little later the three of us were march-
ing swiftly toward the divide. We came
out into the clear and saw the valley
Rensler had described, saw the towering
monolith, on top of which rested the Face.

Rensler grasped my arm and pointed.

“Look!”

I followed his gaze, and the blood froze
in my veins. For there, over by the op-
posite cliff wall, was the huge Winged
One, and riding on his back was Bently.

We hastened across the valley floor,

SOMETHING was stirring in my

“He’ll

found the door and entered the artificial

fragment of a world that no longer was.

Even as we entered, the sound of rifle
shots came to our ears.

“Hurry,” sobbed Rensler: “We've got
to get there before he kills the guardian;
the Winged One dares do nothing so long
as the guardian lives.”

A scream of mortal terror cut short his
words ; then a final explosion.

Had Bently won?

An instant later we knew, for we saw
the fantastic creature, the Winged One,
coming toward us. Desperately I tried to
avoid its glowing eyes. Instinctively I
ducked. But it apparently meant us no

harm. It poised in the air a short distance

away, its wings whirring in our ears.
And then I saw—Her!
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There are no words to describe the
loveliness of Mataiya as I saw her then;
I knew only my desire for this woman,
and my willingness to do anything for the
winning of her. She stood there, her body
glowing with a deathless radiance, partly
concealed by the serpent-like length of the
guardian which had wrapped itself around
the transparent jar. Serpent body and
dragon head; 1ts eyes peered baletully,
jealously, at me, I thought.

Beside the jar, one arm outstretched, as
if to grasp the serpent, lay Bently.

But what did I care for him¢ A whisper
of wings was in my ears, and desire
burned within me. 1 knew that I must
elude those around me and set the woman
free. Free Her! Then would we two
mount the Winged One and fly to a dis-
tant paradise whence we would commence
our plan for the control of the entire
COSMOS.

They say I fought like a madman and

that it took the combined efforts of Rens-
ler and Nielson to subdue me. I do not
remember that: all T know is that the
whisper of wings suddenly became a roar
in my head which overwhelmed me so that
I fell through the very Earth itself into a
black void where stars swam endlessly.
When I awoke, we were back in camp,
and Nielson was changing a bandage on
my head.

But I still dream of Her and of the
Face, and perhaps some day I shall quietly
steal away, back to the valley, and finish
something which I left undone. For the
whisper of wings grows in my head at
night and I cannot rest. Yes, someday
She and I will mount the Winged One
and fly away, away to the secret land that
only we three know. Perhaps beyond the
stars themselves, a land on the rim of
time.

And when that day comes, then let the
cosmos tremble!

FDITORAMELINGS

j 7 ES, it’s Los Angeles in 1942! No
sooner had the Daughertys, the
Heinleins, Forrie, Morojo, Free-

hafer and others returned from the Science

Fiction Convention at Denver, than a

special meeting was held in Los Angeles

to start things rolling for next year.

These preparations may seem a little
premature at this time, but that’s the way
they do things out there.

The sponsoring committee has an-
nounced that this Convention will not be
paraded under such titles as Angelicon,
L.Avention, Hollycon, Pacificon, etc. Any
fans who wish may select their own nick-
names, but the official title 1s the
FOURTH WORLD SCIENCE FIC-
TION CONVENTION.

They have set an initial goal of 500
members, and think they will reach it.

Even before any official announcements
appeared, more than fifty fans had signed
up, and others are reported coming in
every day. All those who plan to attend
or support the convention are urged by
the committee to send $1 to the Conven-
tion Secretary, Paul Freehafer, 349 S.
Rampart, Los Angeles. Aside from a
membership card, this sum will entitle
fans to special stickers, a bi-weekly news
mag for a year, and other benefits. Each
member will be personally informed, from
time to time, of the further progress of
the Convention plans.

Watch further issues of ASTONISH-
IN STORIES for more details.

Meanwhile, for further facts, drop a
penny postcard to Convention Director

Walter J. Daugherty, 6224 Leland Way,
Hollywood, Cal.



A Sequel to “Into the Darkness”

By Ross Rocklymne

EEP within the fifteenth band
of lightlessness reposed he who
had lived so long that he had for-
gotten the unutterable span of years which
stretched back from this moment to the
moment of his birth.
68

He thought, and wished to forget
thought. To forget thought! That was
death! Ah, let death come. If it would
but creep up on him without his knowl-
edge . . . If it would not let him know
of its restful presence until it had done
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that could know no winner—this fighter against death—
who wished it at the same time!

brooding prisoner of the ages who fought a ceaseless battle ” ‘

its work. . . . If it would not give him
warning, not arouse him to fight involun-
tarily against st with all the unwilling
strength of his seventy million-wmile body!

To fight against death—and to wish 1t
at the same timel This was a battle that

could know no winner. Better to wish for
nothing, to throttle thought until 1t sub-
sided downward to a level where recogni-
tion of one’s identity was a difficult thing.

Completely enclosed as he was—first by
the fifteenth band of lightlessness, second

69
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by his self-imposed guard against thoughts
concerming the outer umverse—still there
was the trickle of thought that gave him
awareness. Qutside was the universe, in
all its glowing splendor. QOutside, too,
were other energy creatures, beings such
as he himself had been before his eternal
quest for knowledge had led hum to escape
his normal fate, a fate he would welcome
Nnow.

They knew of how he strove not to
think, and they respected his desire. He
was a legend now, beloved at the same
time he was held n awe.

Why did he wish to die? Those young
energy creatures could not know. But they
did know that to disturb him would be to
bring to him an unendurable agony. One
ray of light, one single outside thought,
would be a stiletto that would bring him
to full, shocking awareness of external
things. He had sought a hundred million
vears for the self-imposed anesthetic that
would dull his mind, gear 1t downward to
a semblance of idiotic apathy. To disturb
him now would be cruelty.

This was Oldster, this incredibly aged
creature; he who did not wish to think,
or, sf he must think, unshed to think of
extmction and its utter, blessed relief.

CHAPTER ONE

Sun Destroyer
SO VAST was the universe, that

even at the frightful velocity an en-
ergy creature could attain, he could
never hope to travel from rim to rim in
anything less than seven millions of years.

Yet the universe was small—small and
without significance. It was but a pin-
point of light breaking the dead monotony
of a darkness vast beyond description. A
frightening gulf, a bottomless pit, an ocean
of lightlessness . . . and utterly without
even a particle of any substance to give it
warmth or character. ...

But there were other universes, other
feeble pin-points which, in their own
right, were huge.

HE youths were gathered in num-
bers of some hundreds around the

giant white star. They were astir
with interest and excitement as they
watched the planet swinger.

““The system will crumble,” murmured
the green light, Luminescent. “But if
Swift succeeds in making this new planet
settle to a stable orbit, it will form the
largest and most complex solar system
we have ever created.”

“Swift will do it,” her companion, Star
Eater, said confidently. “He was the one
who placed the fifty-seventh planet when
everybody said it was impossible. Since
then, no less than thirty others have been
added. I personally don’t see any reason
why we couldn’t go right on up to a hun-
dred or more. If only Sun Destroyer
doesn’t come along now!”

“I hope she stays away, too.”

A nervous stream of sparkles was sud-
denly erupted from Luminescent’s young,
thirty million-mile body. She was a green
light. Her companion was a purple light,
as young as she, entirely unaware of the
fate which a green light, even perhaps this
one at his side, would some day mete out
to him, _

They turned their full attention on
Swift and the planet he had created and
was now swinging in great circles through
space. He was some millions of miles dis-
tant from the solar system whose entire
stability rested on his mathematical in-
tuttion. It was an incredibly intricate
system these energy creatures had built.
Millions of years before they had, in their
eternal preoccupation with diversified
means of enjoyment, selected this giant
star to weave about with a family of
planets. Their success, so far, was phe-
nomenal. No less than eighty-seven
planets hurtled in perfectly stable orbits
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about the star. There was no attempt to
place the orbits of the planets in one plane.
Quite haphazardly, they circled in every
conceivable plane. As the number of
planets had grown, so had their difficul-
ties. Eccentric anomalies were so great
that some orbits had major axes of bil-
lions of miles, and minor axes of but two
or three million. These orbits reached out
in all directions.’

How to insert another planet, give it an
orbit which would not forcibly conflict
with that of another? Such was Swiit'’s
problem.

He solved it adroitly, his mental cal-
culations producing a formula which cor-
rectly accounted for all the factors he had
set up. He let the whirling planet fly.
It approached the system gracefully,
missed direct collision with half a dozen
of its fellows, whipped about the star in
a complete revolution, and serenely took
up its place in the giant complexity of
orbits.

Flaring sparkles of excitement erupted
from the gathering. Swift accepted con-
gratulations with becoming modesty, and
retired into the crowd, giving the creation
and placing of the next planet to a huge,
young green light who was on the verge
of maturity, though neither she nor her
companions were aware of it.

Confidently, she made her planet, swung
it preparatory to placing it. A thousand
years later her calculations were complete,
Toward the giant star went the new planet
—and it too was successfully placed.

The thousands of years wore on. Swift
piaced the hundredth planet.

“If only Sun Destroyer doesn’t come!”
Luminescent whispered with mounting
excitement. “If only she doesn’t! Star
Eater, there doesn’t seem to be any limit,
does there? We could just keep on adding
planets!”

The painstaking, but infinitely pleasur-
able task went on. It became more delicate
as time passed, but those creating the

system seemed to have been inspired to
hair-line accuracy.

HE hundred and tenth planet was
in, and the next was being swung.

White Galaxy, he who was en-
gaged with the task, suddenly stopped
stock still in his work. His young spheroi-
dal body, with the bright purple luminos-
ity at its center, quivered.

“Sun Destroyer!”

As one, the gathering of purple and
green lights swung their visions in a single
direction. It was she! They saw her, mil-
lions of miles off, emerging from between
two distant galaxies, a train of ruptured,
flattened, shattered, collided and churn-
ing suns in her wake.

The cry went up again, this time with
a note of protest.

“Sun Destroyer!”

She came flashing toward them, thrust-
ing suns to right and left in chaotic aban-
don, her young, thirty million-mile body
replete with power, throwing off streams
of luminescent energy as she discarded
her wasteful excess, the fifty thousand-
mile green light at her core waxing and
waning with steady pulsation.

The group froze and watched her.

She came up to them, ceased motion,
and swept her visions over them.

“What do you do?” her thought beams
asked. There was a note of mirth in her
tones.

“We do nothing,” said Swift, taking
the initiative. ‘““Go back where you came
from, Sun Destroyer. We do not want
you around.”

“What do you do?” asked Sun De-
stroyer, totally ignoring Swift’s admoni-
tion. Her visions turned from the crowd,
centered on White Galaxy and the planet

he held.
Swift comprehension was in Sun De-

stroyer’s thoughts, as she noted the planet-

woven Sun.
“A solar system!” she said admiringly.
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“A very complex one, too! It must have
taken you a very. long time indeed to
fabricate it.”

“It did,” said Swift with rising anger.
“Go away, Sun Destroyer. If you make
one motion toward our solar system—"

Sun Destroyer rotated along an axis
languidly. “I have no intention of mak-
ing a motion toward it,” she returned,
without heat. For a long time she studied
it. Then, abruptly, she contracted to half
her size. Pure energy was pressed to-
gether with a blinding display of heat and
light. The group saw a blob of energy
coalesce, melt together, and emerge, 1in-
credibly swiftly, as a huge lump of mat-
ter more than fifteen thousand miles
across. A planet!

Swift started forward with a sharp cry.
“You mustn't do that, Sun Destroyer!
In the first place, you are too Iar away
from the system to be accurate. In the
second place, it 1s White Galaxy’s turn!”

Sun Destroyer laughed excitedly. “It
is my turn now, White Galaxy. Move
back!”

" She commenced to swing the lump of
matter in ever-widening circles. A mur-
mur of protest rose from the gathering.

“Stop her! She will destroy the sun
as she destroys all suns!”

But there was no stopping Sun De-
stroyer. There seemed hardly enough time
for her to make an accurate series of
equations before she loosed her planet.
It hurtled straight toward the solar sys-
tem, while the hundreds of youths watched
in abject constermation.

““She will destroy the balance!” Lumi-
nescent cried in protest.

But Sun Destroyer’s planet sped true.
It took up an orbit, and settled down to
stability.

Immediately, Sun Destroyer contracted
again, and produced still another planet.
Swift relaxed -helplessly and watched the
second planet hurtle true. A third and
fourth were placed without error.

Swift interposed. “That is enough! It
wasn’t skill at all; it was just luck, and
you know it!”

Sun Destroyer was scornful. “I shall
show you that it was the highest skill,”
she replied.

She repaired her depleted store of
energy by plucking a small red star from
the heavens. Then she formed a huge
planet, more than five times as large as
the largest planet the sun supported,
whirled it viciously and flung it at the

system.
A out as the planet caught the outer-
most planet in its path, went. on,
and reduced a full dozen of the orbits to
shattering ruin. Sun Destroyer’s large
planet had been badly calculated, and now
it fell, with an immense eruption, into the
giant star. The whole Sun shuddered
rackingly, and prominences leaped out.
Planets faltered, and fell by the dozen into
the maw of their disturbed primary.
Shortly, where the beautiful, complex
creation had reposed, was nothing but a
crumbled system.
“Now look what you have done!”
Swift raged, beside himself with anger.
“It was no good anyway,” said the
green light scornfully, and she brushed
past Swift and hurled herself full at the
giant star. She deliberately fell onto the
system, tore it apart and flung the frag-
ments 1n a thousand different directions.
Then, without more than a delighted
glance in the direction of the group of
dumbfounded youths, she rushed away
across the galaxies in sheer abandon,
reaching out to crush a half-dozen suns
into powdery dust.

HUNDRED outraged cties rang

SUN DESTROYER, flinging herself

through star cluster after star clus-
ter, suddenly felt a thrill of fright.
She stopped stock still, thrust her visions
into the backward distance. The fright



DAUGHTER OF DARKNESS >3

grew as she saw the being who came

in her wake, a green light twice Sun De-

stroyer’s own girth.

“Stop, Sun Destroyer!”

The thought came clearly and firmly.
Sun Destroyer’s uneasiness persisted. She
waited for the larger green light to catch
up with her, saying no word.

They hung in space facing each other.
A quiver of sparks leaped from the older
green light’s body.

“My daughter,” whispered Sun Dust
sadly, “why is it that you must cause
others unhappiness?”’

Defiance gleamed in Sun Destroyer’s
eyes.

“I seek only my own happiness,” she
retorted.

“By destroying that of others?”

“Did I destroy that of others?” said
Sun Destroyer in surprise. “I did not
mean to, Mother. I only know that I seek
my own happiness. I care not about other
things. It seems right and proper that
I do as I do.” She added pointedly,
sharply, “I doubt if there is anything that
will change me.”

“Could you not find some other means
to satisfy your desires?” asked her
Mother, in evident distress. “Surely, my
daughter, there are more worthwhile
things than destroying suns or carefully
wrought solar systems!”

A sharp sense of unleashed fury rose in
Sun Destroyer.

“That was the credo of Darkness, he
who sired me,” she cried. “I'll have
nothing to do with his beliefs, Mother.
From the first, he failed to realize the
obvious uselessness of life and of all that
is. He fought himself to prove it an un-
truth, and thus knew unhappiness to a
great degree. Had he admitted that all
is futile, and acted accordingly, he would
not have treated himself and others as
sacred appendages of the umverse. I

know that all is futile, therefore I have

‘no concern for anything or anybody—or

the future! . .. I have been very happy,”
she added.

OR a long time the older green
F light held visions on her child. She
was remembering that day so long
ago when a purple light, Darkness by

name, had burst through from another
universe after crossing the awful section

.of lightlessness separating it from this

one, searching for the significance of life,
and finding it only in death. That death
she herself, through an immutable law,
had wrought. And the product of Dark-
ness’ death, through the loss of his purple
light, had been another life—Sun De-
stroyer.

Sun Dust was suddenly filled with
fright—iright of Sun Destroyer. For she
was a destroyer, and not only of suns.
Destruction, wholesale and wanton, was
her credo, and utter and complete satis-
faction of personal desires. Sun Dust
fully realized for the first time that she
had bred a child who was different—as
different as horror was different from
peace.

She said faintly, ““There was nothing
of you in Darkness, my child.”

Impatiently, Sun Destroyer reached out
and tore a nearby sun into flaming ruin,
scattering the fragments without purpose
the length of a galaxy.

She said coldly, “Darkness had the aim
of. a fool. He crossed the lightlessness
between universes, striving to find the end

. product and meaning of all life, and found

only death awaiting him.” Soft, languid
lights, that betokened a sudden, pleasing
thought, took shape in her body. “But
perhaps he has not erred as much as I
think, Mother! Perhaps, in his part in
my creation, he succeeded, after all, in
producing the end product, the true mean-
ing. I am that meaning! For have I not
gathered up all the loose strands of life
into my own philosophy? Do I not per-
sonify that for which life has sought ever
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since life had its first dim origins?”

She paused expectantly, challengingly,
but Sun Dust could only stare at her,
speechless.

“Life seeks happiness,” Sun Destroyer
rushed on, caught up in the excitement
of an i1dea that grew to startling signif-
icance in her even as she spoke. “Happi-
ness is its only purpose. That is an axiom.,
But life has failed to find happiness.
Failed ! Oh, Mother, the reasons for it are
self-evident! From the beginning we have
imbued ourselves with a sacred love of
ourselves, We have become so inflated
with the fact of our own existence, that
we have considered the universe made for
us. The thought has led life into a2 hope-
less outlook. QOut of our respect for our-
selves, our desire for happiness for
ourselves, has grown respect for others,
and a desire for happiness for others!

“Thus life has blundered along!” she
whispered. ‘““And each life has sacrificed
part of its own happiness in a desire to
maintain or add to the happiness of others.
Therefrom arose inhibitions, Mother! All
life with inhibitions! With unfulfilled de-
sires! No true happiness anywhere, and
no possibility of 1t!” | |

She held her Mother’s visions, and be-
gan to rotate slowly.

“It must be that T am truly the end
product Darkness was seeking,” she
mused. “And it is a new thought with
me! For see, Mother, I am happy. T sate
my desires. My impulses are synonymous
with my actions.”

A foam of red sparks leaped from the
complex energy fields of her body.

“But I breed unhappiness in myself by
fearing you, Mother,” she said darkly. “I
have a tendency to shape my life to your
desires, however faint that tendency may
be. Thus you insert within me an inhi-
bition—and perhaps I am not the end
result after all!”

Viciously, she darted into a star cluster,
scattering stars in clouds. She returned.

“You do not understand me!” she

charged.

“I do not,” answered Sun Dust sor-
rowfully. “I only know that you bring
great unhappiness to others.”

Involuntarily Sun Destroyer expanded
and contracted, anger and frustration
rising in her.

“Then I will change the subject!” she
said sharply. ‘It has only the effect of
starting in me a train of unhappiness that

.may go to great lengths before I can

stop 1t.

““A short while ago, Mother, I had an
impulse. Believe me, I gave it all the rein
it demanded. I shot up through the first,
the second, the third, and, indeed, all the
bands of hyper-space until I reached the
forty-eighth, And then—" her body quiv-
ered eagerly— “I sought to break through
—into the forty-ninth!”

Sun Dust’s immense body expanded to
twice its size, a shower of crystalline
sparks leaping from her.

“The forty-ninth,” she whispered.

“The forty-ninth!” cried Sun De-
stroyer excitedly. ‘““Oh, Mother, I know
not how I know, but I know. There is
a forty-ninth band of hyper-space. But
a short while ago, the fact seemed to leap
out at me. There was a strange churning
in my thought swirls that was almost a
pain! Thus I urged myself into the forty-
eighth band, where the energy of lfe
flows, and sought to fling myself beyond
the band of life. And I—failed. Do you
hear me? Failed!”

Sun Dust’s body resumed its normal
girth, and her daughter sensed the ebb-
ing horror within her.

“T am glad you failed,” Sun Dust whis-
pered. “For I feel you have a knowledge
or power within you that bodes you no
good. Where you have acquired it, I
know not. I know nothing of this forty-
ninth band. Nothing! Darkness knew
nothing of this forty-ninth band: I knew
nothing of it. Then whence comes this
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knowledge that you say you possess?”

Sun Destroyer again sensed Sun Dust'’s
growing horror and knew a violent flash
of anger.

“It does not matter !’ she said sharply.
“I do not bother myselt with reasons; it
is the results alone that affect me. The
forty-ninth band!” Her tones abruptly
were eager, tremulous. “There 1s a great
mystery here. Why, I am the only energy
creature ever to sense the existence of
the forty-ninth band! After all, I must be
the end . product, the reason for existence
of all life. And I am going into the forty-
ninth band. Somehow there must be a
way to shatter the invisible wall that
separates it from the forty-eighth. It
cannot bode ill for me. Therefore, I shall
shatter that wall!”

Abruptly, she disappeared into a hyper-
space.

Sun Dust hovered motionless. The
forty-ninth band! There was not, there
could not be any such thing! And yet—

She turned and pursued a slow, spirit-
less trail across galaxies lying like jewels
on an eternally stretching ebon cloth, and
was sad that she should have been in-
strumental in bringing Sun Destroyer
into being.

CHAPTER TWO

Into the Darkness

impelled herself into the forty-
eighth band, where the universe
seemed entirely to lose its true character
in the infinity of colorless, rampant life
energy. There was in her, though she did
not know it, a growing fright. Thrice
she had sought, by sheer momentum, to
break through into the forty-ninth band,
the existence of which she was certain.
Thrice she had failed. Thrice she had
forced herself to forget her failure.
She finally dropped down to the first

I i\OR the third time, Sun Destroyer

band of space, heartlessly ruptured a
magnificent quadruple system of stars,
and sped savagely away across the uni-
verse, a plundering, destroying creature,
in search of youths her own age.

“I shall play and destroy and torment
my fellow:creatures from now on,” she
told herself firmly, “and seek the happi-
ness which I, as the end product of all
life, am deserving of. The forty-ninth
band i1s but a chimera, which I would
follow but to reap my own eternal dis-
content !”

The thousands, the millions of years
fled. Sun Destroyer played on. But she
played with increasing viciousness, Idle-
ness could not be part of her life. Above
all things, monotony was to be avoided.
Destruction! There was something sheer-
ly magnificent in sending two stars the
length of a galaxy, to crash with supernal
bursts of energy. To lump a galaxy into
one comglomerate whole was ecstasy. To
dash amongst her own kind, and complete-
ly without regard for their desires, to
disrupt their painfully wrought works, to
scatter them, to disappear into a hyper-
space with a taunting word—such was
the rightful action of one who would
eternally be without discontent!

The forty-minth band. It persisted in
her consciousness.

Play! Give no thought to the future or
the past, and be without a goal! In this
manner alone could one extract from ex-
istence the unending pleasure which was
the rightful heritage of the living crea-
ture !

The forty-ninth band!

Velocity was the answer. Tear down
through the hub of the vast circling wheel
that was. this universe. Rip into galaxies
and suns and scatter and destroy them.
Click through strange bands of hyper-
space, and watch cubed suns utterly dis-
rupt into cubed fragments. Strive to
force the cubes into spherical fragments.

The forty-ninth band!
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Enter the seventh band, where a soft,
colorless radiance washed a starless uni-
verse, and strive to distort the natural
order of things by forcing matter into
the seventh band with you. Ah, it could
not be done! Then it was failure, and
what mattered failure? Pleasure and care-
lessness and aimlessness were the sole
goals of one who was the end product of
all life.

Dash the length of the universe at
accelerations that were frightful! Start at
one end, and rip through the whole vast
concourse of stars. Millions of years?
Time was nothing to one who did not
value time, who valued contentment alone,

The forty-mnth band. . . .

Sun Destroyer knew a sudden, sheer
wave of torture!

She stopped her hurtling flight, that
had but used up a fraction of a mllion
years, and abruptly, with horrible, sure
desire, impelled herself into the fifteenth
band of hyper space, where resided a com-
plete lack of light.

She hovered there, enclosed by light-

lessness, and her forty-million mile body
shook and shuddered, and her thought
_swirls vibrated under the impact of the
thoughts that went through them. Sheer
horror was in her, horror of herself and
of the need that had risen in her.

eternal quest of new enjoyments, a

group of green and purple lights
were engaged in the task of completing
a ringed star.

From out of the distance a large green
light came hurtling. The group of youths
turned their visions on her dispiritedly.
Resistance was not in them. This was
Sun Destroyer, and she would disrupt
their painfully worked out star without
compassion.

But Sun Destroyer flashed on by, and
was lost in the distance.

Luminescent stared after her, shocked.

S EVERAL light years distant, in their

’

“That 1s strange,” she whispered.
“Strange! There must be something
wrong with Sun Destroyer. .. .”

great effort, her chaotic emotions as

SUN DESTROYER throttled, with
she caught sight of her Mother, Sun

Dust,

She hung before her parent, whose
visions stared fixedly at her in some puz-
zlement.

“What is it, my daughter ?”’ she queried
doubtfully. “You have not thus volun-
tarily come to me in many millions of
years.”

Fiercely holding her wild emotions in
check, Sun Destroyer answered casually,
“You have two other children now who
show you the respect you demand,
Mother.”’

Involuntarily, Sun Dust’s green light
seemed to darken. Sun Destroyer knew
her thoughts. Already, three of her green
lights were gone in the creation of three
children. Only one remained to her and
after that was gone. . . .

Sun Dust said sadly, “ You have some-
thing you wish to know of me, my child.”

Sun Destroyer felt a burst of seething
emotion.

“Yes!” she cried. “Oh, Mother, yes!
And it is something I must know!”

Aware of her Mother’'s curiously
astounded expression, she again stilled
herself.

““That 15,” she amended slowly, “it is
merely some little thing I wished to know
about Darkness, he who sired me., It is
not so very important to me, however,
Mother. If you wish not to tell me—"

She choked off the words, held speechless

by the unreined, uncontrollable eagerness

within her.

“It is something very important to
you, my child,” whispered Sun Dust, and
her voice was loving, almost relieved.
“Anything you wish to khow of Dark-
ness, I will tell you.”
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“First of all,” said Sun Destroyer, “I
seem to remember, froﬁ fragments of
the story you have recounted, a being
named Oldster, who resides in the uni-
verse from whence Darkness came,
Mother, tell me of him! Was he wise?”

“He was very wise, my child.”

“And it was he who gave Darkness the
secret that enabled him to pass across
the great gap of nothing that separates our
universe from his ?”’

“Tt was Oldster who gave Darkness
access to the Sphere of Great Energy,
which enabled him to cross. Ah, yes,”
Sun Dust whispered, “Oldster was wise
~—s0 wise that he lives even today, for he
successfully escaped the doom which we
green lights must, as is our lot in life,
mete out to purple lights. But he wishes
to die.”

UN DESTROYER said impattent-
S ly, “It is a foolish desire, then, but

with it I have no quarrel. Now,
Mother, tell me of the Sphere of Great
Energy. Does it still exist?”

Sun Dust obediently, lovingly an-
swered, but it was with increasing un-
easiness. What was it this daughter of
hers wanted?

“Tt still exists, for Darkness carried it
out into the emptiness with him as he
strove, just before his death, to reach his
native universe. It is still out there, mov-
ing slowly toward that other universe.”

Sparkles of light fled from Sun De-
stroyer’s body, and her thought swirls
rioted uncontrollably.

“It is still there, out beyond the rim of
the universe,” she whispered. “Then,
Mother, I can follow it, and catch up with
it. I can use 1t!

““I can use 1t to cross the emptiness, as
Darkness did before me! I can seek out
Oldster and wrest from his wisdom the
one secret which I must and will possess
so that I may know happiness com-
pletely !”

“Seek out Oldster?” whispered Sun
Dust in mounting horror. She grasped
her daughter’s thought swirls in tight
bands of energy. ‘““Oh, Sun Destroyer,
you must not! You seek happiness, but
there is no happiness in the darkness. For
fifty millton years, you will know agony
such as a younger green light could never
know. Had you chosen to cross the dark-

ness fifty millions of years ago, when you.

were younger . . . But no,” she cried
in a burst of grief, “it is in your mind
to go whether I will it or not!”

Sun Destroyer felt the chill that seemed
to flow from her mother. Angrily she
suppressed it.

“I must follow my desires always,’’ she
sald stubbornly.

For some time Sun Dust looked upon
her first child.

“Then go, my child,” she whispered
at last,~‘and since I shall never see you
again—" her voice was heavy with warn-
ing—"‘do not seek to follow in the path
of the aged creature whom I know you
wish to see.”

With that she disappeared into a hyper-
space, and Sun Destroyer, the wild eager-
ness in her verging on tremulous delight,
turned and hurled herself across the gal-
axies, in the direction Darkness had pur-
sued so many millions of years ago. And
only once, in her long journey across the
universe, did she pause, utterly destroy-
ing the ringed star which the group of
playing energy creatures had thought free
of her depredations.

Then, with mounting acceleration and
excitement, she flung herself bodily
through the blazing, eternally spinning
galaxies and nebulae, through the empty
spaces between them, on and on, for four
millions of years, until the whole vast
sweep of the starlit heavens was enclosed
in a great semi-circle by a darkness that
stretched away endlessly, bottomlessly
from this dazzling, egg-shaped universe.

Breathlessly, the daughter of Darkness
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hovered on the very edge of that supreme-
ly vast ocean of lightlessness—and then
she plunged into it; and forever left her
own universe behind !

NLY after the universe was swal-
O lowed up entirely by the darkness,

and she moved through a black
emptiness that defies description, did Sun
Destroyer come across the first trace of
the Sphere of Great Energy. An in-
visible, hardly detectable radiation im-
pinged on her senses—and thereafter
provided a beam which she was able to
follow.

Ahead of her was still darkness, but
she felt the presence of that invisible
sphere which Darkness had wrested from
a titanic, billion-mile-wide star millions
of years ago. It was near!

She rushed forward, and with a wild
thnll -of exhilarationr wrapped herself
around the sphere, ate at it with con-
centrated knots of force—and momentari-
ly was intoxicated with the sheer, 1in-
exhaustible power that flooded through
her. Without effort, she accelerated be-
yond a point which she had thought any
living creature capable. Energy! Here
was energy such as she had never dreamed
of !

Her wvelocity mounted, and the un-
counted light years fled behind.

For the first forty million years of
that stupendous flight across a darkness
that only one creature before her had
crossed she sank into a sort of coma which
knew only one thought—acceleration.

But close upon the fifty millionth year
came that which her mother had hinted
at—agony unendurable! Monotony tore
at her, and a desire that was utterly name-
less rose in her. It stabbed at her, was
with her every one of her waking hours.
What was this need in her, that was
greater than any desire she had known
before? How long would it last?

Shudders ran through the complex

energy fields of her body, and subsisted
for almost forty million years, fed on an
instinct that had grown to gigantic pro-
portions. Her body had grown, as had
her green light. That was the answer! She
had matured.

Now she was experiencing the same
agonies' that Darkness himself had en-
dured on his long journey; except that
his had been worse, for he had not known
their source.

An unsteady mirth arose in her as
she penetrated deeper into the darkness.
She who had thought to find happiness
in carelessness had led herself into a
trap which would hold her in the agony
of unsatished longing for millions of
years. Why had she been fool enough to
think of the forty-ninth band in the first
place? Surely she could have known that
it would lead to nothing but discontent
until she could solve its riddle! Well, she
would solve the riddle—and then devote
herself unceasingly to proving herself
the ultimate in the process of life!

Her problems, that had so suddenly,
devastatingly, risen and overwhelmed her,
would, she knew, solve themselves when
she reached the universe from which
Darkness came. For there she would find
other energy creatures. In the meantime,
she would grimly bear this agony of

thought and body.
V ‘/ verse she had- never known,
Sun Destroyer involuntarily con-
tracted and expanded, the white-hot
energy of emotion erupting from her body.
And then, as this new universe rose to
its full egg-shaped radiance, silhouetted
against the darkness, she abruptly lost
consciousness—and awoke only when she
was surrounded with an infinitude of
galaxies stretching away as far as her
visions could reach. Infimte relief burst
within her, and in sheer mental exhaus-
tion, grasping the Sphere of Great Energy

HEN she first sighted the uni-
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at her core, she drifted without effort,
drinking in the celestial beauties that she
had denied herself for so long.

Then she felt the beat of a life force.

She froze, poised between two stars,
and in a sudden, eager motion, sent her
visions stabbing out between two gal-
axies. She caught sight of the purple
light who approached. He was coming
swiftly, and, if he continued on, would
pass her. She moved to intercept him.

He stopped wlen he saw her, and ap-
proached slowly.
Within her, some strange alchemy was

taking place. She was becoming hard,
cold, with merciless purpose.

She whispered, “What is your name,
purple light?”

The purple light eyed her doubtfully.
“I am called Great Red Sun.”

“And T am known as Sun Destroyer,
Great Red Sun.”
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The purple hght laughed. “But you
will not destroy me, Sun Destroyer.”

Sun Destroyer laughed with him, and
moved a step nearer. “‘I do not want to.”
She held his visions. “Tell me,” she said
slowly, “what you know of a creature
named Oldster!”

The purple light said curiously, “You
do not know of Oldster, he who thinks,
and wishes to die because he thinks?
Surely, you must be a stranger froni a
far corner of the universe! For everyone
knows of Oldster. Ah, he is aged, and
he will live forever! Such is the legend
handed down. Also, the legend says that
we must not disturb him.”

“And why notr” whispered Sun De-
stroyer. “Why 1s it that you must not
disturb him?”

“Tt 1s what we have been told, green
light. And we all know that it would be
cruel to awaken him, for he seeks for-
getfulness, and has sought it these past
two hundred millions of years. He sleeps,
and sleeps, and, I think, grows ever nearer
to death.”

'Sun Destroyer started.

*'To death?”’ she cried violently. “But
he must not die! He must not! Tell me
where he sleeps, purple light. I must
know. His wisdom is great and it will
enlighten me on a subject T must know.
Do you understand? Then tell me where
this ancient being sleeps—then I will go
away and leave you!”

“Go away and leave me?” Great Red
Sun stared at her strangely. “I do not
see why that would be of any great value,
Sun Destroyer. You speak in riddles.”

Sun Destroyer’s body throbbed.

She said fiercely, “Tell me where Old-
ster sleeps!”

Great Red Sun began to move away.

“I will not tell you,” he said coldly.
“You would disturb him. I sense it.
Therefore I will not tell you! Go away,
green light. There 1s evil 1n you, and 1
do not like 1t.”

He began to move away faster and
faster.

Sun Destroyer energized herself with
the Sphere of Great Energy and flung her-
self in front of him. She caught his
thought swirls, held them in tight bands
of energy.

“Come with me, Great Red Sun!” she
whispered sibilantly.

Great Red Sun stared at her. Sudden-
ly he began to tremble.

“Go where with you, green light?”

Sun Destroyer murmured with merci-
less intonation, “To the {orty-eighth
band!”

HE snapped herself into a hyper-
space and ascended the scale, paus-

ing in the forty-seventh until the
purple light caught up with her and
stared in dazed wonder.

Sun Destroyer approached him and
held his visions.

““Tell me,” she whispered, ““where Old-
ster resides!”

Great Red Sun’s thoughts were listless.
“It does not matter, green light,” he said
dazedly. ‘“He resides a mere galaxy’s
length from here, in the darkness of the
fifteenth band. It would be cruel beyond
words to disturb him, though.”

“Now—iollow me!” said Sun De-
stroyer, and 1n a moment the beating flow
of the life energy surrounded her and
the purple light as well. In accordance
with a law as old as life itself, she receded
from the hypnotically staring energy crea-
ture, receded from him a vast distance—
and released her green light. Unerringly,
1t approached the purple globe of light
that Great Red Sun had unconsciously
hurled forth from his fifty million-mile
body.

Green and purple lights crashed blind-
ingly, throbbed, settled—and now they
were but one sphere of mistily pulsating
luminosity.

Sun Destroyer stared at it, and said
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unbelievingly to herself “It is my child.”

She sped toward it, even as another
green light formed magically within her.
Without another thought for the dazed
purple light, who was no longer a purple
light, but a neuter, dying entity, she ap-
proached the pulsating ball, enclosed it
and dropped with it to the seventeenth
band.

Long Sun Destroyer hovered there,
watching it, and a great relief and peace
and sense of completion flooded her. The
agony of loneliness and frustration that
had grown to such terrible proportions
within her was gone now. She seemed
content to hang here, to watch with
strange sensations of pride her newly
born, the first of four who would be al-
lowed her.

“It is my child,” she whispered. “And
I have done a wonderful thing. Lie there,
my son, and grow. And you shall be
called Vanguard!”

Yes, Vanguard he would be—the van-
guard of those who would know the com-
plete anarchic contentment and happiness
which others of their race ruthlessly dis-
carded—who would be empowered to
reach that pinnacle of power beyond the
band of life!

Her thoughts flowed peacefully, enclos-
ing her in their anesthetic charm. Then,
slowly, remembrance of external things
came back. She had crossed the universe,
had fulfilled a great need in her, and had
accomplished a wonderful task. It almost
seemed enough to insure her as the ulti-
mate of her race. But, of course, it was
not enough. There was Oldster, and then
the forty-ninth band!

After circling her child once, and lov-
ingly stilling the terror the impact of
consciousness was raising within him, she
dropped from the seventeenth band to the
first, She hovered a moment, then drifted
without purpose toward a distant galaxy,
sluggish in her emotions as well as her
ambitions, What had happened to her?

In the other universe, still 1t though she
would, her desire to penetrate the forty-
ninth band had been a flaming, racking
thing. Now it was assuming the rank of
unimportance. She felt a thrill of anger.
Of course it was unimportant, as all
things were unimportant! Then why
should she desire that it assume import-
ance? Terror seemed to {follow the
astounding, paradoxical thought.

Finally a measure of her old self re-
turned, as did the thought of Oldster.
Oldster! Ah, now she knew of his secret
lair, and she would go there!

She paused, a thought burning in her.
“lI must see my child again, for perhaps
I may never—"

The thought was lost as she irately
swept its implications of horror away. In
vicious delight, she swept out and lumped
a dozen young stars into one whole that
abruptly burst into a galaxy-destroying
super-nova. She avidly soaked in sight of
the inferno, the utter, useless havoc she

had wrought—and snapped herself into
the fifteenth band.

CHAPTER THREE

And the Living Are Damned

IGHTLESSNESS came. No mat-
ter ; she would find Oldster by the
slowing

very pulsation of his
thoughts !

She impelled herself through space
without benefit of light, toward the not-
distant rim of the universe where the an-
cient being resided.

Abruptly energy surged against her
thought swirls. The energy was that of
thought, so feeble, so incredibly faint,
that it could have emanated from none
other than him she sought! She hovered,
trembling unaccountably, filled with a
horror, a dread she could not analyze.

Those thoughts! There was in them suf-

fering and pain, and they hovered, seem-
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ingly, part in death and part in life. Were
these idea-less thoughts those of Oldster,
and had he dwelt with them the uncounted
millions, or billions of years? Then he
must be mad—mad!

In revulsion, she fled backward a full
light-year, and again hovered, bitter with
rage at herself, fighting the horror she
had shared back there.

Oldster!

She whispered the name.

Oldster!

She cried it out, and in sheer reflex
moved nearer to the source of the thoughts
—and nearer, whispering the name first,
then putting, at the last, the full power
of her thought swirls behind it. It had
the effect she desired. The fear within
her was destroyed. She hurled herseli
full at the source of the feeble thought
waves, stilled herself and cried into the
lightlessness,

“Qldster !’

Stlence.

Then the complex energy fields of her
body contracted in her tensity. Horror
again claimed her, but this time she would
not give way to its impulses. The mon-
strous creature was waking, and she had
the feeling of a vast, torpid body pulling
itself with racking, torturing pain from
an immeasureable deep.

“Oldster,” she whispered tremblingly.
“Awaken! Awaken! It is I, the daughter
of Darkness, who calls to you!”’

Motion, of a vast, quivering body, of
a mind that had scarce known motion for
ages! It struck at her from the darkness
with sheer, revulsive impact. If only she
could see him, she whispered to herself,
she could at once erase these disturbing
thoughts that raced through her. Then
he would be but another energy creature,
old beyond comprehension, but none-
theless conceivable.

“Awaken !” she cried.

“I awake.”

“Eagerness swept through her and van-

quished her fright, The voice had been
faint, as if it had come from a far dis-
tance. But this being was substantial.

Her body expanded uncontrollably,
and she moved a million miles nearer.

““I have come across the darkness, Old-
ster,”’ she whispered tensely. “And I am
the daughter of Darkness, whom you
knew in the long-gone past!”

The thought waves of the being grew
in volume, and were laden with such utter
despair that Sun Destroyer shrank back.

“Who calls?” the old being suddenly
burst out in protest. “Who calls him
who sought above all things not to be
disturbed ? Then it is vain, and my agony
must begin again. Go away, daughter of
Darkness, if such you are! Ah, I care not
for Darkness nor the emptiness he
crossed. It is peace alone I seek, and the
dark emptiness of non-existence. I am
sad, and the wakefulness you have
brought me back to is an agony I cannot
bear. Go away, I implore you, daughter
of Darkness, and leave me once again to
fight for the peace you have destroyed!”
“I whispered tensely. “Even as you

gave Darkness the secret ot
Great Energy, so now must you give me
a secret that I seek! Listen to me, Qld-
ster !”

“I listen to nothing save my own de-
spair,” the creature said dully. “You
have brought me back to a pain I had
thought never to taste again. Leave me.
Leave me!”

Sun Destroyer felt a burst of fury.

She cried violently, “I do not go, Old-
ster! I have dared to awaken you, and
I shaill dare to wrest from you the clue
to the vital secret. You cannot lie in
decrepit uselessness and seek to hide your
knowledge from me, who is the ultimate
of my race; I who possess within me,

save for a link which I cannot supply, the
ability to penetrate beyond the forty-

CANNOT go,” Sun Destroyer
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eighth band of life and into the forty-
ninth !”’

Oldster said heavily, “Why have you
sought this chimera of the forty-ninth
band! I sorrow for you, as I sorrow for
others who may some day be like you.”

Sun Destroyer drew back uncertainly.
“I know not why you should sorrow for
me,”’ she said, her voice sharp.

- His voice dragged, heavy with portent
that Sun Destroyer could not compre-
hend. “If you are indeed able to pene-
trate the forty-ninth band, my child, then
do I sorrow for you all the more. Oh, go
back where you came from, Sun De-
stroyer, and take your child with you! I
tell you that it is best. There 1s seli-
destruction for you if you follow in this
course! There ean be no forty-ninth
band,” he muttered. ‘“Not a true forty-
ninth band. Oh, Sun Destroyer,” he cried

in what seemed an agony of protest, “why

are your dreams so great!”’ -

She said coldly. “‘I know of a forty-
ninth band! I first knew of it in my
youth, and all your wisdom cannot stay
me in my course. Now I need but the
knowledge you have gained through the
millions of years.”

““My knowledge is of no use to such as
you,’’ replied Oldster tiredly, his thoughts
feeble. ““Go away, Sun Destroyer, while
there 1s yet time. Believe me, I know
things of you that you do not know ot
yourself! I will not give you this knowl-
edge you desire!”

Sun Destroyer felt his thoughts with-
draw, as if he were again preparing to
wrap himself in his mask of thoughtless-

ness.
She surged forward with a sharp cry

of rage.

“You shall never rest, Oldster,” she
whispered venomously, “if such is your
decision. If you do not vouchsafe me this
information, 1 shall never give you peace.
Not to sleep again! Not to approach ex-
tinction again!

Oldster shuddered and burst out, half
in anger, half in despair, “I will give you
your wish, Sun Destroyer, but only be-
cause you would have it so! But later on,
you will beseech me, I know. You will
plead with me— But enough! Sun De-
stroyer, receive the knowledge that I am
about to give you?!”

4 I \HE millions of years passed, and
outside the fifteenth band of light-
lessness life had 1ts being, and

galaxies and nebulae and stars spun un-

ceasingly, in brilhiant splendor. But in-
side reposed him who desired not to think.

“Oldster!”

The name pierced his consciousness. He
shot to full, agonized wakefulness, his
body alive with unwelcome motion,

“Do you call me again, my daughter,
when I seek peace?”

“I call for your aid, Oldster !”” The voice
of Sun Destroyer was replete with horror.

“And have you indeed reached the
forty-ninth band, Sun Destroyer?” ques-
tioned the old being wearily. “Then it
is a new sorrow that I must seek to blot
out in thoughtlessness. Sun Destroyer,
had you but listened to me! Had you but
gone back to your own universe | Had you
but taken your child with you!”

She spoke, tremblingly, “My child!

Oh, I do not know of what you speak,

Oldster. 1 am truly set apart from my
race, for I am in the forty-ninth band!”’

“Yes, my daughter,” whispered Old-
ster bitterly, “you are in the forty-ninth
band. Why was it you again broke my
slumber ?”

““T wish to return,’”” Sun Destroyer said.
“Oldster, I wish to return and again see
my child. My child!”

Oldster shuddered. “Tell me what it
is you see. What 1s the nature of the forty-
ninth band 7"

“I see stars—and black gulfs of space!
And volumes of space surrounded by
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stars which are not matter. They move,
in patterns which are strange to the eye,
circling, with no recourse to the laws of
motton. They split, and the lumps of
nothing split—and from them are born
whole galaxies! Blazing, spinning gal-
axies. . . . Then black shadows thrust
themselves through the universe and
quietly draw away all the matrix of noth-
ing. . .. It is so black, as black as your
fifteenth band. Oldster! How will I re-
turn? I knew a strange peace when I
looked upon my child, and it seemed that
all things had been explained to me!”

“Tell me more of what you see,” said
Oldster dully.

‘““Now the universe is bright.”

“Tell me more.”

““There is a cavity in the center of the
brightness. A star grows in the cavity
and dims and dies—and -I am moving
without will into the cavity and it has
enclosed me! All space has folded around
me, and 1s pressing me, pressing me. I
am smaller and smaller.” Her thoughts
rose upward in fright. “And I have tried
to escape, to fling myself into the forty-
eighth band. I am powerless! I am being
crushed, crushed. . .. I am free, Oldster.
Draw me back, back to your own uni-
verse. For if I do not escape—if I do
not escape—1!"’

“It is your child you think of,” mut-
tered Oldster.

“It is my child I think of. . .. Was I
a greater fool than Darkness, Oldster ?”

“There are no fools.” Again Oldster
shuddered, racked with such distress that
his whole vast body was contracting, in
his effort literally to draw away, in four
directions, from a universe which held,
now nmiore than ever, sheer horror, horror
which he knew in greater degree than
ever: before.

“lT think of my child,” whimpered
Sun Destroyer piteously. Her emotions
clashed. “But I am indeed happy, Old-
ster, and I have reached the pinnacle. I

am now truly set apart from my race!”

LDSTER whispered, “Yes, Sun
Destroyer. You are so far apart

from your race that you hardly
belong to it. Yes, you have sought com-
plete happiness. Now you have found it!”
Abruptly, his voice turned soothing, per-
suasive, yet insidious. ‘“Tell me more of
what you seel”

““T am moving through the galaxies, and
there 1s nothing that moves me! It is, then,
the galaxies which move past me. They
are speeding, speeding away, and the
sight is beautiful beyond imagination. . . .
Oldster, 1f I am unable to return, what
will become of Vanguard, my son?”

“He will remain in the seventeenth
band,” Oldster answered slowly.

‘“But he will be helpless and die!” Sun
Destroyer cried violently, and waves of
horror beat against Oldster’s thoughts.
“You must release me, Oldster! Take
away the knowledge you gave me. I do
not desire it. It is of no value. I am
trapped, trapped, here in the forty-ninth
band.”

“I cannot release you,” Oldster said
sorrowfully, “There i1s nothing that can
release you. Now you are set apart from
others, as you wished.” He said sharply,
“Now you know complete happiness!”

“I know complete happiness,” whis-
pered the daughter of Darkness hollowly.
“Truly, I am sad that others have not
followed my way of life. For they can-
not know my sensations now. . .. ] am
expanding, Oldster.”

““Continue to expand,” whispered Old-
ster. “But if you do, beware of death.”

“Oh, Oldster, I cannot die. Death has
no part in happiness. Truly, it has not!
Therefore, there is no death for me!”

““Then continue to expand, and tell me-
what you see as you expand.”

Oldster !”” Her voice erupted with ex-
citement. “I thought I saw my child. It
could not be—could it? No! But he is



DAUGHTER OF DARKNESS

85

there, much larger than he should be.
He has come up to me and spoken to
me . . . No! He 1s the purple light who
died 1n the creation of Vanguard! . . .
Oldster, I do not want the knowledge you
gave me!”

Her thoughts abruptly vanished. Old-
ster waited for a recurrence of that ebbing
voice.

It came, but once again, in spasmodic
beats.

“I do not want it,”” Sun Destroyer
whispered. “In my childhood I felt a pain
in my mind, and the thought of the forty-
ninth band came to me. And when your
knowledge entered my mind, the same
pain came to me! It was the same pain—
and then I was in the forty-ninth band!
. .. I expand!”

“Continue to expand,” admonished
Oldster. “Truly, in that direction lies a
happiness I would seek myself, had I but
the courage. Now, Sun Destroyer,” and
his thoughts were compassionately in-
sistent, ‘‘you see your child !”

“I see my child, yes!”

“And the thought comes to me that
also you see Darkness himself emerging
out of the emptiness.”

EAT, DRINK AND BE
MURDERED!

For a blood-chilling repast
of rapid-fire detective action
fiction, we heartily recom-
mend G. T. Fleming-Roberts’ hair-
raising thriller, “Eat, Drink and Be
Murdered.”

And to whet your appetites for that
bit of dynamite, you might try a
small portion of “Blood Money” by
O. B. Myers. It’s a crime story that’s
“different.”

Carl Rathjen serves up a tempting
latter, entitled, “Murder Takes a
q‘axi." And you'll want a double
order of William Jerome, when he
offers the most unusual mystery

i

“Yes, Oldster. It is Darkness himself,

and he comes near me—and together we
plunge into the darkness. Why, we have
the same desires, Oldster! They are no
different. Can it be—? He sought the
significance of life, and I sought the forty-
ninth band. Then I am not—?"’

Shuddering, racked with sorrow, Old-
ster whispered, “Yes! Yes! You inhabit
that band of which you dream!”

And though for long and long after-
wards, Oldster listened, he heard no more
the thoughts of Sun Destroyer, who, in
the fantasies she had created, had thought
herself immune from death, and without
fear had expanded her body until it
claimed her.

ness reposed he who desired not to

think. In a hundred million years
he would again attain the state of near-
death that was his before Sun Destroyer
sought him out. In the meantime, he
would not, could not, though he desired
it with his whole being, forget the horror
of Sun Destroyer, whose forty-ninth band
was nothing less than the product of a
broken, irrational mind.

INSIDE the fifteenth band of lightless-

story ever written—"1 Should Be
Dead!”

Rounding out this big November
issue, will ie stories by top-rankin

authors of detective fiction, includ-
ing, among others, William R. Cox,
]oin F. Caldwell, and Ray P. Shot-

well.

Don’t forget that NEW DETEC.-
TIVE is 130 pages—the best in

crime fiction!

ST
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November lssue Now on Sale!
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THE MAIL BAG

Ah! That Art!

Dear Editor:

The increase in the number of stories in
ASTONISHING (probably to make up for the
regrettable change to quarterly publication) has
not as yet resulted in any great depreciation in
quality—as yet. But such a policy obviously
means a strict diet of shorts with an occasional
novelette, limiting the author to a certain word-
age and making it much more difficult for him,
resulting in fewer good stories. For the same
reason, there are not enough good shorts im-
mediately available. Therefore I take a negative
stand as regards your new policy, voicing an
emphatic “No likee” and hoping for a return
to the policy of taking best yarns regardless of
length, leaving the longest ones for SUPER
SCIENCE NOVELS, of course.

As for the stories themselves—I'd rate the
best four as follows: “Mars Tube,” “Invent or
Die,” ‘“Radiation Trap” and “Factory in the
Sky.” The next issue looks inviting with
stories by de Camp and Hubbard.

Ah! That art dep't! When I compare the
art work of the first few issues with that of the
present, it seems as if an almost miraculous
change has occurred. From the s-f mag with
the poorest interior illustrations, ASTONISH-
ING has changed, 1n a little more than a year,
to a mag with one of the best art departments.
I hasten to add, however, that this does not
apply to the covers, for these are still only fair,
In this issue, Thorp’s drawings on pages 69 and
84, dand Bok's on page 75, were particularly
good.

Of the features, Fantasy Reviews is again
the best, still surpassing anything resembling
it in the other s-f mags.

L1

Sincerely yours,
Bill Stoy

Editor’s memo to publisher: Experi-
ment unsuccessful! Policy of ten stor-
ies found too rigid, too confining for
best interests of the magazine. . . .
Returning to old system—good fic-
tion, regardless of length or number.

Mustard Seeds For Asimov?

Dear Editor:

In watching your progress through the past
nine issues, I saw many ups and downs, but a
visible improvement. Your June issue of last
year was the best. When I say your magazine
is rated sixth by me, don’t feel down-hearted,
for I collect every SF magazine, and you know
how high the present number is.

I am sorry I can’t rate your Sept. issue, for
there are two I haven't read yet. But so far,
“The Tree of Life” stands uppermost on my
mental ladder, with “Solar Plexus” (Ugh, what
a title or such a story) and “The Plague From
Tomorrow” fighting for the next rung. . . .

I am against your policy of 10 stories every
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issue, not through any personal prejudices, but
because I don't believe yqur rating will remain
as high as it is. You might have a few good
batches of stories, but will you .always have
them? T am afraid you might revert to ordinary
pulp fiction, grabbing any short story, to fill
your quota of ten. It is better to only have six
good stories, than to have six good ones and
four bad.

Maybe I should have addressed this letter to
Isaac Asimov, for its main purpose is to answer
his challenge in your last issue.

His story was good—at least his idea was
rather logical, though weak. If he attempted to
hide his error he certainly didn’t succeed. To
me, it stood out as a pimple on a smooth white
forehead. Asimov’s story could only be logical
if he were to make the sun stationary, but as it
1s, the sun i1s traveling six times the velocity
of the “Super-Neutron.” Yet that 1s not the
slip-up. He, now that I think of it, tmust have
deliberately made the error of heading for the
Southern Celestial Pole. The sun i1s carrying
the Solor System nearly perpendicular to the
ecliptic, in the direction of Hercules, which is
in the opposite direction. In other words, Asi-
mov shoots a gun, then tries to hit the bullet
by throwing a mustard seed at it.

The “Super-Neutron” will clear the billion
miles in the 15 years, but by that time the
sun will be waving good-by, only six billion
miles from the proposed meeting place. Ain't
the sun awful?

Sincerely yours,

Frederic G. Kammler

Ten Cents? . . . . Astonishing!

Dear Editor,

The September issue of ASTONISHING
STORIES is the first one I have read. Your
stories are very good, exceptionally so for your
low price. The price is astonishing in itself
considering other science-fiction magazines.

I liked “Mars-Tube” by Gottesman and
“Farewell to Fuzzies"” by Hasse the best.

Who drew the picture with “Farewell to
Fuzzies”? “The Tree of Life” was quite en-
grossing. Your witers have original ideas. I
didn’t care much for “Super-Neutron” because
it sort of went over my head. Maybe I'm dumb.

I have been reading science-fiction for two
years, since I was fourteen. For a twerp, I have
absorbed quite a lot of i1t and I consider ¥your
magazine able to easily hold its place among
the others.

I wish your illustrators would learn to write
their names legibly on the pictures. Some signa-
tures are indistinguishable from the grass.

Soon I hope to subscribe to your magazine.
Until then I look forward to getting to the
newsstand first to snatch my copy. What do
you do with the originals to your pictures?
When will ASTONISHING become a month-

ly? The sooner the better.
Yours, enthusiastically,

Shirley Grable



THE LAST DROP

By L. Sprague de Camp
and L. Ron Hubbard

Drink if you will of the cup of Life, but have a care when you sip—
for the component part of Life is—Death!

UCLID O’BRIEN’S assistant,
E Harry McLeod, looked at the bot-
tle on the bar with the air of a man

who has just received a dare.
Mac was no ordinary bartender—at

least in his own eyes if not in those of the
saloon’s customers—and it had been his

private dream for years to invent a cock-
tail which would burn itself upon the
pages of history. So far his concoctions
only burned gastronomically.

Euclid had dismissed the importance of
this bottle as a native curiosity, for it had
been sent from Borneo by Euclid’s broth-
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er, Aristotle. Perhaps Euclid had dis-
missed the bottle because it made him
thimk of how badly he himself wanted to
go to Borneo.

Mac, however, had not dismissed it.
Surreptitiously Mac pulled the cork and
sniffed. Then, with determination, he be-
gan to throw together random ingredients
—whisky, yoke of an egg, lemon and a
pony of this syrup Euclid’s brother had
sent.

Mac shook it up.

Mac drank it down.

“Hey,” said Euclid belatedly. “Watcha
doin’ ?”

“Mmmmm,” said Mac, eying the three
customers and Euclid, “that 1s what I call
a real cocktail! Whiskey, egg yoke, lemon,
one pony of syrup. Here—" He began
to throw together another one—‘“try it!”

“No!” chorused the customers.

Mac looked hurt.

““Gosh, you took an awful chance,” said
Euclid. “I never know what Aristotle will
dig up next. He said to go easy on that
syrup because the natives said it did funny
things. He says the native name, trans-
lated, means swello.”

“It’s swell all right,” said Mac, Guck-
enheimer, one of the customers, looked at
him glumly.

“Well,”” snapped Mac, “I ain’t dead
yet.”

Guckenheimer continued to look at him.
Mac looked at the quartet.

“Hell, even if I do die, I ain’t giving
you the satisfaction of a free show.” And
he grabbed his hat and walked out.

Euclid looked after him. “I hope he
don’t get sick.”

Guckenheimer looked at the cocktail
Mac had made and shook his head in dis-
trust.

Suddenly Guckenheimer gaped, gasped
and then wildly gesticulated. “Look! Oh
my God, look!”

A fly had lighted upon the rim of the
glass and had imbibed. And now, before

their eyes, the fly expanded, doubled in
size, trebled, quadrupled—

FEuclid stared in horror at this monster,
now the size of a small dog, which feebly
fluttered and flopped about on shaking
legs. It was getting bigger !

Euclid threw a bungstarter with sure
aim. Guckenheimer and the other two
customers beat 1t down with chairs. A
few seconds later they began to breathe
once more.

Euclid started to drag the fly toward the
garbage can and then stopped in horror.
“M-Mac drank some of that stuff!”

Guckenheimer sighed. “Probably dead
by now then.”

“But we can’t let him wander around

like that! Swelling up all over town!

Call the cops! Call somebody! Find him!”

Guckenheimer went to the phone, and
Euclid halted in rapid concentration before
his tools of trade.

“I gotta do something. I gotta do some-
thing,” he gibbered.

Chivvis, a learned customer, said, “if
that stuff made Mac swell up it might
make him shrink too. If he used lemon for
his, he got an acid reaction. Maybe if you
used lime-water for yours, you would get
an alkaline reaction.”

Euclid’s paunch shook with his activity.
Larkin, the third customer, caught a fly
and applied it to the swello cocktail. The

fly rapidly began to get very big. Euclid

picked up the loathsome object and
dunked its proboscis in some of his lime-
water cocktail. Like a plane fading into
the distance, it grew small.

“It works!” cried Euclid. “Any sign of
Mac?”

““Nobody has seen anything yet.” said
Guckenheimer. “If anything does happen
to him and he dies, the cops will probably
want you for murder, Euclid.”

“Murder? Me? Oh! I shoulda left
this business years ago. I shoulda got out
of New York while the going was good.
I shoulda done what I always wanted and
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gone to Borneo! Guckenheimer, you don't
think they'll pin 1t on me if anything hap-
pens to Mac?”

' UCKENHEIMER suddenly de-
G cided not to say anything, Chivvis
and Larkin, likewise, stopped talk-
ing to each other. A man had entered
the bar—a man who wore a Panama hat
and a shoulder-padded suit of the latest
Broadway design, a man who had a nar-
row, evil face,

Frankie Guanella sat down at the bar
and beckoned commandingly to Euclid.

“Okay, O’Brien,” said Guanella, “this
1s the first of the month.”

O’Brien had longed for Borneo for
more reasons than one, but that one was
big enough—Frankie Guanella, absolute
monarch of the local corner gang, who
exacted his tribute with regularity.

“I ain’t got any dough,” said O’Brien,
made truculent by Mac’s possible trouble.

“Nor” said Guanella, “O’Brien, we
been very reasonable. The las’ guy who
wouldn’t pay out a policy got awful boint
when his jernt boined down.”

And just to show his aplomb, Guanella
reached out and tossed off one of the
cocktails which had been used on the flies.

In paralyzed horror the four stared at
Guanella, wondering if he would go up or
shrink.

‘“Hey, who’s the funny guy?” said
Guanella, snatching off his hat, his voice
getting shriller. He looked at the band.
‘“No, it’s got my ’nitials.” He clapped it
back on and it fell over his face.

With a squeal of alarm he tumbled off
the stool. Whatever he intended to do,
he was floundering around the floor in
clothes twice too big for him. Shrill,
mouselike squeaks 1ssued from the pile of
clothing. Chivvis and Larkin and Gucken-
heimer looked around bug-eyed. Present-
ly the Panama detached itself from the
pile of clothes and began to run around
the room on a pair of small bare legs.

A customer had just come in, and had
started to climb a stool. He looked long
and carefully at the hat. Then he began
tiptoeing out. Before he reached the door,
the hat started toward the door also. The
customer went out with an audible swish,
the hat scuttling after him.

“Oh, my!” said O’Brien. “He won't
like that. No sir! He's sensitive about his
size anyway. We better do something be-
fore he brings his whole mob back. Will
you telephone again, Mr, Guckenheimer ?”

As Guckenheimer moved to do so, O’-
Brien went into furious action to make
another shrinko cocktail. He was just
about to add the syrup when the shaker
skidded out of his trembling hands and
smashed on the floor. O’Brien took a few
seconds of hard breathing to get himself
under control. Then he hunted.up another
shaker and began over again., If Mac’s
swello cocktail had contained a pony of
syrup, an equal amount in the shrinko
cocktail ought to just reverse the effect.
He made a triple quantity just to be on
the safe side.

Guckenheimer waddled back from the
booth. ’

“They found him!” he cried. ‘“He’s
down by the McGraw-Hill building, hang-
ing onto the side. He says he doesn’t dare
let go for fear his legs will break under
his weight!”

“That’s right,” said Chivvis. “It accords
with the square-cube law. The cross-sec-
tional area, and hence the strength in
compression, of his leg-bones would not
increase in proportion to his mass—"

“Oh forget it, Chivvis!” snapped Lar-
kin. “If we don’t hurry—"

“—he’ll be dead before we can help
him,” finished Guckenheimer.

‘BRIEN was hunting for a therm-
os bottle he remembered having
seen. He found it, and had just

poured the shrinko cocktail into 1t and
screwed the cap on when three men en-
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tered the Hole in the Wall. One of them
carrited Frankie Guanella in the crook of
his arm. Guanella, now a foot tall, had a
handkerchief tied diaperwise around him-
self. The three diners, now the only cus-
tomers in the place, started to rise.

One of the newcomers pointed a pistol
at them, and said conversationally, “Sit
down, gents. And keep your hands on
the table. Thass right.”

“Whatchgonnado ?”’ said O’Brien going
pale under his ruddiness.

“Don’t get excited, Jack. You got an
office in back, ain’tcha? We'll use it for
the fight.”

“Fight ?”’

“Yep. Frankie says nothing will satis-
fy him but a dool. He's sensitive about
his size, poor little guy.”

“But—"

“I know. You're gonna say it wouldn’t
be fair, you being so much bigger'n him.
But we’ll fix that. You make some more
of that poison you gave him, so you'll both
be the same size.”

“But I haven’t any more of the stuff!”

“Too bad, Jack. Then I guess we’ll
just have to let you have it. We was
going to give you a sporting chance, too.”
And he raised the gun.

“No!” cried O'Brien. “You. can’t—"

“What’s he got in that thermos bottle "
piped Frankie. “Make him show 1t. He
just poured it outa that glass and 1t smells
the same!”

“Don’t!” yelped O’Brien. He grabbed
at the bottle of Borneo syrup and the
thermos in the vain hope of beating his
way out. But too many hands were reach-
ing for him.

"And then came catastrophe! The zeal-
ous henchmen, in their tackle, sent both
syrup and thermos flying against the beer
taps. The splinter of glass was music in
O’Brien’s ears. The syrup was splattered
beyond retrieve, for most of it had gone
down the drain. But O’Brien had no more
than started to breathe when he realized

that only the syrup bottle had broken. The
thermos, no matter how jammed up inside.
still contained the shrinko cocktail.

What would happen now? If he drank
that shrinko he might never, never, never
again be able to get any syrup to swell up
again !

One of the gangsters, having vaulted the
bar, was unscrewing the thermos for
Frankie’s inspection. Smelling of i,
Frankie announced that it was the right
stuff, all right, all right. Another gangster
came over the bar.

And then O’Brien was upon his back on
the duck boards and a dose of shrinko was
being forcibly administered. He gagged
and choked and swore, but it went on
down just the same.

“T'here,” said one of the men in a satis-
fied voice. “Now shrink, damn you.”

He put the cap back on the bottle and
the bottle on the bar, mentally listing a
number of persons who might benefit from
a dose. |

The first thing O’Brien noticed was the
looseness of his clothes. He instinctively
reached for his belt to tighten it, but he
knew it would do no permanent good.

“Come on in the office, all of you,” said
the gangster lieutenant. He prodded the
three customers and O’Brien ahead of
him. O’Brien tripped over his drooping
pants. As he reached the office door he
fell sprawling. A gangster booted him and
he slid across the floor, leaving most of
his clothes behind him. The remaining
garments fell off when he struggled to his
feet. The walls and ceiling were receding.
The men and the furniture were both re-
ceding and growing to terrifying size,

He was shivering with cold, though the
late-May air was warm. And he felt mar-
velously light. He jumped up, feeling as
active as a terrier despite his paunch. He
was sure he could jump to twice his own
height.

“Watch the door, Vic,” said the head
gangster. His voice sounded to O’Brien
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like a cavernous rumble. One of his com-
panions opened the door a little and stood
with his face near the crack. The head
gangster put down Guanella, who was now
O’Brien’s own size. Guanella had a weap-
on that looked to O’Brien like an enor-
mous battle-ax, until he realized that it
consisted of an wunshaped pencil split
lengthwise, with a razor-blade inserted in
the cleft, and .the whole tied fast with
string. Guanella swung his ponderous-
looking weapon as if it were a feather.
The head gangster said, “Frankie
couldn’t pull a trigger no more, so he fig-
ured this out all by himself. He’s smott.”

floor toward O’Brien. He was
smiling, and there was death in
his sparkling black eyes. No weapon had
been produced for O’Brien, but then he
did not really expect one. This was a
gangster’s idea of a sporting chance.
Guanella leaped forward and swung.
The razor-ax went swish, but O’Brien had
jumped back just before it arrived. His
agility surprised both himself and Gua-
nella, who had never fought under these
grasshoppery conditions. Guanella rushed
again with an overhead swing. O’Brien
jumped to one side like a large pink crick-
et. Guanella swung across. O’Brien, with
a mighty leap, sailed clear over (Guanella’s
head. He fell when he landed, but bounced
to his feet without appreciable effort.
Around they went. O’Brien, despite his
chill, did not feel at all tired, though a
corresponding amount of exercise would
have laid him up if he had been his normal
size. The laughter of the men thundered
through the room. O’Brien thought un-
happily that as soon as they became bored
with this spectacle they would tie a weight
to him to make him easier game for their
man.
Then a reflection caught his eye. It was
a silvery spike lying in a crack of the floor.
He snatched it up. It was an ordinary

GUANE'LLA advanced across the

pin, not at all sharp, to his vision, but it
would do for a dagger.

Guanella approached, balancing his ax.
The minute he raised it, O’Brien leaped
at him, stabbing. The point bounced back
from Guanella’s hide, which seemed much
tougher than ordinary human skin had a
right to be. Down they went. Their mu-
tual efforts buffeted O’Brien about so
that he hardly knew what he was doing.
But he got a glimpse of Guanella’s ‘arm
flat on the floor, the handle—the eraser
end—of the ax gripped in his fist. With
both hands O’Brien drove the point of his
pin into the arm. It went in and through
and into the wood. Guanella shouted.
O’Brien caught up the ax and raced for
the door.

He moved so quickly, compared to his
normal ponderousness, that the gangsters
were caught flat-footed. O’Brien slashed
with the rear-edge at the ankle of the man
at the door. He saw the sock peel down,
and the oozing skin after it. Vic roared
and jumped, almost steppirig on O’Brien,
who dashed through and out.

He raced to the bar; a mighty jump
took him to the top of a stool, and thence
he jumped to the bar-top. He gathered
the thermos bottle under his arm. It was
a small thermos bottle, but 1t was still
almost as big as he was. But he had no
time to ponder on the wonders of size.
There was a thunderous explosion behind
him, and a bullet ripped along the bar,
throwing splinters large enough to bowl
him over. He hopped off onto a stool, and
thence to the floor, and raced out. He zig-
zagged, and the shots that followed him
went wide.

UTSIDE, he yelled, “Orson!”
Orson Crow, O’Brien’s favorite

hackman, looked up from his tab-
loid. Seeing O’Brien bearing down on
him, he muttered something about seeing
things, and trod on the starter.

“Wait!” shouted O’Brien. “It’s me,
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Obie! Let me in, quick! Quick, I say!”

He pounded on the door of the cab.
Crow still did not recognize him, but at
that minute a gangster with a pistol ap-
peared at the door of the Hole in the
Wall. Crow at least understood that this
animated billikin was being pursued with
felonious intent. So he threw open the
door, almost knocking O’Brien over.
O’Brien leaped in.

“McGraw-Hill building, quick!” he
gasped. Crow automatically started to
obey order. As the cab roared down
Eighth Avenue, O’Brien explained what
he could to the bewildered driver.

“Well, now,” he said, “have you got a
handkerchief?” When Crow produced
one, not exactly clean, O'Brien tied it
diaperwise around his middle.

When they reached the McGraw-Hill
butlding, they did not have to ask where
"McLeod was. There was a huge crowd,
and many firemen and policemen in evi-
dence. Some men were trying to rig up
a derrick. A searchlight on a fire-truck
played on the unfortunate McLeod, whose
fingers clutched the twenty-first story of
the building, and whose feet rested on the
pavement. He had had difficulty in the
matter of clothes similar to that experi-
enced by O’Brien and Guanella, except
that he had, of course, grown out of his
clothes instead of shrinking out from un-
der them. Around his waist was wound
several turns of rope, and through this in
front was thurst an uprooted tree, roots
up.

A cop stopped the cab. “You can’t go
no closer.”

“But—" said Crow.

““Gawan, I says you can’t go no closer.”

O’Brien said, ‘“‘Meet me on the south
side of the building, Orson. And open this
damn door first.”

Crow opened the door. O’Brien scuttled
out with his thermos-bottle. He scurried
through the darkness. The first cop did
not even see him. The other persons who

saw him did not have a chance to investi-
gate, and assumed that they had suffered
a brief illusion. In a few minutes he had
dodged around the crowd to the front
doors of the building. A fireman saw him
coming, but watched him, popeyed, with-
out trying to stop him as he raced through
the front door. He kept on through the
green-walled corridors until he found a

. stairway, and started up.

After one flight, he regretted this at-
tempt. The treads were waist-high, and
he was getting too tired to leap them, es-
pecially with his arms full of thermos
bottle. He bounced around to the eleva-
tors. The night elevators were working,
but the button was far above his reach.

He sat down, panting, for a while. Then
he got up and wearily climbed down the
whole flight of steps again. He found the
night elevator on the ground floor, with
the door open.

There was nothing to do but walk in,
for all the risks of delay and exposure to
Guanella’s friends that such a course in-
volved. The operator did not notice his
entrance, and when he spoke the man
jumped a foot.

“Say,” he said, “could you take me up
to the floor where the giant’s head is?”

The operator looked wildly around the
cab. When he saw O’Brien he recoiled as
from an angry rattlesnake.

“Well, now,” said O’Brien, “you don’t
have to be scared of me. I just want to go
up to give the big guy his medicine.”

“You can go up, or you can go back to
hell where you came from,” said the oper-
ator. ‘“‘I'm off the stuff for life, I swear!”

And then he bolted.

'BRIEN wondered what to do
O now. Then he looked over the
controls. He swarmed up onto
the operator’s stool, and found that he
could just reach the button marked “18"”
with his thermos bottle. He thumped the

button, and pulled down on the starter
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handle, The elevator started up with a
rush.

When it stopped, he went out and wan-
dered around the half-hit corridors looking
for the side to which McLeod clung. He
was completely turned around by now.
But his attention was drawn by a rush-
ing, roaring, pulsating sound coming from
one corrtdor. He trotted down that way.

It was all very well to be able to move
more actively than you could ordinarily,
but O’Brien was beginning to get tired of
the enormous distances he had to cover.
And the thermos bottle was beginning to
weigh tons.

Euclid O’Brien soon found what was
causing the racket. It was the tornado of
~ breath going in and out of McLeod’s nose,
a part of which could be seen directly in
front of the window at the end of the cor-
ridor. The nose was a really alarming
spectacle. It was lit up with a criss-cross
of lights from the street-lamps and search-
lights outside, and by the corridor lights
inside. The pores were big enough for
O’Brien to stick his thumb into. Sweat
ran down it i1n rippling sheets.

He took a deep breath and jumped from
the floor to the window-sill. He could not
possibly open the window. But he took a
tight grip on the thermos bottle, and
banged it against the glass. The glass

broke.
O’Brien set the thermos-bottle down on

the sill, put his hands to his mouth, and
yelled, “Hey, Mac!”

Nothing happened. Then O’Brien
thought about his voice. He remembered
that Guanella’s had gone up in pitch when
Guanella had drunk the shrinko. No
doubt his, O'Brien’s, voice had done like-
wise. But his voice sounded normal to
him, whereas those of ordinary-sized men
sounded much deeper. So it followed that
-something had happened to his hearing as
well. Which, for O’Brien, was pretty good
thinking.

It was reasonable to infer that both Mc-

Leod’s voice and McLeod’s hearing had
gone down in pitch when Mcleod had
gone up in stature. So that to McLeod,
O’Brien’s voice would be a batlike squeak,
if indeed he could hear it at all. |
O’Brien lowered his voice as much as
he could and bellowed, in his equivalent
of a deep bass, “Hey, Mac! It’'s Obie!”
At last the nose moved, and a huge
watery eye swam into O'Brien’s vision.
“Ghwhunhts 7’ said McLeod. At least
it sounded like that to O’Brien—a deep
rumbling, like that of an approaching sub-
way train.
“Raise your voice!” shouted O*Brien.
“Talk—you know—ialsetto !”

“Like this 7’ replied McLeod. His voice
was still a deep groan, but it was at least
high enough to be intelligible to O’Brien,
who clung to the broken edge of the glass
while the blast of steamy air from Mc-
Leod’s lungs tore past him, whipping his
diaper. .

“Yeah! It’s Obie!” |

“Who’d you say ? Can’t recognize you.”

“Euclid O’Brien! I got some stuff to
shrink you back with!” |

“Oh, Obie! You don’t look no bigger’'n
a fly! Did you get shrunk, or have I

growed some more "’

““Frankie Guanella’s mob shrunk me.”
“Well for heaven’s sake do something
for me! I can’t get my breath, and I'm
gonna pass out with the heat, and my legs
are gonna bust agny minute! I can’t hold
onto this building much longer!”
O’Brien waved the thermos bottle.
McLeod thundered : “Whazzat, a pill ?”
“It’s a shrinko cocktail! It'll work all
right, on account of that’s what shrunk
me. If T can get it open—" O’Brien was
wrestling with the screw-cap. “Here! Can
you take this cap between your finger-
nails and hold on while I twist?”
Carefully McLeold released the grip of
one of his hands on the window-sills, He
groaned at the increased strain on his legs,
but the overloaded bones held somehow.
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He put his free hand up to O‘Briett’s win-
dow. O’Brien carefully inserted the cap
between the nails of the thumb and fore-
finger.

“Now pinch, slowly,” he cried. “Not
too tight. That’s enough!” He turned the
flask while McLeod held the cap.

“All right now, Mac, drop the cap and
take hold of the cork!” Mcl.eod did so.
O’Brien maneuvered the thermos so that
its neck was braced in an angle of the hole
in the glass. “Now pull, slow!” he called.
The cork came out. O’Brien almost fell
backwards off the sill. He clutched at the
edge of the glass. It would have cut his
hand if he had been larger.

“Stick your mouth up here!”

O’Brien never realized what a repulsive
thing a human mouth can be until Mc-
Leod’s vast red lips came moistly pouting
up at him.

“Closer!” he yelled. He poured the
cocktail into the cavern. “Okay, you’ll be-
gin to shrink in a few seconds—I hope.”

Leod’s face was actually a little
lower.,

“You’re shrinking!” he shouted.

The horrible mouth grinned up at him.
“You got me just in time!” it roared.
“T’'d 'a been a dead bartender in another
minute.” | )

“There he is!” shouted somebody be-
hind O‘Brien in the corridor. O'Brien
looked around. Down toward him ran the
three unshrunken gangsters.

He yelled to McLeod, “Mac! Put me
on your shoulder, quick!”

McLeod reached for him. O’Brien
scrambled out on the window-ledge and
jumped onto the outstretched palm, which
transferred him to McLeod’s bare.shoul-
der. He observed that MclLeod’s fingers
were bruised and bloody from the strain
they had taken in contact with the win-
dow-sills. He found a small hair and clung
to this. The gangsters’ faces appeared at

P RESENTLY he observed that Mc-

the window a few feet above him. One of
them pointed a gun out through the hole
in the pane. McLeod made a snatch at the
window with his free hand. The faces
disappeared like magic, and O’Brien, over
the roar of MclLeod’s breath and the cla-
mor 1n the street far below, fancied he
heard the clatter of fleeing feet 1n the
building. |

““What happened?” asked Mcleod,
turning his head slightly and rolling his
eyes in an effort to focus on the mite on
his shoulder.

O’Brien explained, as the windows
drifted up past him, shouting up into Mc-
Leod’s ear. As they came nearer the
street, O’'Brien saw hats blown oft by the
hurricane of McLeod’s breathing. He
also saw an ambulance on the edge of the
crowd. He figured the ambulance guys
must have felt pretty damn silly when they
saw the size of their patient.

“What you gonna do next?”’ asked Mc-
Leod. “Swell yourself up? I'd like to help
you against Frankie’s gang, but I gotta go
to the hospital. My arches are ruined if
there isn’t anything else wrong with me.”

“No,” said O’Brien. “I got a better
idea. Yes, sir. You just put me down
when you get small enough to let go the
building.”

Story by story, McLeod lowered him-
self as he shrank. Soon he was a mere
twenty feet tall.

He said, “I can put you down now,
Obie.”

“Okay,” said O’Brien. At McLeod's
sudden stooping movement, the nearest
people started back. McLeod was still
something pretty alarming to have
around the house. O’Brien started run-
ning again. And again his small size and
the uncertain light enabled him to dodge
through the crowd before anybody could
stop him. He tore around the corner, and
then around another corner, and came to
Orson Crow’s cab. He banged on the door
and hopped 1n.
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“Frankie’s mob is after me !’ he gasped.

“Where you wanna go, Chief?” asked
Crow, who was now fazed by few things.

“Where could a guy a foot tall buy a
suit of clothes this time of night? I'm
cold.”

Crow thought for a few seconds. ““Some
of the big drug stores carry dolls,” he
said doubtfully.

“Well, now, you go round to the big-
gest one you can find, Orson.”

They drew up 1in front of a drug store.

O’Brien said, “Now, you go in and buy
me one of these dolls. And phone one of
the papers to find out what pier a boat for
the Far East sails from.”

“What about the dough, Obie? You
owe me a buck on the meter already.”

“You collect from Mac, Tell him I'll
send 1t to him as soon as I get to Borneo.
yeah, and get me a banana from that stand.
I’'m starving.” |

( :ROW went. (O’Brien squirmed
around on the seat, trying not to
show himself to passing- pedestri-

ans and at- the same time keeping an

apprehensive eye out for Frankie’s
friends.

Crow got back in and started the motor,
as a huge and slightly battered-looking
sedan drew up. O’Brien slid to the floor,
but not quickly enough. The crack of a
pistol was followed by the tinkle of glass
as the cab started with a furious rush.

O’Brien, on the floor, was putting on
the doll’s clothes. ‘“Where’s that boat
leaving from?”’

“Pier eleven, on South Street.”

“Make 1t snappy, Orson.”

“What does it look like I'm doing?
Taking a sun-bath ?”

When they reached the pier, there was
no sign of the gangsters. O’Brien tum-
bled out with his banana.

He said, “Better scram, Orson. They’ll
be along. Yes, sir.”

“I'll see that you get off foist,” said

Crow. O’Brien scuttled down the pier
to where the little freighter lay. Her
screws had just begun to turn, and sea-
men were casting loose the hawsers. Crow
olimpsed a small mite barely visible in
the darkness, running up a bow-rope. It
vanished—at least he thought it did—but
just then the gangsters’ car squealed to a
stop beside him. They had seen, too. They
piled out and ran down to the ship. The
gangplank was up, and the ship was slid-
ing rapidly out of her berth, stern first.

One of the gangsters yelled, “Hey!” at
the ship, but nobody paid any attention.

A foot-high, Frankie Guanella capered
on the pier in front of the gangsters in
excess of homicidal rage. He shrieked
abuse at the dwindling ship. When he ran
out of words for a moment, Crow, who
was climbing back into his cab to make a
quiet getaway, heard a faint, shrill voice
raised tn a tinny song from the shadows
around the bow-hatches.

It sang, “On the road to Mandalay-ay,
where the flying fishes play-ay-ay!”

Crow was too far away to see. But
Frankie Guanella saw. He saw the re-
duced but still round figure of Euchd
O’Brien standing on top of a hatch, hold-
ing aloft his bloody ax in one hand.
Then the figure vanished into the shadows
again. |

Guanella gave a choked squeak, and
foamed at the mouth. Before his pals could
stop him, he bounded to the edge ot the
pier and dove off. He appeared on the
surface, swimming strongly toward the
S. S. Leeuwarden, bobbing blackly in the
path of moonlight on the dirty water.

Then a triangular fin—not over a couple
of inches high, but still revealing its kin-
ship to its relatives, the sharks—cut the
water. The dogfish swirled past Frankie,
and there was no more midget swimmer.
There was only the moonlight, and the
black hull of the {freighter swinging around
to start on her way to Hong Kong and
Singapore.
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Despot of planets was he, ruler of
lands beyond the dreams of man.
Yet a day was to come when even
he was to learn the cosmic law—
“My master, forever—or until a
better man comes along!”

OW Carter ever emerged alive
from his wrecked little space-cyl-
inder, he never knew. The crash
had knocked him unconscious. He came
to himself with the realization that he was
staggering in the weird, blue-green forest,
and that behind him a patch of flame and
smoke marked the burning of his little
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ship. He was bruised ; his clothes singed.
But at least he seemed all in one piece—
dizzy, confused, with only the instinct to
get away from the burming wreckage.

The gravity of this small but very dense
asteroid, out here beyond Mars, was evi-
dently somewhat less than Earth, It gave
him a queer feeling of lightness. But, des-
pite this, his strength gave out so that
presently he collapsed on the edge of what
seemed a path, along which he had been
stumbling.

And suddenly from a thicket ahead of
him, a weird shape was peering—an up-
right, grey-metal blob. Then he saw that
it was a metal monster, fashioned gro-
tesquely in the guise of a man, with joint-
ed tubular legs, a square-shouldered body,
a square box-like "head with a face of
frozen features, monstrously carved in
pseudo-human form.

The greenish eyebeams of the monster,
for that second, glared menacingly. Then,
with a cry which was a hollow, toneless
travesty of human voice, the robot came
lumbering forward.

Carter turned and ran. It was futile.
He tried to leave the path and dart off
through the forest underbrush, but be-
hind him the huge machine came crash-
ing. And when it caught him, its mailed
fist thudding on his head with a sidewise
cuff that knocked him to the ground.

He did not quite lose consciousness
this time. Dimly he was aware that the
big metal arms had gathered him up and
that he was being carried with a lumber-
ing run through the forest. For a time
he hung limp. The forest was a swaying
blur. Then, as he gradually felt his
strength coming back, he twisted his posi-
tion, flung an arm up to clutch at the
metal shoulder.

“You hold still,” the hollow voice of
the robot rumbled. The words were Eng-
lish, quaintly intoned, weird, with a lack
of human timbre. But of course i1t would
be English, from this machine built by the

Earth people whom Carter knew had set-
tled on this little asteroid some three hun-
dred years ago—colonists who had orig-
inally come from America.

Carter had heard, of course, of Dr.
Montauk who, back in 1950, had invented
a spaceship, and, with a little band of ad-
venturers, had come here. They had never
returned to Earth. Montauk’s secret of
space flight had been undisclosed.

Not until now—this summer of 2250—
had Earth scientists been able to construct
another practical spaceship — this one
which Carter had volunteered to test, and
which he had wrecked in landing here.

Dr. Montauk’s lost colony, marooned
here, had prospered quite evidently. As
he fell, Carter had seen a little city in the
forest near here. The big robot was carry-
ing him toward it now. It was a quaint-
looking little city, of the sort which had
existed in the United States about 1950,
It stood near the shore of a little sea;
stone and metal buildings a few stories in
height; streets paved, and lined with
trees.

Carter had seen that its lights were

winking in the twilight. Lights were mov-

ing in its streets. From several tower
chimneys—Iike the chimneys of factories
—smoke was belching.

“Put me down and let me walk,” Car-
ter gasped to the big robot which was car-
rying him. “Take me into the city. I
want to meet your human master. I'm
a friend, not an enemy.”

He felt his legs drop as his captor obe-
diently stood him on the ground. The
grey-metal, square body towered over
him. One of the huge mailed hands still
gripped his shoulder. He stared up into
the box-like frozen face from which the
red-green electronic eyebeams glared

down.

“My master!” the robot said at last.
“Well, my name is Oark. I must take you
to the governor. This is Elysia, the Great
City. You see? I will show you.”
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ERTAINLY Carter had no choice.
C The jointed metal fingers held his

arm now, leading him along the
path as though he were a child. Lights
were overhead, winking on in the dark-
ness—ancient Earth-style electric lights of
little colored bulbs strung on wires. The
clouds overhead had cleared, and brilliant
starlight was filtering down, mingling with
the glow of the bulbs. The forest had
opened now into what seemed a little
park. On stone benches in the nearer dis-
tance, Carter saw that figures were seat-
ed—other robots; some seven-foot mon-
sters, and some smaller.

Within the grip of the towering ma-
chine, Carter let himself be led forward.

“l am taking you to the Governor
Xahn,” the robot said. “The governor of
Elysia. We are all very busy. There is
to be an assassination tonight.”

Every instinct within Carter was urg-
ing him now to try and get loose, to run.
Run where? The futility of it struck him,
and he was convinced that the least move
which angered this monster would result
in his death, that these arms, with the
strength of a machine in them, would
crush him.

“All right,” he said grimly. “Take me
to the governor.”

He could now see ahead of him to
where the path ended at a gate, beyond
which was a street at the edge of the little
city. The street was a bustle of activity.
Metal figures were hurrying back and
forth from one building to another. Oth-
ers were entering the houses, and coming
out again. Little cars on wheels—the an-
cient surface automobile, Carter realized
—were rolling by with robots as passen-
gers.

Carter and Oark had been seen by the
robots in the park. Quite evidently they
recognized Carter as a human—strange-
ly garbed, but still a man—and they came

(Continued on page 100)
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(Continued from page 98)
bustling forward with threatening cries.
But Oark had waved them away. A group
of them were following now.

‘Again Qark turned, shouted, “I am
doing the correct thing. I am taking this
man-enemy to the Governor Xahn.”

Then Carter was shoved through the
city gate. One of the houses nearby had
big windows which gave him a view of
the lighted interior. A dozen or more
robots were at weaving machines. Others
were piling bolts of finished cloth onto
little wheeled carriers. One of the loaded
carts came out an exit door at the side of
the building. Other robots hurried to it,
picked up the bolts of cloth and tossed
them into the side yard. The space there
was filled with a great mound of the dis-
carded factory product.

The commotion here in the street at
seeing Carter was spreading. “You bet-
ter get us out of here,” Carter murmured.
“You take me—"

“Yes, I will.” Oark himself seemed
startled and confused by the commotion.
Quickly he led Carter onto a small ramp
which crossed over the street toward the
second-level entrance of a big stone and
metal building. And suddenly another ro-
bot*joined them.

“You, Oark,” the newcomer greeted.

“Very glad to meet you, Garl,” Oark
responded. “It is a nice evening? This is
my prisoner, a human-man.”

Garl was a much smaller robot than
Oark—hardly six feet in height. The
bulging mailed chest, under the fuse-plug
socket, had an emblazoned insignia as
though here were some official—a machine
of importance. The red-green eyebeams
surveyed Carter with a sweeping glance.

“He is a human I found at the edge of
the North park,” Oark said quickly. “He
fell from the sky in something that caught
fire. I am taking him to the Governor
Xahn as my prisoner.”



MACHINES OF DESTINY

“Yes,” Garl agreed carefully. “Yes,
you are doing right. I will go with you.”

UMBED by the realization which
had so steadily been thrust upon
him, Carter gazed silently from
one to the other of his captors. Then, as
~they each gripped one of his arms, he
‘let them lead him on up the ramp.
. Garl was saying conversationally, “Is it
true what I hear? There is to be an
assassination tonight ?”’

“In the cemetery behind the palace,”
Oark said, “The leader, Johnson, will be
making a speech on a platform. And I
shall assassinate him. And we are all to
assemble, to form the crowd who listen to

the speech. You see it is all to, be cor- "

rect.”’

“Look here, I'm a friend, not an ene-
my,” Carter declared. He added, “Come
on—out with it. You've killed all the hu-
mans here—is that it? When did you
do it?”

They explained it readily enough. Here
on the planetoid, nature was benificent to
human life. Dr. Montauk’s original Earth-
colony had prospered. This was the main
city, governing several other smaller set-
tlements out beyond the forests.

““Then the first of us men-machines was
created,” Garl was explaining. ‘“That was
a long time ago. But the human-scien-
tists kept making us better and better.
Dr. Johnson ‘improved us so we could
think and act for ourselves—""

“And that was best of all,” Oark put
in. “You see, don’t you, that we know
things just like the humans knew them?
But we never had a chance to show 1t.”

“Go on,” Carter said.

And then had come the Great Killing.
[t was only an LEarth-week ago in time,
Carter gathered. Several thousand robots
suddenly running amuck—monstrous mas-

sacre of all the humans on this little world.
(Continued on page 102)
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‘“And that was correct too, don’t you
see?’”’ Oark was saying. “We know that
humans often did that to each other—
that is the correct thing to do.”

““There is the cemetery,” Garl said sud-
denly. ‘“Look—we are having a funeral.”

From this height over the palace garden
to which the ascending catwalk had risen,
Carter had a view beyond the side of the
palace. The graveyard was laid out with
paths and beds of flowers, and rows of
little headstones and crosses to mark the
graves—headstones of polished stone that
gleamed pallid 1n the starlight.

And suddenly, with a veering pyff of
wind, a stench came to Carter. Then he
saw, piled in the cemetery, a great mound
of mangled human bodies—the human
victims of the great massacre.

Despite that, there was now a funeral
in progress—a little cortege of stiff-legged,
slowly marching robots following a bier
on which a huge metal figure that had
been smashed, lay prone.

“Poor fellow,” Oark commented.
was very fine—a good worker.”

Then Oark noticed that Carter was gaz-
ing at the piles of human bodies, with the
stench from them wafting up here.

““That is bad, those unburied corpses,”
the big robot added to Garl. “The Gov-
ernor Xahn should have ordered them to
be buried. That would have been the
proper thing, to bury them before they
began to smell like this. Yes, we all re-
alize that. I shall have to remind the
Governor of it.”

They had reached a doorway where the
ramp ended at the palace upper entrance.
Garl pushed it open. Carter saw a dim,
polished-stone corridor. The interior here
was silent, seemingly deserted.

A short way down the corridor, they
shoved Carter through a doorway into a
dim room. Its windows were shrouded
with portiers.

llHe



MACHINES OF DESTINY

“You wait,” Garl said. “We will con-
sult the governor about you. Then we
will come back.”

HE door closed upon Carter. He
could hear them turning a key in its
lock. For a moment he heard their
clanking footsteps; then there was si-
lence. There was no interior doorway in
the room. At one of the shrouded win-
dows Carter stared at the outer dimness.
There was seemingly no way of escape
here. It was a sheer drop of some fifty
feet. Of what use to escape anyway?
The thought struck at him ironically. He
was marooned here on this little asteroid
—the only living human.
The sound of the lock turning in his
door made him whirl. The door opened,
and swiftly closed again as a small figure

(Continued on page 104)
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(Continued from page 103)
slipped in and stood confronting him.
Carter gasped, stricken. It was a young
girl—a small, slim girl in tight-fitting
dark trousers and a white silken blouse.

“Quiet, oh please—don’t let them hear
us.”

Her finger went to her lips as she
warned him. She came swiftly forward,
gripping him by his arms, and he stared
down into her face, framed by her wavy,
bobbed blonde hair. It was a pallid face,
and there was terror in her eyes.

“I heard them talking of you,” she mur-
mured. “I—I am Gloria Johnson. My
father is a prisoner hére. Oh, I've been
all alone, trying to help him escape. And
now, you see, he’s the one they are going
to assassinate tonight!”

For that instant Carter was stricken
even beyond voicing the questions which
flooded him.

“Your father—a prisoner here?”

“Yes. They’ve got him in a room here
in the palace. You see, when the mas-
sacre came, they didn’t kill father—be-
cause they consider him their creator.”
She was shuddering. ““So they—they kept
him for the ceremony tonight. You see?
Twenty years ago—that was before I was
born—father built the first of this type ro-
bot.”

She was breathless with her terrified ve-
hemence as she went on. “I haven’t dared
yet to try and get father out of the palace.
They’d see me taking him. They’d kill him
and me too. And now you're here—
they’ve got you. And tonight they’re going
to assassinate father—"

“And you—" Carter interjected.
“You're free to move around as you like ?
They didn’t kill you in the massacre,
and now you're free? Why—"

She nodded. “Yes, that’s so.” A queer
whimsical look came to her face. Then
it was gone, and irony was there, and a
grim irony was in her voice.
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““They—they like me,” she said. “This
Garl and Oark particularly. You see—"
Her {rightened breath gave out.

“I don’t see,” Carter murmured.

“I'm trying to tell you ; then you—you’ll
understand this weird thing. It began, I
guess, a year ago. I had always been kind
to Garl and Oark. Father built them to
be our household servants. And I used to
wonder just how—just how human the
robots were becoming. I was talking to
father about it one night. Somehow"it al-
ways seemed pathetic—the way Garl and
Oark and some of the others tried to act
as though they really were human.”

Blankly Carter stared at her.

“I was telling father now how I thought
it might be wrong—you see? Creating
machines that are only machines and yet
might develop so that they might want
to be something more than just mechan-
isms. That would be pathetic—tragic for
them—wouldn’t it?"

“Well—” Carter murmured.
they liked you because you were sympa-
thetic?”

“Garl and Oark overheard father and
me that night. It—it could have caused
the massacre. Garl and Oark then be-
gan studying things about the humans.
Father and I dido’t know it. They were
studying, learning, planning—"

“Just to be like humans? To prove to
themselves—"

““That’s it. To prove to themselves that
they can do it, that they are something
more than machines.”

“And they spared you at the massacre
—just because they like you?”

‘The whimsical look came back to her
face with a little twisted smile, ““They're
trying to show me that I was right in what
I said to father. To show me—and them-
selves, of course. Struggling with it, this
human way of life. Trying so hard to do
everything just right.,”

(Continued on page 106)
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(Continued from page 105)

“Good Lord,” Carter muttered.
assassinating your father—”

“Yes. They still look on him as their
ruler. And the most authentic method
they’ve ever heard of for changing rulers
is through assassination, so they’re going
to put him up on a platform and shoot
him.”

She checked herself as out in the cor-
ridor the clang of oncoming metal foot-
steps again was audible.

Carter clutched her. “Here they come,”
he whispered hurriedly. “Listen, don’t
you let them think you'’re trying to help
me. If they should turn on you—"

“They won’t. I just wanted you to
know. Don’t try to escape—you’ll be
killed. Just do what they tell you.”

“But your father—we must get him out
of here.”

“If we can get father, and get to the is-
land, T have plans. Tll tell you later.
You can help me best just by being docile.”

The clanking figures were at the door.

“We can get safely through the city,”
she murmured. “We can do it surely—if
a storm comes. No more now—I’ll come
to you later on.”

THE door opened. She had jumped

“And

away and was standing gazing at
Carter as Oark and Garl clanked in.

“Oh,” Garl said. “So you are here,
Miss Gloria.” His tone was deferential,
ingratiating.

“Yes,” she said. ‘“This human-man and
I have been talking. We've decided, Garl,
that you are all making a mistake, It
would not be good to assassinate my father
tonight.”

“Oh yes it would, Miss Gloria,” Qark
put in. “We have studied it—and we do
not make mistakes. Really we do not.”

A shudder swept Carter. It was like
dealing with maniacs ; gentle, ingratiating,
anxious to prove that they were sane, Yet
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in an instant they could be turned into
killers—if the idea should come to them
that it was the correct thing to do.

““The governor will see you,” Garl said
pompously to Carter. “And you, Miss
Gloria—you can come with us.”

Carter was shoved the length of the
corridor, into a big, handsome room,
into the presence of the Governor Xahn.
He was a metal figure of seven feet or
more—the same model robot as Oark. He
was seated, stiffly erect, in a big armchair
at the end of a long table around which
were a dozen other metal monsters.

““The governor and his council,” Oark
murmured to Carter.

The thirteen silent machines all stirred
with excitement as Oark and Garl clanked
in with Carter between them.

“This is the prisoner,” Oark an-
nounced.

Governor Xahn stood up. “The council
will rise to order, gentlemen,” he an-
nounced. “Stand up, please.”

The room clanked as they rose. One of
them knocked over his chair, bent in con-
fusion to pick it up, with the glaring eye-
beams of his companions upon him.

“You will stand to receive your sen-
tence,” Xahn said to Carter. Then he
turned to his council. ‘““Be seated, gentle-

»

men.
In the silence they all carefully resumed

their chairs. On the polished table before
Xahn was a pile of papers. They looked
like old documents, perhaps from the
files of the human governor who had been
here up to a week ago. Xahn’s jointed
metal fingers toyed with them.

And then he said slowly. “We have
been carefully considering your -case.
Have you anything to say before I pro-
nounce sentence upon you?”’

“No,” Carter responded. “Except—

why should you want to sentence mer 1
came here as a friend.”
(Continued on page 108)
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There was an awkward silence. The
machines around the table swung their
eyebeams and shifted their feet.

Then Xahn said, “We have no evidence
of that. Our evidence is that you are
human and you must die. Dr. Johnson
will make a speech, and he is going to
be assassinated. After that, we will stand
you up and shoot you.”

“We should stand him against a wall,”
one of the counsellors suggested. “That
is the proper way.”

Oark was twitching at Carter’s arm.
“You understand we know how to do
things in human fashion, don’t you?”’ the
big robot asked.

“Yes,” Carter muttered. |

Gloria had been standing by the door
of the room, and Carter had been aware
that all the machines seemed to be ac-
cutely conscious ,of her presence, with
sidelong glances at her.

Now the robot, Garl, asked her anx-
iously, “This human-man realizes we
do everything in proper fashion, and you
do, too, don’t you, Miss Gloria?”

“Yes,” she murmured.

‘““Take the prisoner back to his eell,”
Xahn ordered.

As he was shoved from the room, Car-
ter flung a glance at the girl. She had
mentioned getting to an island, wait-
ing for a storm. It seemed now that her
mute gaze warmed him to be docile. With
QOark and Carl gripping him, he went
back along the corridor and into the room

where he had been before.
“You wait—we will come soon,” QOark

“admonished. The door closed.

T WAS an agony of apprenension for
Carter, waiting mn that dim, barred
room. QOutside the palace, the hollow,
excited voices of the robots reverberated
as they gathered in the nearby cemetery.
Through the window a segment of the
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eerie scene was visible. Dots of swaying
red-yellow light were out there now—
burning torches carried by the arriving
metal figures. A great throng of them
already had gathered in a crescent, fac-
ing a little rise of ground where a small
platform had been erected. A dais was on
it with a chair where Dr. Johnson would
be forced to make a speech. And a wood-
en partition was erected at the plattorm
end, like a little wall where Carter was to
face the firing squad.

Would the girl be able to come now?
Carter’s tense gaze shifted to the glowing
night-sky. Sullen, swift-flying clouds
were up there, with little red and yellow
lightning streaks darting through them.
And there was a puff of wind which was
bending the spindly branches of the trees.

Then, as he stared, the wind rose to a
stronger puff, and huge elephant-eared
leaves went scattering from the trees
in a shower.

The creak of an opening door made
Carter turn. It was Gloria.

“Our chance now,” she whispered.
“They have been watching me, but then
they got interested in what 1s going on
outside,”

“You know where your father is?”

“Yes. They have several times let me
go to him, but they wouldn’t let him or
me out of the palace. They've got him
locked now in a room down on the lower
floor. I think we can get him out. Most
of the machines are outside now.”

“Have you any weapons?”

“No. Of what use would they be?”

Of what use indeed? They furtively
opened the door. The dim corridor out-
side seemed momentarily empty.

“You show me the way,” Carter whis-
pered.

In the silence, footsteps and hollow
voices were audible. Carter and the girl
came to a dim flight of steps, went cau-

(Continued on page 110)
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(Continued from page 109)

tiously down them, into another corridor.
It seemed empty. |

“There’s a side door near here,” Gloria
murmured, “On the side away from the
cemetery. We'll get father, and—"

The words died in her throat. From a
shadow near at hand, a huge, metal figure
materialized.

The robot’s hollow voice rumbled,
“Why—our prisoner has no right to wan-
der around. This must be remedied: an
escaping prisoner should be killed.” The
giant figure lunged forward. A knife was
in the robot’s clenched hand, and Car-
ter stooped and sprang under it. His
muscular body crashed against the tower-
ing erect metal shape with an impact that
shook the huge machine.

Carter found himself hanging on the
neck of the robot. The ponderous right
arm, with hand clutching the knife, com-
pleted its swing in the empty air. The
other hand turned inward, with jointed
fingers clutching at his throat. Carter
planned what he would do if an encounter
like this were thrust upon him.

He wound his legs around the thighs
of the robot as 1t staggered forward, car-
rying him. And in that same instant his
groping fingers located the monster’s fuse-
plug. Desperately, he wrenched, and the
plug came out, There was a little hiss
inside the giant metal body. It shook with
a convulsive twitch as the arms relaxed.
And then 1t tumbled backward—with Car-
ter still sprawled upon it—and crashed
to the corridor floor.

Carter leaped to his feet. The sprawled
metal giant was on its back, motionless.
The eyebeams were extinguished. It was
just an intricate mass of metal lying there
inert.

“You get to the side door,” Gloria
gasped. “I'll bring father out—"

“No. I'll come with you.”

Carter darted ahead, unbarring the door
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the girl indicated. They rushed into a
small room where a thin, grey-haired man
stood backed against the wall.

He saw Carter and gasped, “Why—
another human—"

The girl rushed to him. “Our chance
now, father. Out the side door—hurry. I
think there’s a storm coming.’

But they had no chance. In the dark
doorway the figure of Oark loomed, with
‘other robots behind him. Carter jumped
to put himself in front of the girl. And
at the same moment he called. “We are
ready to go together. You stay at the
door. We are coming out.”

It startled them, and for an instant
they stood there confused.

“That is right,” Oark agreed. “It is
time now for the ceremony.”

Then the robots saw Gloria. Garl came
forward.

“Why—why, Miss Gloria,” he stam-
mered. “What are you doing here? You
should stay on the other floor. I told
you that.”

“She came to get us ready,” Carter
said quickly. “It must be done properly,
Garl.”

“Yes—yes, of course it must.”

But it seemed that all of them, except
Garl and Oark, now were suspicious of
the girl. Despite her protests, in a mo-
ment they led her away. Again Carter
had a sudden wild instinct to try and
fight.

But Gloria gasped, “I am to see the
ceremony? I am to be on the platform?
You want me to see that everything is
proper, don’t you?”

“Yes—yes,” they all agreed.

Carter relaxed. They led her away.
Then they crowded upon Johnson, hur-

ried him out through the doorway. And-

Oark gripped Carter.
“You are to go last,” Oark said. “That
is the governor’s orders.”
(Continued on page 112)
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(Continued from page 111)
ARL had clanked away with the
others. After a time, Carter was
taken. And in a moment he found
himself drawn through an outer door-
way, out into the churchyard, with a
thousand weird mechanical voices rising
to greet him as he appeared. The red-
yellow torchlight dotted the darkness. Oft
to the left, in a huge crescent, the throng-
ing crowd of robots pressed forward.
With pounding heart Carter stared as
he was shoved to the platform. Dr. John-
son was sagging limp in one of the chairs,
with his body lashed to its upright back.

Where was Gloria? Carter looked wild-
ly around. Overhead the swirling clouds
were low. Weird little lightnings of crim-
son fire were darting through them, with
muffled pops of thunder sounding. Then
the silent, stalking machines were shov-
ing Carter against the wooden wall. Holes
were in it. They stood him against it,
bound his legs and arms with rope through
the holes so that he was held firmly up-
right.

Another great cry from the assembled
throng rose up as Governor Xahn now
mounted the steps of the platform and
seated himself in a chair which had been
placed facing Dr. Johnson.

To Carter, the breathless silence was a
horror. And suddenly in the shadows
behind Governor Xahn’s chair, a lhittle
hissing light appeared. It was a quivering,
tiny electric flame. Then Oark was visible,
standing back there—Oark with his left
hand gripping a small electronic torch
from which the flame was sizzling. And
Oark’s right hand, outstretched, was mov-
ing to reach the seated Xahn.

Then Oark pounced. His darting right
hand reached and seized Xahn’s fuse-plug,
ripped it from the metal chest. With a
hiss and convulsive quiver the body of
Xahn sank inert in the chair. And in
that same second Oark was applying the
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blowtorch flame to the governor’s metal

features—fusing them until the white-
hot electric flame ate through.

There was a gasp from the throng. But
Oark sprang erect, shouting at them.

“We're going to have two assassina-
tions instead of just one! See? The gov-

ernor has been assassinated—now we can

have a new governor.”

Lashed to the wall, Carter was futilely
writhing at the ropes that held him. And
in that instant, with a weird abruptness,
the storm broke—a roaring gust that tore
at the robot’s earnest words and flung
them away. A crimson flare burst over-

head. And then came the rain.

It was as though a mad horror had
descended upon the metal figures—hissing
rain drops on their alumite plates, water
that seeped into their joints, with ignition
wires spluttering. And suddenly they
were all wildly running for shelter.

Gloria came running and cut Carter
loose, and together they released her

father.

Then they were telling Carter about the

island. He remembered that he had seen
a verdant island off the shore near here.

There had been a few humans in the great
massacre who had been able to escape
and get to that island. No robot, with in-
stinctive fear, ever dared venture near

water.

A few hundred people marooned here—

- a life primitive, with water that one could

drink, food on the trees and in the ground,
just the fundamentals of human life.
“They're really trying very hard,” Car-
ter murmured as they stared.

“Yes. I realizeit.”

And then he murmured, “Gloria—"
Tremulously she stared up at him.
“I've just got the feeling we're going to
be happy here,” he said.

They turned away from the clanking
metal city. Hand in hand, facing the dawn,
they went up the little slope.
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